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Dedication

For Dewey and Phyllis Mayfield, who have taught by example, led exemplary lives, and always been there with their support. Nobody ever had better parents. And for Larry, gone far too soon, but brothers are forever. My, how he would love what Nick Saban has accomplished in Tuscaloosa. Roll Tide.


Introduction: A Championship Legacy



When Tua Tagovailoa launched a perfect 41-yard strike to DeVonta Smith to win the 2018 College Football Playoff national championship game in overtime, both players instantly became part of something even larger than such a dazzling moment.

The walk-off touchdown between the two sensational freshmen on a January night in Atlanta gave the Alabama Crimson Tide a thrilling 26–23 victory over Georgia and secured an unprecedented fifth national championship in nine years. In short, it added another chapter to the story of the greatest dynasty college football has ever seen.
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DeVonta Smith celebrates his winning touchdown in the 2018 CFP National Championship Game. (Photo by Sam MacDonald/The Crimson White, courtesy of the UA Office of Student Media)

For the packed crowd who witnessed it firsthand in Mercedes-Benz Stadium, and the millions who watched it on television, via 124 cameras ESPN trained on every aspect of the game, it was a jaw-dropping end to a classic championship contest.

Yet, for Alabama’s players, coaches, and fans, it was not just another title, or a singular moment in time. It added to the rich lore of one of America’s greatest sports programs. Nick Saban and his Alabama teams have reached extraordinary levels of accomplishment in the past decade. And given the challenges with modern scholarship limitations, intense recruiting wars, and a playoff, their championships are even more remarkable. Yet, they have also inherited, and greatly built upon, a grand tradition of winning that stretches back more than a century.

From the afternoon a group of young men from The University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa stepped onto a baseball field in Birmingham in 1892 and played their first game of “foot ball” in front of a handful of onlookers, to the night Tagovailoa, Smith, and their teammates won that thriller in Atlanta on January 8, 2018, this team and this program have been something special.

If this were a Hollywood script, it would begin—appropriately enough—in Pasadena, California, on January 1, 1926, when two of the best football players in the nation, Allison “Pooley” Hubert and future movie star Johnny Mack Brown, led Alabama to an earth-shattering 20–19 upset of heavily-favored Washington in the Rose Bowl. Though the Crimson Tide had won some important battles before—including a landmark 1922 road win over then-college football power Penn in Philadelphia—the curtain truly went up for Alabama and the entirety of southern football on that New Year’s Day in Pasadena.

“It was considered by many to be the worst mismatch in the history of the game. Alabama had a good enough record—nine straight wins—but football experts in the ’20s all knew that southern football was barely on a level with junior varsity play in the rest of the country,” began a 1962 story in Sports Illustrated, recapping the monumental significance of the game 36 years earlier. “As it turned out, Alabama won—in the most thrilling Rose Bowl game ever played—and no one ever again sneered at southern football.”

Later versions of the Crimson Tide would also find their way to California, winning three more Rose Bowls, tying another, and losing only one. Players like Don Hutson, Millard “Dixie” Howell, and Harry Gilmer would make history in the bowl now known as “the granddaddy of them all.” The Rose Bowl was so integral to the first half-century of Alabama football that it found its way into the program’s fight song, “Yea, Alabama,” which includes the