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For Lizz, Mom, and Dad, my personal cheerleaders




AUTHOR’S NOTE



I WASN’T ALWAYS FASCINATED by cheerleaders. I grew up in Durham, North Carolina, and in the halls of Jordan High School, I’d see cheerleaders wearing their sky blue skirts—they always seemed to travel in packs and to be laughing about something. I wondered how they never felt discouraged by the fact that the Falcons they so avidly cheered for never won a football game the entire time we were in school.

I was on the opposite end of the high school cliché spectrum. I was the rebel with bright blue streaks in her hair who could usually be found reporting stories for the high school newspaper. In that way that people “stand for things” when they’re teens, I thought of myself as an individual, while they stood for conformity. They dutifully cheered on the sidelines of every football game while, truth be told, the only time I ever went to a game was when my friend streaked across the field during halftime. I was one of the occupants of his getaway car.

Pep rallies were held several times a year in the gym, and attendance was mandatory. Still, I skipped every single rally, sneaking across the street to a park. I remember walking back onto campus one day after a rally to meet my ride. As I strolled through the parking lot, there was a lot of commotion—and an ambulance with its lights flashing. “What happened?” I asked a friend. “A cheerleader fell real bad,” he said, not at all concerned. “Maybe they should wear helmets.”

Others’ descriptions weren’t as detached. As another friend told me, Courtney, a senior cheerleader with platinum blonde hair, had fallen off the top of a pyramid onto the hardwood floor. The image she described still sticks in my mind—Courtney’s head bleeding, the deep red staining her pale yellow hair. A few days later she was back at school, having gotten away with just a concussion.

While I thought of myself as diametrically opposed to the cheerleaders, I recognized their magic. I remember seeing the cheerleaders practicing through the Plexiglas panels of the gym doors. They could all do back handsprings, while I’d practically flunked out of gymnastics class. And of course, there were some cheerleaders I couldn’t help but like—Amanda, with her square jaw and baby-doll eyes, the editor-in-chief of my school newspaper who ended harsh edits with a smiley face. And Melissa, with a smattering of freckles across her nose, who whispered jokes in English class and who seemed sincerely annoyed when she was chosen Best Looking for senior superlatives.

When I shipped off to Barnard College in New York City—a part of Columbia University, which is not exactly famous for its athletics—I didn’t think cheerleaders would be a fact of life anymore. But lo and behold, a Columbia cheerleader lived next door to me in my dorm sophomore year. I laughed when Evelyn, with her olive skin and exotic features, asked if I wanted to go to a game. Still, there was something admirable about how much enthusiasm she could muster for teams the other students couldn’t care less about.

After college, I landed a job as an editor at Jane magazine. Among my daily duties of writing and editing, I was assigned a story about how injuries in cheerleading were on the rise. The words instantly made me flash back to high school and the image of the blood in Courtney’s blonde hair.

I started doing research, interviewing dozens of college cheerleaders. What they described to me wasn’t the happy-go-lucky sport I’d once imagined. They were part of a fervent subculture filled with people willing to take their bodies to the limit. I flew to Daytona Beach, Florida, to watch the National Cheerleaders Association College Cheer Nationals. I was blown away by the gravity-defying women and Herculean men. The glimmer of passion in their eyes was so intense that it was sometimes startling. In a way, I fell in love.

Almost every other sport has had its story told—football in Friday Night Lights, basketball in Season on the Brink, soccer in Fever Pitch—the list could go on and on. I wanted to tell the story of competitive cheerleaders.

What you are about to read is 100 percent real—the drama is authentic and the characters all can be found on their respective college campuses. But I want to give a few caveats. First, in order to construct a gripping narrative, I had to play with time—some scenes may happen out of order, and interviews from one point in time may be transplanted into another. Second, because I was not always present during pivotal moments, several scenes in this book have been re-created based on interviews with people who did witness them. Third, this book is limited by my perception of what is happening around me and by my memory, aided by notebooks and a digital recorder. And finally, as with any good reality TV show, please be aware that a ton of material from my year of research has been left on the cutting room floor.

Now, enjoy. By the end of this book, I hope that you will have a better understanding of college cheerleaders, those daredevils of the sidelines who have been, until now, so often misunderstood.







INTRODUCTION



WITH A MASS OF blonde curls and her eyes coated in purple glitter, Sierra Jenkins looks like she could come in a pink box labeled Bad-Ass Barbie. Every muscle in her body seems crafted out of marble as she hovers seven feet off the ground, balancing in the palm of a hulking guy below her. Sierra curls her right leg behind her and reaches overhead to grab her cheerleading sneaker, the cracking leather held together by masking tape. She yanks her foot up, and the space between her back and leg narrows to almost nothing.

Today is a legendary event for college cheerleaders, known to them by only one word: Nationals. The winner will be determined by mere hundredths of a point, yet Sierra beams as if she’s never felt an ounce of stress in her life. She opens her mouth like a ventriloquist’s dummy and winks at the 5,000-person audience. A Fox Sports Net camera zooms around her.

If you buy into high school mythology, you probably imagine cheerleaders trying out for the squad to cement their vote for homecoming queen or to score a date with a football player. But popularity is the last thing on college cheerleaders’ minds. Meet Tarianne Green in her uniform the color of a yellow highlighter—she loves being launched twenty-five feet in the air for basket tosses. Meet Casi Davis, who withstands more than 250 pounds as her teammates build human pyramids on her shoulders. Meet Kali Rae Seitzer, who pulls off tumbling passes on par with Olympic gymnasts. Meet James Brown, a former college football player and wrestler who says cheerleading is the hardest sport he’s ever been a part of.

These cheerleaders spend upwards of twenty hours a week practicing, and that’s not including the weight room visits and general conditioning they do on their own. They compete with broken thumbs and twisted ankles, still flashing Vaseline-toothed smiles when they’re in pain. Some of them had 4.0 GPAs and high SAT scores but chose legendary cheer colleges like Stephen F. Austin State University, the University of Louisville, and the University of Kentucky rather than the Ivy League, all in the hopes of slipping a National Championship ring on their finger.

Modern cheerleading suffers from a split personality. Spirit cheerleading, where squads step-touch and spell out words from the sidelines, is one variety—the kind most of us think of when we hear the word cheerleader. But not as many of us are familiar with competitive cheerleading, where teams perform in intense championships. Some squads do only one of the above. The college cheerleaders you’re about to meet do both.

While sports like football and basketball stagnated years ago, cheerleading is attracting new participants by the truckload; last year the four millionth cheerleader joined a squad. The spirit industry has doubled in value over the past five years, to become a $2 billion empire. In 2000, there were 250 gyms around the country that focused exclusively on stunting and tumbling skills for cheerleaders. Today, there are more than 2,000.

“I live for competing,” says one college cheerleader. “As soon as I step out on the mat, all eyes are on me—it’s straight adrenaline. It’s an amazing rush,” says another. “Cheerleading is addictive,” confirms a third. “It’s kind of like a drug,” echoes a fourth.

No, these are not just pretty women shaking pom-poms.

Why Are We All So Fascinated with Cheerleaders?

Cheerleaders are American icons, up there with the Statue of Liberty, the cowboy, and McDonald’s arches. Many high-powered people in our society were once cheerleaders. Franklin D. Roosevelt, Dwight Eisenhower, Ronald Reagan, George Bush Sr., and George W. Bush—more presidents were former cheerleaders than members of the Skull and Bones. Other famous former cheerleaders: Madonna, Meryl Streep, Katie Couric, Halle Berry, Reba McEntire, Cameron Diaz. And a few more who will probably surprise you: Samuel L. Jackson, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Gloria Steinem, and Aaron Spelling.

Anyone who’s been to a movie or turned on a television in the past fifty years can list dozens of pop culture images of cheerleaders, from the now-classic movie Bring It On, to Saturday Night Live sketches, to Heroes’ telling first season tagline, “Save the cheerleader, save the world.” In popular culture, cheerleaders are generally portrayed as the queen bees—the ones at the top of the social pyramid whom everyone admires and/or fears. They have that elusive quality that seemed like the key to happiness when we were young: popularity. In many cases, they are set on high pedestals, objects to be admired from afar. Other times they are airheads without much going on upstairs, vapid and obsessed with how they look. Sometimes they are snotty, even cruel, to the people below them on the totem pole. Often, they are sluts.

We imbue cheerleaders with hundreds of different meanings, but no matter what, we are fascinated by them.

This enthrallment doesn’t just play out in fiction. In 1991, we scratched our heads when Wanda Holloway, a Texas cheer mom, was arrested after attempting to hire a hit man to kill the mother of her daughter’s cheerleading rival. Holloway was convinced she could secure her daughter a spot on the squad if her daughter’s rival was too bereaved to cheer. We were mesmerized.

In March 2005, a twenty-six-year member of the Texas House of Representatives stood on the Senate floor and advocated for a bill to curb “sexually suggestive” cheerleading choreography. “We are telling teenagers not to have sex but are teaching them how to do it on the football field,” Al Edwards told the press. He even drew connections between the increase in “overtly sexual” cheerleading dancing and a rise in the number of teen pregnancies, high school dropouts, and HIV cases.

Later that year, two female Carolina Panthers cheerleaders were arrested in Florida after one of them punched a bar patron in a bathroom brawl. The story instantly made the nightly news, and then it got more scandalous—the two women had allegedly been making out before the fight broke out. It became water cooler conversation for weeks.

Similarly, in 2006, a story unraveled out of McKinney, Texas. A group of cheerleaders dubbed the “Fab Five” were running amok at their high school. They harassed their coach, picked on other students, and talked back to teachers (one reported that a Fab Fiver had told her, “Pull your panties out of a wad”). They posted photos on MySpace that showed them drinking and simulating oral sex on penis-shaped candles. As the school district began a $40,000 investigation of the incidents, the story played out on Fox News, ABC News, and Newsweek.

In 2007, a batch of letters arrived at television stations and athletic departments across the country—half of them laced with insecticide. The writer’s beef? That television networks only gave airtime to modestly dressed cheerleading squads. This crazy person could have written about any topic under the sun—the war in Iraq, gun control, universal healthcare. Instead, he or she wrote about cheerleaders.

In our fascination, we fit cheerleaders neatly into two categories: the chaste A-student in the student council, or the miniskirt-wearing slut most likely to go to third base. Cheerleaders straddle the fault line between the virgin and the whore. They are a group onto which our culture projects its complicated beliefs about women; they can be one extreme or the other, and rarely can we deal with the fact that, in reality, most women fall somewhere in between. It would probably disappoint the people who buy Playboy’s video special Cheerleaders and College Girls (not the other way around) to learn that there are no pillow fights at cheer competitions. In fact, while I did meet several cheerleader couples and witness a certain level of sexual innuendo on coed teams, there’s not nearly as much hooking up as you would think, considering the fact that this is one of the only sports where men and women compete together.

All of this brings me to one of the reasons I was so drawn to writing this book. Our common knowledge of cheerleaders is dramatically at odds with the reality. In American culture, we give athletes the utmost respect. But most of us—even the ones familiar with competitive cheerleading—don’t acknowledge that cheerleaders are athletes. It’s a rift intricately tied to cheerleading’s evolution.

From Yell Leaders to All-Stars: A Brief History of Cheer

In the beginning, cheerleaders were men. At the first college football game between Princeton and Rutgers, a group of Princeton students began chanting, “Rah rah rah! Tiger tiger tiger! Sis sis sis! Boom boom boom! Ahhhhhh!” It sounds like bad Dr. Seuss, but it caught on. Soon Princeton appointed “yell leaders,” whose job was to orchestrate chants and pump up the crowd. The idea spread across the country, and in 1898, at the University of Minnesota, yell leader Jack Campbell darted in front of his fellow students to lead them in a cheer. He had no idea what his random action would inspire.

For the next forty years, male cheerleaders used megaphones, noise-makers, jumps, flips, and chants to get the crowd on its feet. Because cheerleaders were elected, the position became synonymous with popularity, much like homecoming courts and prom queens today.

In the 1930s, Lawrence Herkimer was a Dallas teenager with a stutter. “I couldn’t speak worth a darn,” he recalls. But, thanks to a gymnastics class, he could do a back flip. It was enough to get him elected as a cheerleader, and something magical happened to him on the sidelines of football games—his stutter disappeared. The whole school applauded as he turned handsprings when his team got a touchdown.

Herkimer went on to cheer at Southern Methodist University, but during his junior year, the country entered World War II. Like many men of his generation, he joined the navy. Just as women were filling the male void in factories, they took over as cheerleaders. At the same time, the president of Kilgore College noticed students drinking in the parking lot during halftime. He asked the now-female cheerleaders to perform during halftime to keep people in their seats. Cheerleaders went from leading a crowd to entertaining them.

In 1949, Lawrence Herkimer was back at Southern Methodist, coaching gymnastics and cheerleading. Other schools began calling him, asking him to work with their cheerleaders. Herkimer had the idea to start a company, the National Cheerleaders Association (NCA). “That first summer we had fifty-two girls sign up for a summertime course,” says Herkimer. “The next summer we had 350.” Within a few years, the NCA was running 750 camps around the country.

“I had no idea how big it would become,” says Herkimer, who is now in his eighties. His eyes smile behind his glasses, and he touches the pen in the pocket of his collared shirt. “My first wife said, ‘You know, Herkie, you can’t do back flips all your life. We oughta get into something else.’” Her idea—sell pleated skirts.

The Herkimers were also behind the invention of the spirit stick and the pom-poms. “I always said I had a depression-proof business because if someone’s daughter gets elected cheerleader they’re going to sell the boat before they tell her she can’t have her two pom-poms and sweater,” explains Herkimer. Wearing the uniform he created, cheerleaders made the leap to American icons.

In the ’70s, Herkimer introduced more gymnastics into the NCA’s curriculum and noticed more men joining squads as a result. He began grooming a successor—Jeffrey Webb, a talented cheerleader from the University of Oklahoma. Webb had big ideas. “I wanted to transform the activity. Herkie had taken it to a certain level, but it had pretty much stayed the same,” explains Webb. “I had a vision of it being updated, modernized, and made more athletic.”

Webb envisioned men lifting women, women sailing to extreme heights, and big, multiple-person pyramids. He started developing techniques to teach these acrobatic skills. In 1974, when he was twenty-four, Webb began running the Universal Cheerleaders Association (UCA) out of his apartment in Memphis, Tennessee. He traveled, giving demonstrations. “We expected resistance, but we got the opposite—it was a stampede,” says Webb.

In its first summer, the UCA taught 4,000 cheerleaders. They began offering uniforms that allowed for more movement—the skirts shorter, the tops less bulky. They even came up with a lightweight sneaker to replace saddle shoes. The UCA grew steadily. “But at the five-year mark, we got frustrated because we were still regional and we wanted to be nationwide,” says Webb. “Someone said, ‘Why don’t we create a competition?’”

In 1981, Webb invited twenty teams from around the country to participate in the first-ever National High School Cheerleading Championship. Held at Sea World, it was an instant success. A few years later, Webb added a college championship to the roster. The NCA noticed squads defecting, so Herkimer created an NCA competition, too. Thus began cheerleaders’ dual existence: supporting school teams and simultaneously competing in their own right.

In the 1980s, gymnastics found itself in hot water. Stories of poor coaching circulated in the press, and many schools stopped offering the sport because of insurance concerns. A large number of homeless gymnasts channeled their energy into cheerleading, bringing with them their passion for defying gravity and a perfectionist mentality.

Soon, in the mid-to-late ’90s, new gyms popped up all over the country specializing in acrobatics for cheerleading. They enrolled girls like ballet schools, and they quickly picked up on the competition model, forming all-star teams. Students could cheer for their school teams as well, but many chose to be all-stars, with no sideline duties whatsoever.

The explosion of all-star gyms fueled a rapid growth in cheerleading, from preschool-aged kids through college. And cheerleading continues to be one of the fastest-growing sports, both within the U.S. and abroad. Today, more than seventy-five organizations regulate cheerleading, many of them holding their own national competitions.

At the college level, because of cheerleading’s designation as an “activity” rather than a “sport,” it does not fall under the jurisdiction of the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA). Many people in cheerleading would like to see it stay that way, since NCAA governance comes with strict rules. NCAA sports compete during only one season per year, while cheerleading is a year-round activity. In NCAA sports, athletes are eligible to play for only four years. In this book, you’ll meet cheerleaders like Doug Daigle, who is beginning his eighth year as a college cheerleader.

For college cheer, Herkimer’s NCA and Webb’s UCA remain the two largest organizations. They maintain separate identities and national competitions even though they are both now owned by the same parent company, Varsity Brands, Inc. Today, rather ironically, the NCA is known for flashy routines with innovative choreography while the UCA focuses on crowd-leading and more traditional stunting and pyramids. “It’s kind of like Coke and Pepsi—you just have a preference,” explains Dawn Calitri, the current president of the NCA. Teams may compete at only one, and coaches usually pick whichever they like best. The NCA holds Nationals in April in Daytona Beach, Florida, at an Elizabethan-style amphitheater that has been dubbed “the castle.” UCA Nationals take place in January at Walt Disney World’s Wide World of Sports.

Jeff Webb, still CEO of the UCA, worries that for school teams, the pendulum has swung too far in favor of competitive cheer. “I think we’re going to start to see the emphasis move back to the traditional aspects,” he says.

But many of the cheerleaders in this book would predict the opposite—a large chunk would gladly relinquish their sideline duties. Sometime soon, cheerleading may be heading toward a schism.

And the Trophy for the Most Dangerous Sport Goes To?

In 2006, in the lead-up to the NCAA Men’s Basketball Tournament, America witnessed something that hinted cheerleading had changed. Three and a half minutes before the end of a game, the Southern Illinois University cheerleaders ran onto the court to perform during a time-out. As they tossed Kristi Yamaoka onto the top of a pyramid, her foot slipped and she fell backwards. She plummeted, neck and head first, onto the hardwood floor. The television cameras kept rolling, and the game was delayed as Kristi just lay there. Trainers and medics ran onto the court to assess the situation.

As the Southern Illinois squad, 14,000 fans in the arena, and millions of TV viewers held their breath, the medics lifted Kristi onto a stretcher. They began to wheel her off the floor, her cheerleading uniform eerie under the braces holding her neck and head in place.

The band began to play the Southern Illinois fight song. All of a sudden, Kristi’s hand shot up, her fingers wiggling. She put one hand to her hip and did a small circle with the other. As she was wheeled out of the arena, Kristi performed her fight song from her stretcher. The crowd roared.

Kristi’s fall was replayed on every major news channel. In the hospital, Kristi received phone calls from Diane Sawyer and President Bush. When she left with a concussion and fractured neck vertebrae, she was invited for interviews by dozens of reporters, landing on Katie Couric’s couch on the Today show. The country was fascinated by this girl who’d shown such determination to keep on cheering.

Cheerleading injuries shock us, and in the past few years the New York Times, Newsweek, USA Today, and dozens of other media outlets have written exposés on the topic. The numbers are startling at first glance. In 2005 (the last year for which statistics are available), an estimated 24,462 cheerleaders in the U.S. landed in the emergency room for cheer-related injuries—more than double the number injured in 1991. Over the past twenty-three years, 104 female athletes have been paralyzed or killed as a direct result of a sport in high school and college; more than half of these catastrophic injuries were in cheerleading. And even though the NCAA does not regulate cheerleading, they announced in 2005 that a quarter of their insurance claims since 1998 came from cheerleaders injured while cheering at NCAA events.

It makes perfect sense why members of the media latch onto this topic. It’s dramatic, a slice of tragic Americana, and the people getting hurt are women. Young women. Often attractive young women. But the shock these numbers produce comes from that central misunderstanding of what cheerleaders do. When you see a “flyer”—the cheerleader whose duty it is to do top stunts, pyramids, and basket tosses—soaring through the air at high speeds, it seems almost a given that there are injuries in cheerleading.

And the statistics are misleading when taken out of context of other sports. Cheerleading will never come close to the king of sports injuries: football. While 58 cheerleaders have been catastrophically injured over the last twenty-three years, 264 football players have died just from heat stroke in half that time. All in all, about 6 cheerleaders out of a thousand will visit the emergency room in any given year. For football, it’s 42 players out of a thousand. In fact, sledding, bunk beds, volleyball, and television sets all landed more Americans in the hospital last year than cheerleading.

For years, debates have raged about whether cheerleading is an activity or a sport. It is a sport with individual and team components as well as an artistic bent, putting it in the same category as Olympic diving or gymnastics. But it has even more in common with extreme sports like motocross, skateboarding, and skydiving. The intensity is part of the appeal.

Ask any competitive cheerleader, and she or he will rattle off a list of injuries as if it’s no big deal. “I’ve gotten four concussions, broken a rib, knocked my jaw out of place, and of course I’ve broken fingers,” one woman explains. Competitive cheerleaders look at injuries like badges of honor—soldiers recounting war wounds. Their injuries are a symbol of their hard work and sacrifice.

Yes, of course, a single serious injury in any sport is one too many. But competitive cheerleaders, like race car drivers, know there is a risk. Like football players, they know their bodies are put in positions prone to injury. As one woman told me, “Personally, I love the danger of flying high in the air.”

Still, as you’ll see firsthand, it is no laughing matter when a cheerleader crashes to the ground and must be rushed to the emergency room. Luckily, the injury is catastrophic in far less than 1 percent of these cases.

Does This Sport Make My Butt Look Big?

In a classic scene from Bring It On, a demented choreographer named Sparky Polastri strolls down the line of cheerleaders critiquing their bodies. “You have weak ankles,” he says to one. “One of your calves is bigger than the other,” he barks to another. “Ah, good tone and general musculature,” he says, setting his eyes on a third. “Report those compliments to your ass before it gets so big it forms its own website.”

In our society, body dissatisfaction is an epidemic, and cheerleaders feel these same anxieties in a pressure cooker environment. By job description, they wear short skirts and midriff-baring tops—their bodies are constantly on display for public critique. And cheerleading is a sport where human beings lift others in the air, meaning that there is intense pressure on flyers to stay light and tossable. As one cheerleader told me, “People outside the cheerleading world see a normal-sized girl and think, ‘This girl is skinny.’ That same girl looks huge to cheerleading people.”

Listening to cheerleaders talk about their body image is just plain scary. Weight limits are one of the nastiest realities they face. Though many teams have abandoned this system, some teams won’t consider taking a cheerleader if she weighs over 120 pounds. Cheerleaders on these teams describe weigh-ins during which they have to step on the scale in front of the whole team—often a traumatic experience. For a college cheerleader, the words freshman 15 are more frightening than nuclear war.

While most coaches are excellent about encouraging proper nutrition and exercise, one cheerleader told me that her coach suggested smoking to keep from packing on pounds. Another alleged that a friend’s team used methamphetamines. “In the month before Nationals, the girls on the squad would do a lot of meth and lose like twenty pounds so their rib cages were sticking out,” she said. Later on, you’ll meet one cheerleader whose weight-loss secret was cocaine.

Diet pills are popular among the cheer set. One former cheerleader told me, “A lot of people do Hydroxycut and all the products that are basically legal speed. It’s the number-one subject of locker room talk.”

As with all women in their teens and twenties, eating disorders are a huge problem. In the general population 5 percent of women are currently suffering from an eating disorder, but the rate is unquestionably higher for cheerleaders. Soon, you’ll meet a cheerleader who’s waged a six-year battle with bulimia, and you’ll hear from others who find themselves in the gray area between an eating disorder and “watching what I eat.”

Being tiny isn’t nearly as important as the diet pills and eating disorders would have you believe. Guy after guy cheerleader tells me that they’d rather have a strong partner with a lot of muscle control—making them easy to lift, catch, and hurl about—than one who is simply light. And many coaches tell me that good technique is much more important than the number on the scale.

And it’s by no means just female cheerleaders feeling body pressures. In the summer of 2004, a guy cheerleader at the Air Force Academy was court-martialed for using steroids. The story blipped in the media (interestingly, men in cheerleading don’t generate nearly as much press as the women), but no one stopped to think that steroids might actually be a problem in cheerleading just as they are in baseball, football, and hockey. When I asked male cheerleaders to estimate the percentage of their peers who take some sort of performance enhancer or steroid to fuel their heavy lifting, the guesses ranged from 50 percent all the way up to 90 percent.

This is an area where not being considered a “sport” hurts college cheerleaders. While the NCAA bans substances and spends millions of dollars a year on drug screening for athletes, it is up to each individual school to determine whether to do expensive testing for cheerleaders. Many don’t. Cheerleaders go to these extreme lengths to make themselves better competitors. If there were even a chance of getting caught and kicked off the team, those percentage points would decrease sharply.

While steroid use and extreme dieting are by no means good things, they show just how hard cheerleaders push to be the best, and they hint at the superhuman intensity lurking just underneath the stereotype.

Meet the Contenders

This is the story of three college cheerleading teams that would give anything to be National Champions. You will follow each team through their 2006–2007 season—beginning at tryouts and culminating in their final, high-stakes performance—as they practice, eat, live, compete, and party together.

The first team is the Stephen F. Austin Lumberjacks from Nacogdoches, Texas. The Lumberjacks are the best of the best—they have eight National titles under their belt. Stephen F. Austin’s cheerleaders’ hands sparkle with National Championship rings—they have won them the past four years. This year they are gunning for one of the longest winning streaks in cheerleading history—a fifth in a row.

Even though SFA is located in a small East Texas town, it recruits some of the best cheerleaders in the nation. Their tumbling skills are sublime, and they are known for innovating new pyramids. But their bread and butter is killer partner stunting. In addition to the team competition at both UCA and NCA Nationals, there is a Partner Stunt Championship. Under bright spotlights, one guy and one girl perform a crazy array of strength, lifting, and flexibility stunts. At the 2005 NCA Nationals, Stephen F. Austin partner pairs placed first, second, and third. No other school can touch them on this event.

The second squad is the Jaguars from Southern University in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, one of the oldest and most respected historically black colleges in the country. “We’re like both squads in Bring It On rolled into one,” explains their coach, and the description is perfect. This team is known equally for its strong, creative stunting and its heart-pumping, hip-shaking choreography.

The Southern Jaguars have taken home first-place trophies at Black College Nationals five times, but they’ve shown that they can be competitors in mainstream cheerleading as well. In 2002, they traveled to NCA Nationals and rocked the competition, coming in second in their division, ahead of Stephen F. Austin. To this day, a predominantly black squad has never won a national title at NCA or UCA Nationals. The Southern Jaguars pray that this will be the year.

The final team is the University of Memphis All-Girl Tigers, National Champions of the UCA in 2004. Most teams in college cheerleading are Coed, but All-Girl is a thriving division at both UCA and NCA Nationals. (A college will decide to have an All-Girl squad, a Coed squad, or both based largely on what the coach wants.) In All-Girl cheerleading, two or four women base stunts, the flyer’s weight supported by the group rather than by one beefy guy. But at the University of Memphis, the female bases are so strong that many of them can lift a flyer on their own.

In college, All-Girl squads don’t get as much respect as Coed teams—they typically have smaller budgets and scholarships, they often get less prestigious cheering assignments (volleyball, anyone?), and their competition gets less television airtime. But the University of Memphis women are hoping to change that.

In most sports, a team’s season counts for something. But in college cheerleading, the entire year boils down to the 2 minutes and 15 seconds when a squad performs in the finals at Nationals. All of the teams in this book share one goal: to give the performance of their lives and bring home a National Championship trophy. But before they can even think of competing at Nationals, these men and women will first have to make the team. And that alone is no small feat….
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CHAPTER 1

The Yale of College Cheerleading

The Stephen F. Austin Lumberjacks




BRAD PATTERSON LEANS BACK in his chair. On the blue mat in front of him, more than 150 cheerleaders form an ocean of bodies as they practice. Brad crosses his arms over his chest, his baby face out of place on his bulky body. In his purple SFA polo shirt with sunglasses tucked into the open buttons, he appears laidback. But he’s taking careful mental notes. It’s the day before tryouts for the Stephen F. Austin cheerleading squad. As head coach, by the end of tomorrow, Brad will have to whittle the 150 people on the mat down to just thirty.

Stephen F. Austin State University is the Yale of college cheerleading. They’ve won their division, Cheer I at NCA Nationals, eight times. Just three weeks ago, they clinched a fourth set of championship rings in a row. In fact, the squad has won every year since it’s been under Brad’s direction.

SFA is located in Nacogdoches, Texas, a city that calls itself “The Oldest Town in Texas,” although Brad tells me two other cities claim the same thing. As I made the two-hour drive from Houston, I passed logging truck after logging truck, making it obvious how the school chose the Lumberjack as their mascot. Nacogdoches is small—a main drag with the university on one side and strip malls on the other. A water tower looms above the town with the letters SFA emblazoned across it in huge purple letters.

Nacogdoches boasts only 30,000 people, but a third of them routinely show up at SFA football games. There’s enough interest in cheerleading here to warrant two all-star gyms. But that shouldn’t be surprising. After all, in Texas, football is often referred to as a religion, and cheerleaders are the high priests.

As I watch the SFA hopefuls practice, Newton’s theory of gravity seems broken—nearly every woman who goes up stays up. Still, Brad’s lips are pursed. “This is one of my smaller tryouts,” he says in a smooth Southern twang. “That’s how it is the years we win—people get intimidated. In the years we don’t win, they come crawling out of the woodwork.”

Brad has recruited many of the people on the mat, scoping them out at competitions and swooping down to suggest that they try out. “At this point, I’m seriously looking at fifteen girls and twenty-five guys. But my mind can be changed during tryouts—it always is,” he says.

Sierra Jenkins is no doubt one of Brad’s top picks. Her über-blonde hair is piled on top of her head in a messy ponytail and a HELLO, MY NAME IS sticker is affixed to her black spandex shorts, dubbing her #48. She hails from Arlington, Texas, and has cheered since elementary school. In the fall, she’ll be a junior, and she already wears two National Championship rings around her thin fingers. In fact, in the eight years she’s competed at Nationals with school teams, she has never lost.

Sierra is used to being the best. As a college freshman, she headed to a top cheer college in Hawaii, where she established herself as a stand-out. But it wasn’t the idyllic year of waterfall hikes and white sand beaches she’d imagined. “I was the biggest girl on the team. I thought I was fine, but my coaches were like, ‘You gotta lose weight,’” says Sierra, a just-gargled-gravel roughness to her voice. “My first few weeks in college, all my dreams and aspirations went down the drain.”

Sierra developed an eating disorder that brought her weight down to a scary ninety-five pounds. Still, she shone on the mat and was even made a captain. But midway through her sophomore year, Sierra realized she needed help. She headed home to Texas.

Back home, she enrolled in a junior college to keep in shape, and her flexibility and energy quickly made her the team’s star. “I’m always trying to be like, ‘Look at me. Look at me,’” she says. “My method is just to have more enthusiasm than everyone else. I want to see everyone’s eyes going to me.”

Today, on the mat, Sierra does a Rewind. It’s a move I first saw at last year’s Nationals, when a cheerleader explained to me, “Every year, there’s a move that’s the move to try. This year, it’s the One-Arm Rewind.” The name makes complete sense once you see it—it looks like that old special effects trick where an editor plays the film backwards to make it look like someone is jumping up instead of down.

Sierra stands in front of her partner, her knees bent. His hands are placed on her lower back and she leans back on his wrists. She swings her arms and flips backwards as he grunts and pushes up, like a track and fielder throwing a shot put ball.

Sierra flexes her feet sharply in the air, uncurling her body into a straight line. There’s a loud smack as her feet land in her partner’s open palm. Her big, brown eyes widen as she smiles. Her brows swoop in thin arches more fitting to a silent movie star.

Along the walls of the women’s basketball gymnasium where tryout practice is being held, a mural is painted of women dribbling basketballs. Bleachers run around the perimeter of the room, where a few parents sit, nervously biting their fingernails. Brad admits that parents can be uppity about tryouts. “I’ll get phone calls from moms who have kids in the seventh grade. They’ll ask, ‘What would she need to do to make SFA?’ I say, ‘Call me in five years,’” he jokes with a dry delivery.

There is no official agenda for today’s practice—the cheerleaders are free to rehearse anything they want in preparation for tomorrow. Brad has asked that the cheerleaders find someone new to try out with, rather than auditioning with a regular partner. All day, guys and girls have walked up to each other asking, “Will you stunt with me?” like they’re at a middle school dance. By the end of the day, they need to map out the three stunts they’ll perform at tryouts.

Most of the cheerleaders in the room are hedging the uncertainty by choosing a partner from last year’s SFA team. “Returners spots are not guaranteed,” says Brad. “But it’s rare that I won’t take someone back. I pull kids from all over the country, so if someone uprooted their life and moved here, I’m not gonna replace them with someone who’s just a little bit better.”

Yvette Quiñones runs up to the table where Brad sits. Her soft belly pokes forward like a little girl unaware that she’s supposed to suck in. She is one of the smallest women I’ve ever seen—4'11" and ninety pounds, a stature she attributes to her Mexican heritage. Her pin-straight hair falls over her rounded cheeks.

Even though she looks young, Yvette will be a senior at SFA. She’s one of the few returning flyers from last year’s team, and she’s already agreed to stunt with four guys at tryouts tomorrow. “I better make captain for this,” she jokes, as yet another guy asks to be her partner.

The men flock to Yvette because of her bubbly demeanor and because they assume her small stature will make stunting a breeze. But Yvette knows that isn’t always true. “Sometimes guys overtoss me since I’m so light. They can’t control it,” she explains. “So if it’s not working out, I’ll tell them, ‘I know the perfect girl for you,’ and introduce them to someone else.”

Yvette strolls back to the mat, and Brad’s phone rings for the hundredth time today. “There’s a girl on the way now who had to take the SAT this morning,” he says. “According to her mom, she’s God’s gift to cheerleading.”

Like academic scholars, cheerleaders have specialties. Men can be stunters or tumblers—a precious few do both well. Occasionally, a woman on a Coed team will be a tumbler, but more often they are flyers. Some flyers are fantastic all-around, while others concentrate on partner stunting, basket tosses, or pyramids. To decide who makes a team, coaches will often factor in what specialties they are currently lacking.

Looking around the room, I see lots of shirts for Navarro College, Trinity Valley Community College, and Kilgore College—three junior colleges located within a few hours’ drive of Nacogdoches. These teams have become a minor league feeder system for the Lumberjacks; most team members come to SFA after cheering at a junior college for two years. Because cheerleaders generally start at SFA as juniors, many of them stay on extra years. It’s not uncommon to talk to an SFA cheerleader who’s in his or her fifth or sixth year as an undergraduate—some even enroll in grad school primarily to cheer. The scholarship means there’s no financial burden to staying in school.

“It took me four years after community college because I couldn’t pick a major,” says Trisha O’Connor, the squad’s assistant coach, a quiet woman in her twenties with long, reddish hair. She insists on calling me ma’am even though I am only two years older than her.

Trisha glances at Doug Daigle, whose shaved head and bulging muscles make him look like Mr. Clean squashed down to 5'10". This will be Doug’s eighth year in college cheerleading. “I graduated in 2003 and started a career as an insurance agent,” he explains. “I was making good money, but I didn’t feel prepared for the real world. So I quit my job, applied to grad school at SFA, and came back. Brad was once my captain—now he’s my coach.”

“Doug’s old as dirt,” says Brad, shaking his head.

On the mat, Samantha Frazer talks to her partner from the air. Her eyes are lined in kohl, like a Texas Cleopatra, and everything about her is long, from her arms, to her legs, to her narrow face and its steep nose. “Pick it up, pick it up,” Samantha commands as her arm bends. With the determination of an Olympic lifter, he powers her back in the air. “Yay,” she says as she lifts her chin and smiles.

When Samantha started two years ago at a junior college, she was only a mediocre stunter. Then she saw SFA for the first time. “I was like, ‘What are they on?’” she remembers. “They were purebred cheerleaders.” Samantha was inspired to join a recreational team with some of them and worked her butt off for the next year and a half to reach their skill level.

Making the SFA squad would be a dream come true for Samantha. The same goes for her boyfriend, Hunter, a petite tumbler with light brown stubble. Both of them are trying out, and they’re praying that they both make it so they can move to Nacogdoches together.

“Drop!” bellows Brad, all of a sudden.

On the mat, a girl has fallen straight to the ground, none of the guys having reached her in time to break her fall. All the men stop what they’re doing and plunge to the ground for fifty push-ups while the girl slowly stands up and walks it off.

“She’s picking mat out of her teeth,” someone jokes.

But Brad takes this seriously—hence the push-up punishment. The number-one rule of cheerleading for men is simple: don’t let your girl hit the ground.

Practice ends an hour later. The cheerleaders gather around Brad, and he briefs them on what to expect for tomorrow. “We’ve got good, strong guys,” he says as the hopefuls head out the door. “But we need good flyers—I’m losing three of the best in the country.”

Almost on cue, Sierra runs back into the gym. Brad’s eyes follow her as she picks up a bag and rushes back out the door. “I like her more every day,” says Brad.

“That’s a Law of Gravity I Just Don’t Understand.”

I’ve never felt so tall. At 5'4", I’m used to being one of the shorter people in any given room. But as I stand at the corner of the mat surrounded by women stretching in the minutes before tryouts, I tower over them. Even the ones who appeared tall from afar, like Samantha, still only reach my nose.

Brad and his wife stroll through the gymnasium holding hands. His wife is half his size, a former college cheerleader herself, with a stylish bob and a balloon for a stomach. She’s six months pregnant. Michael Preston, SFA’s Director of Student Life and Brad’s boss, walks behind them. “This is the worst day for me,” he says. “There’s all these kids and I don’t know their abilities and they’re trying all this stuff. I just hope they signed the waiver forms.”

Brad, assistant coach Trisha, Michael, and I take seats at the judging table that faces the mat. Trisha neatly arranges stacks of information sheets and judging scorecards, all of which she’s printed with matching Lumberjack logos in the corner. “Five minutes until we start,” yells Brad, cupping his hands to his mouth.

The women strip off their sweatpants and T-shirts and stand in skimpy sports bras and shorts that barely cover their butt cheeks. A few of them shiver—the air-conditioning is on full blast.

“Everyone move to the right of the mat,” says Brad, as all the hopefuls obey. Some of them sit calmly, while others squeeze in a last-minute stunt. Brad begins calling names, the contenders heading to the mat in groups of three in the order of the numbers scrawled on their nametags.

Samantha is one of the first to be summoned. She stands up and claps as she walks to the mat, getting out her nervous energy.

For their tryout, each cheerleader must show Brad three things—their best running tumbling pass, the tumbling they can do from standing, and, finally, the three partner stunts that best show off their skills. For her running tumbling, Samantha will attempt a Full—the Holy Grail of college cheerleading, where a cheerleader flips and twists for one full rotation in the air before landing.

Samantha looks pumped as she runs, and her body whips perfectly into the air. But she stumbles to her knees as she lands. “Oh, man,” she says, throwing a fist toward the ground. Brad allows everyone one do-over on each move. She runs again. Handspring, handspring, Full. She lurches forward, her knees dropping to the mat again. It’s not the way you want to start a tryout, but Samantha plays it off, turning to the others and pointing her index toward the ceiling.

Samantha is focused on redeeming herself in the partner stunts. But as she and her partner attempt a Rewind, he can’t catch her feet. She falls like a defective Weeble. “Ugh,” groans Samantha. They move on to a new stunt, and finally they nail it. Samantha kicks her left leg up in a move called a Heel Stretch. Her eyes are focused, unwavering from a point behind me on the wall. She hops down and bows.

Samantha’s last stunt has a modest name: the Awesome. Her partner tosses her, catching both of her feet in one palm. Samantha’s stomach muscles quiver as she holds the position for several seconds before hopping down.

Samantha takes a seat, her thin lips in a straight line. “I tried out between two other girls—I’m 100 pounds and they’re like eighty-five,” she says. “Plus I didn’t land a single tumbling pass. There’s no way I made it.” She sighs deeply.

The next group called to the mat is all men. “It’s a sausagefest,” someone behind me yells. As the guys get into place for their partner stunts, Yvette skips onto the mat, standing in front of guy #1. He throws her in the air like a juggler tossing pins. As she does a trick, Yvette blows kisses to the judging table. She hops down and high-fives her partner.

She moves over to the next guy in line—she’ll be stunting with him as well. All in all, Yvette will stunt with five different guys today, her face glowing each time she’s up in the air.

We’re halfway through tryouts. Everyone is amazing, but it’s hard not to feel jaded watching people do the same things over and over again. And then Sierra walks onto the mat.

As she stands before us, it’s striking how much darker her tanned skin is than her bleached ponytail. She runs and turns a flawless Full. For her standing tumbling, she looks straight at the judging table and shuffles backwards, bending back toward the ground and flipping over before launching into another Full.

“That’s a law of gravity I just don’t understand,” says Brad as the rest of the cheerleaders clap. “I need more girls with Fulls.”

Sierra pauses, her chest heaving as a partner steps behind her.

“Well, are you gonna go?” asks Brad.

“Not yet, my legs hurt too bad,” she says.

Brad looks impatient as she takes another minute before flying into a Rewind. As she stands up in midair, she pulls her leg to the point where it appears to bend backwards. Her eyes bug out as she molds her mouth into an O. From here, Sierra does a Double Down, the hardest dismount in cheerleading, where a flyer whips her legs together from whatever position she’s in and spins twice like a log rolling in water. Sierra makes it look easy. Whispers arise from around the room.

Sierra gets ready for her next stunt, a Full Up, where a flyer rotates once as her partner throws her into place over his head. As her sneakers land in her partner’s hands, Sierra turns to the side and brings her right leg behind her, grabbing her foot over her head in a move called a Scorpion. Her body flattens like a pancake as she pulls her foot higher. I’m prepared for her hip to pop out of its socket at any moment. She sticks out her tongue and Doubles Down.

“That’s skills,” says Brad quietly as Sierra walks off the mat and sits down, an ear-to-ear grin on her face.

Tryouts are done and a different mood settles over the gym. Nervousness has been replaced by anticipation. “Everyone listen up,” yells Brad. “Good job. In two hours, the list will be posted on that bulletin board over there.” He points to the corner of the gym at a board with scalloped borders. “If you don’t make it, there are coaches from Trinity Valley, Navarro, and Kilgore here if you would like to talk to them.”

Everyone starts talking all at once. “Listen up,” bellows Sierra in her Southern rasp.

“Go get some food and come back then,” says Brad.

“It’s Like She’s in an Antigravity Room.”

I feel like I’m privy to a meeting of the Joint Chiefs of Staff as I sit in a conference room with Brad, Trisha, three community college coaches, and several SFA cheer alumni who make a point of coming to practices. They act as advisors for the program, and Brad wants their opinions on who should make the squad. The twelve of us sit in cushy black executive chairs, the corporate glamour hindered only by the chalkboards and two-way mirror that takes up one whole wall. One of the alums lays his hand on the table, four fingers sparkling with championship rings. Each one has a different pattern. My favorite has an axe shape beveled on a faux ruby.

The first order of business is to look at videos. Since many cheerleaders can’t make the trek to tryouts, they send in a video audition and hope Brad will be dazzled. As the group watches one sent in by a female tumbler, I hear rounds of “Wow,” “That’s beautiful,” “She tumbles like a guy,” and “Holy shit.”

“It’s like she’s in an antigravity room,” says Brad.

“Sierra is not going to like her—she’s used to being the star,” someone notes.

“I should also say that she’s trying out at Louisville,” says Brad.

“Oh, Louisville will take her,” moans one of the alumni women.

If SFA is the Yale of college cheerleading, then the University of Louisville is Harvard. In the NCA’s Cheer IA division, Louisville is also after their fifth straight title this year. At Nationals, there are many divisions—Cheer IA, Cheer I, Cheer II, All-Girl I, All-Girl II, Small Coed I, Small Coed II, and Junior Colleges. A National Champion will be named in each.

But even though Louisville is Cheer IA and SFA is Cheer I, the two are rivals. At NCA Nationals there is a Grand National Champion—the team that scores the highest in the competition out of all the divisions. Louisville has been the Grand National Champion four years running. SFA hasn’t won since 2000. Still, as Brad told me earlier, Division 1A teams are not better by virtue. “The division you’re in is based on how many people attend football games—it doesn’t have anything to do with the cheerleaders,” he explained. “We can beat everyone, we’ve done it before.”

Brad’s interested in two more of the video tryouts. “She’s ultra-skinny, which worries me,” says Brad, as a girl with limbs the size of pencils stunts on the screen. “But tiny helps, just in the way that big helps when you’re playing football.” He also likes a tape from a partner pair from Georgia. The rest of the tapes he disperses to the junior college coaches like trading cards.

They move on to the nitty-gritty of judging the cheerleaders from tryouts. “Right now, I’m looking at twenty girls and sixteen guys, but I can only take thirty total,” says Brad, blue eyes glued to his list. “I usually take twenty-seven, but I want a few extra because I always lose a few to grades. I’m not dragging ditches again this year.” Because the university has stiff academic standards, last summer Brad had several cheerleaders who made the team but did not get admitted to the school itself.

Since there are fewer guys to debate, Brad reads out the names of the definites in his mind as a junior college coach scrawls the names on a chalkboard. “You’re taking him?” someone asks, as Brad names a tumbler whose GPA was so abysmal last year that he lost his scholarship and had to leave school.

“I’m willing to take a gamble on him,” says Brad.

“Can you just have him take an easy schedule?” someone asks.

“If he took underwater basket weaving and sticking his finger up his butt, he still wouldn’t show up for class,” says Brad, shaking his head. “But he shows up to practice.”

In the end, there is one extra name on the list of guys. They debate for a few minutes who to cut and in the end make a surprise decision. Brad axes a current squad member who’s been slacking lately. “He’ll be mad, but he didn’t show up today,” says Brad. “He’s a no.” With that, the men are settled.

The group moves on to discussing the women. Brad takes a minute to look over his list. “We’ve got six returners. They’re all definites,” he says, calling Yvette’s name along with the others. “And those three from the videos are definites.” All nine names are written on the chalkboard.

“I would take Sierra over anyone,” says one of the junior college coaches.

“Oh, I’m taking Sierra,” says Brad, agreeing. The junior college coach etches her name in bubbly letters at the top of the list.

They’ve barely mentioned a quarter of the women at tryouts, and already there are twelve names on the board. Brad looks at his score sheets, crossing off the absolute nos. “So there’s four women left, but I only have one more spot,” says Brad. He reads the four names in the running for the last spot. Samantha is one of them.

Brad rubs his eyes. “What do you think of her?” he asks, referring to a tiny blonde.

“She’s got legs like a thoroughbred,” snips one of the guys. No one flinches, but it’s amazing to me that someone would say this in a room packed with women.

“I like Marly,” says someone else. “Her tumbling is better, and she’s beautiful in the air.”

“I like Samantha,” one of the alumni finally says.

“But she’s a headcase about her Full,” says Brad. “She just can’t do it.”

Samantha’s junior college coach rushes to her defense. “She’ll work on it, she’ll get it,” she says.

Someone at the table has a suggestion. “If you took all four of them, that would only put you at thirty-three people.”

Brad shakes his head. “We have twenty-seven full scholarships, so if I take thirty and a few leave, that’s perfect,” says Brad. Since at Nationals, only twenty people will perform, if Brad takes too many people now, not only will he be over budget but he could also have a morale problem if a third of the squad members are alternates.

“I need to talk to Michael Preston and see if I can take more people,” says Brad. Someone passes him his cell, and he dials his boss’s number. “Pick up your phone,” says Brad. But there’s no answer.

Brad stares at the chalkboard and shakes his head. “We gotta cut some people.”

“Can some of these girls be alternates?” someone suggests.

“I don’t like alternates,” says Brad. “I want everyone to be on equal footing, I want everyone to have a scholarship.” His scholarship philosophy is unusual—in most sports, coaches don’t hesitate to give uneven scholarships based on talent, seniority, and NCAA allotment.

“Some will feel lucky just to make it,” nudges a junior college coach. “Maybe give two people a half scholarship? Is anyone rich and won’t mind?”

“None of these kids should have to pay to cheer,” says Brad. “I’m at a standstill. I don’t know what to do.”

I glance at my watch—the list was supposed to be posted half an hour ago.

“Take more and hope a few don’t show up,” someone says.

“But if they all show up, I’m jacked,” says Brad. “I’ve gotta cut someone. Samantha has to be cut.”

“I don’t understand. Why take those two girls from the videos over Samantha?” asks a former SFA cheerleader, her mouth agape. “Samantha can do those same stunts.”

“An itty-bitty girl can just do more. Samantha’s tall,” says Brad. “It’s physics.”

“Samantha’s like 5'1",” says the alumna, reading my mind.

“Look, she can’t be an elite stunter. Whoever gets her for a partner will pout,” says Brad. “My partner in college was taller and I didn’t mind, but a lot of people don’t stunt well with a tall girl. I’m just not that impressed with Samantha. She’s gotta be cut.”

“She works hard, and she’s really developing,” her junior college coach protests.

Brad looks at his list. “Shit.” He buries his head in his hands. “We gotta get the team posted ASAP. If I post thirty-three names, Michael Preston is gonna have a heart attack,” he says. “I’ve gotta come up with a plan.”

The room goes silent, glances shooting across the table. Finally Brad picks up his phone and calls Michael Preston again. This time, he leaves a message. “Remember how I told you I’m gonna take extra cheerleaders this year so we don’t have the same situation as last year? Well, I’m gonna take eight extras,” he says. Everyone in the room laughs. “We’ll probably lose a lot, but if not, then I know I’ll have additional fund-raising to do.” He hangs up the phone and wipes a bead of sweat off his brow. “Someone come write this list.”

“You’re Exploding My Budget.”

By the time the list goes up, it’s an hour and a half later than Brad had promised. Some of the SFA hopefuls have waited in the bleachers with baited breath, while others have left and come back bearing McDonald’s bags. Cheerleaders are not a carrot-stick-and-grilled-chicken-breast kind of crowd.

A stocky alumni cheerleader walks in, holding a sheet of paper. On it are the names of the thirty-three people who will be SFA Lumberjack cheerleaders. All eyes turn to him as he strolls with an air of circumstance. He loosens a pushpin from the bulletin board and secures the list in place.

The cheerleaders surge forward and crane their necks to get a look. Sierra’s bleached ponytail is visible at the front of the pack—she quickly finds her name and walks away, a sly grin on her face. Yvette is a few steps behind her and nods as she sees her name at the top. As the others check the list, there are no big, dramatic reactions—no screams of joy or tears of sorrow. I have a feeling they could tell when they walked off the mat whether they made the team. They’ve had the past few hours to process their fate.

Samantha walks into the auditorium, her fingers interlocked with her boyfriend’s. They edge their way to the front of the pack. Samantha uses her index finger to scan the list. At the bottom of the final column is the name she least expected to see: Samantha Frazer. She jumps up and down, clueless to the fact that a half hour of debate went into the decision to give her a chance.

She grasps her boyfriend in a hug. He congratulates her, but his face remains stern. His name is not on the list—he’ll have to settle for SFA’s less prestigious Small Coed squad. (Many colleges have multiple squads—again, it largely depends on what the coach and school want.)

“When I saw my name, I almost had a heart attack, but at the same time, I saw that he didn’t make it,” says Samantha, walking away. “I’m a big ball of emotions right now.”

Fifteen minutes later the new team meets in a classroom across campus. Plastic chairs have been lined up in exact rows, but as people file in, they pull them into clusters with their friends. People hug and congratulate each other.

Brad walks in, folder in hand. Everyone gets quiet. “Congratulations. You just made the team that is probably the best in the country right now.”

“Go Jacks!” screams Yvette in a high pitch.

Brad passes around a packet to each cheerleader. “This is our contract. Our mission is to set the cheer standard for around the country and to be exemplary ambassadors for the school. You must maintain a 2.0 GPA. You must be available for events over the holidays, even winter break. You will have no spring break—that’s when we’ll be getting everything in line for Nationals,” he says, barely looking up.

“Your scholarship will be forfeited if you break the college’s drug or alcohol policies,” he continues. “Do not do anything in uniform that would be deemed inappropriate—that includes drinking, smoking, and stealing from gas stations.” Two guys exchange a glance and crack up. I’m guessing there’s a backstory.

“Just don’t do stupid stuff,” he says. “I’m not your father, I can’t tell you what to do, but if you get in trouble, there will be repercussions.”

Samantha leans back in her chair, using her knee as a desk to sign her contract. Sierra is perched on the edge of her seat. People stand up and walk toward Brad to hand him their signed contracts. Many of the women have light bruises in the shape of fingerprints on their waists.

Michael Preston walks in the room. Without saying a word, Brad follows him into the hall. All I can hear as they walk away is, “Are you crazy? You’re exploding my budget.” The cheerleaders don’t seem to notice—they continue gabbing.

Michael and Brad return a few minutes later. “From here on out, you guys are Stephen F. Austin cheerleaders,” says Michael Preston. “We try to keep it fun around here—that’s why we’re so good. We just won four National Championships in a row. There’s already pressure for the fifth. This year, I wanna score higher than Louisville. I want that Grand National Champion trophy.”

“S! F! A!” chants Yvette, the new squad members following her lead. “S! F! A!”

The team forms a circle in the middle of the room, and Brad explains a team cheer. “Put your axes up,” he says, sticking out his arm, his thumb holding the pinky and ring finger down. They yell together, “Ohhh…Jack, Jack, Jack, L-C-L-M, ’07 National Champs,” pounding their axes toward the ceiling.








CHAPTER 2

Both Teams in Bring It On Rolled into One

The Southern University Jaguars




THE FLUORESCENT LIGHTS FLICKER on and off, creating a strobe effect as twenty-two men and women practice on the blue mat in the center of the floor. A woman with creamy brown skin flips backwards over and over again, her hair braided into a million tiny plaits that swish past her face. Near her, a buff woman’s feet slip out of her partner’s hand as they attempt an Awesome. “Sorry, sorry, sorry,” she says as he reaches out to catch her trim waist. In front of her, a guy wearing aviator sunglasses holds a woman like he’s carrying her across the threshold after their honeymoon. She places her arms around his neck, and he swings her up, lifting her above his head, both hands wrapping around her white sneakers. “My grip is bad on this right foot,” he says.

“Man, you make the woman do all the work,” jokes a guy in a tight wife-beater standing nearby.

“You dropped your partner on national TV,” Mr. Sunglasses snaps back.

For the past three days, these men and women have spent their afternoons trying out for Southern University’s cheerleading squad. They’ve learned and performed a cheer full of tongue-twister words and standing tumbling. They’ve mastered a dance with choreography worthy of a hip-hop music video. They’ve shown off their tumbling and stunting abilities. Today, they will finally find out who will make the squad.

The cheerleaders seem used to my presence now, but on the first afternoon of tryouts, they were confused. Some would cheer directly toward me, assuming that I was a judge. Others just glanced at me with quizzical expressions; Southern University is a historically black college, and a white face is an unusual sight here.

In 1879, at the Louisiana State Constitutional Convention, Southern University was created “for the education of persons of color.” It opened in New Orleans with just twelve students, but, as the student body grew, the university moved to a large bluff overlooking the Mississippi River in Baton Rouge. The land was once a plantation. Rather poetically, today it is one of the largest historically black colleges in the country.

Southern’s cheerleaders are phenomenal. They dominated at Black College Nationals through the late ’90s, winning five times before the competition was dissolved in the mid-2000s. Every win at Black Nationals earned the team an all-expenses-paid bid to NCA Nationals.

In 2002, when the Southern Jaguars strolled into NCA preliminaries wearing their bright golden uniforms, other teams probably didn’t recognize them as a threat. While several historically black colleges regularly send squads to Nationals, a predominantly black team had never won a national title. But at preliminaries, the Southern cheerleaders brought the audience to their feet. At the end of the day, they had the highest score in their division.

Finals day, however, was not so magical. After a pyramid fell in the last seconds of their routine, the team worried that they might be out of medal contention altogether. But the teams that followed them on the stage bobbled and fell, too. In the end, Southern placed second (behind Northeastern University, but ahead of Stephen F. Austin), just two-tenths of a point separating them from what would have been a history-making first-place finish.

Still, theirs was the name on everybody’s lips in Daytona Beach that year. But, to the disappointment of every Southern squad since, they’ve never been back to NCA Nationals. It’s not because they lack talent—it’s because they just don’t have the $17,000 it costs to make the trek.

Cheerleading is an expensive sport. New uniforms run as much as $200 a pop, so the bill for the whole squad can be over $4,000, and that’s not including the warm-up suits, shoes, and bags that teams typically provide. Squads also pay for transportation and accommodations when they travel with their basketball and football teams—an expenditure that eats up a huge chunk of a team’s budget. Add in the $10,000 it costs for a team to attend spirit camp, and Southern’s budget of $37,000 per year is quickly exceeded. When you compare that to SFA’s $110,000 a year, the difference is dramatic.

The room on campus where Southern’s tryouts are being held doubles as a lecture hall. Desks attached to plastic chairs make a random pattern of tan, blue, and orange around the mat. The high ceilings are covered with water-stained tiles. The women on the mat look taller than the SFA hopefuls, each one of them with clearly defined ab and leg muscles. The men, while larger than the average joe, are half the size of the SFA guys.

At the front of the mat, James Turner takes a break from stunting, his shirt revealing the tattoos that run up and down his bicep muscles. James is one of those rare people who says he wants to be an actor/ model and you actually believe he could make it. Deep dimples punctuate his smile.

James Turner grew up outside of New Orleans and went to a high school where he was the second black drum major and the first black man on the cheerleading squad in more than fifteen years. “I was always the first to do this, the first to do that,” he says. “Going to a black college, I see competition from people of my race. It’s a good challenge.”

Southern University does represent a big first for James—he’s the first in his family to go to college. “I’ve seen how some members of my family struggled, and I don’t want that out of life,” he explains. “I know for sure when I make something of myself, my parents and grandparents won’t have to work another day of their lives.”

James will be a senior this year, but when he came to tryouts as a freshman, he did not make the cut. It wasn’t until another guy quit that Southern’s coach decided to give James a chance on the condition that a friend work with him every day during lunch so he could improve quickly. It worked. Today, James is one of the strongest stunters on the team.

Jasmine Smutherman, a woman with the grace and poise of a beauty queen, saunters toward James. Her almond-shaped eyes take up a large percentage of her classically beautiful face. She stands in front of James, and he sends her sailing into the air. Above his head, Jasmine curls her body into a Scorpion, her expression demure, bordering on bashful.

Jasmine grew up in Dallas, Texas, the daughter of two parents she describes as “Christ-like.” She began cheerleading in the fifth grade and knew ever since she was little that she wanted to go to a historically black college. “Growing up, I was always on predominantly white cheerleading squads. Sometimes, I was the only black cheerleader,” she told me earlier in a singsong Southern accent. “I wanted to know what it was like to be on an all-black squad.”

As Jasmine Doubles Down from the Scorpion, she stands in front of James again. He cups his hands to his mouth and makes a farting sound. Jasmine walks away looking disgusted, returning like a boomerang to hit him on the shoulder.

The door to the lecture hall opens, and in walks James Smith Sr., Southern’s coach for the past thirteen years. He is the kind of guy cast as the cool-but-tough dad on a UPN sitcom—he’s jovial but has the innate ability to quiet a room with a what-the-heck-are-you-doing stare. He greets everyone in the room, including me, with a hug.

Ironically, in college, James Smith was a star cheerleader at Grambling State University, a fierce rival of Southern. In fact, his becoming coach at Southern happened by accident. After he graduated, he came home to Baton Rouge. “I just happened to see the Southern cheerleaders practicing. Their coach at the time said, ‘I remember you. You cheered for Grambling. Can you give us any pointers?’ I’ve been here every day since,” says Coach James.

For the past three afternoons, Coach James has watched the hopefuls carefully. “This is the lowest turnout I’ve ever had,” he says. “Normally I bring in judges from out of town, but this year it would be a waste of money.”

Hurricane Katrina is in many ways responsible for the low turnout. When it tore through the Gulf region less than a year ago, the devastating effects transformed the area. In addition to the more shocking and immediate damage the hurricane did, college sports throughout the state were canceled. And Coach James relies on traveling for games to recruit. “The further out we go, the more kids see us, think, ‘Wow, I like that squad,’ and look into the team when they graduate high school,” he explains.

On the mat, the line between the cheerleaders who are a possibility and the cheerleaders who aren’t quite up to par is clear-cut. Some people are absolute shoo-ins, like James Turner, Jasmine, and several other veteran members of the squad. But nestled among them are a handful of cheerleaders who are obviously new to the sport. My eye goes to a woman in bright pink shorts as she fights to stay up in a stunt. She teeters over like a tree with its trunk chopped. Near her, another woman struggles to do a back handspring, her shoulder colliding with the mat each time.

Coach James takes a clipboard out of his bag. A stack of evaluation sheets sits on top of it, each cheerleader’s photo stapled to the front. He begins flipping through them, stopping on a photo of Chassity Crittenden, a Southern sophomore who rocked tryouts with a bubbly smile and tendency to laugh at nothing in particular. Chassity is half Puerto Rican and half black, her caramel skin interrupted by a beauty mark on her cheek.

Because she was a military kid, Chassity was born in Germany and never lived in the same place for long. She didn’t go to her first Southern football game until high school, and she remembers being entranced by the cheerleaders. “Ooh, they were all so pretty. I wished I could move like that,” she recalls. “I envied them, I really did.”

Others on the mat no doubt envy her now. She reminds me of a jack-in-the-box as she soars up in stunts, a goofy grin across her face. She is the best stunter on Southern’s squad. Still, four days ago, she was nervous about tryouts. “Last year, there were so many new girls at tryouts that a lot of the old girls didn’t make it,” she explains. “But once I saw there was only a few new girls, I wasn’t worried.”

Coach James flips the page, landing on a photo of Jarel Small. I’ve noticed Jarel over the past few afternoons—he’s another person who will easily make the team. He is light-skinned, with dark eyebrows shagging over his eyes and a soul patch resting on his chin. For the past two years, he has been Jasmine’s stunt partner. “When I first got here, I looked at her and thought, ‘I hope to get to stunt with her.’ When coach said we were partners, I was so happy. She’s one of the most beautiful girls in the world,” says Jarel, a Kansas twang to his voice.

Coach James continues flipping through the stack of tryout sheets. As I look over his shoulder, I notice that almost no one seems to be from Baton Rouge. “You’d think our program along with Louisiana State University’s would breed strong cheerleading in Baton Rouge,” he says, shaking his head. “Most of these kids, they’re from places with stronger cheer traditions, but their parents went to Southern. I also go to competitions in other cities to recruit. If I see a kid who would be great for us, I’ll call their coach and ask about them.”

He looks at me. “I’ve never had a white cheerleader before, but I would love to,” he says. “Last year there were two twins I was recruiting. I would have put them on each side of the line, like bookends.”

A few minutes later, Coach James has the cheerleaders sit down in a clump around him on the mat. “It’s just me judging this year, so it didn’t take long,” he says to the group, his voice tentative. “It’s been a rough few days and I’m glad that you want to be a part of this family.” The woman in the hot pink shorts already has tears in her eyes.

“When I call your name, come stand over here,” says Coach James, pointing to the center of the mat.

“Jarel,” he says. Jarel jumps up and walks calmly to the middle of the mat.

“Japaul,” says Coach James as the bulky guy still wearing his sunglasses somersaults toward Jarel.

“James.” James Turner stands up, his dimples widening like canyons.

“Rishawn.” A small guy walks toward the group, giving the others five.

“And the last guy,” says Coach James. The three remaining men brace themselves, hoping to hear their name. “Marvin.” A big guy with dark skin stands up. The two others’ expressions drop. At best, Coach James might take them for the junior varsity squad.

Coach James moves on to the women. “Jasmine,” he says. Jasmine picks up the silver purse that sits at her side and hugs James Turner and Jarel.

“Chassity.” She claps as she jogs to the center of the mat.

“CJay…Tarianne,” says Coach James. “Tiffany.” The women stand up one at a time, relief rushing over their faces.

“And the last member of the varsity team,” he says. Ten women still sit on the mat, the girl in the pink shorts wringing her hands. Another girl buries her face in her palms, and two others lock hands. “Kesha,” says Coach James as a girl with long, swingy hair jumps up, a cherry tattoo on her lower back.

The rest of the women look crushed. “For those of you that made it, this is only the beginning,” says Coach James. He turns to the others, many already in tears. “For those of you who didn’t, if at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.”

The new squad stands in a clump on the center of the mat, congratulating each other. They look puny in comparison to the thirty-plus people on SFA’s team. I count them and am surprised that there are only eleven cheerleaders. To compete at Nationals, they’ll need twenty. And that’s without alternates in case someone gets hurt or has to leave the team unexpectedly.

Coach James walks to a table, where he gathers his notes to bring to the team’s first meeting. “Were you tempted to take anyone else so that you’d have a full squad?” I ask, a little baffled.

“No, I’m not anxious about numbers,” he says. “I’m against taking people just to fill positions, because in the long run, they don’t work out. I’m an NCA judge, so I’ll be out and about all summer, and I can still recruit. And people always call up over the summer and say, ‘Hey, I’m coming to Southern, I heard about your cheerleading program.’ Each year, it works itself out.”

Still, as the rejected cheerleaders grab their bags and head out of the gym with disappointment smacked across their faces, I can’t help but wonder if he was just a little too discriminating.

“Every Year, It’s ‘This Is the Squad.’”

Coach James leads the team outside. The Louisiana night is hot and sticky, and mosquitoes from the nearby ravine swarm as if they’ve won the lottery. “Congratulations,” says Coach James as the new teammates clap around him.
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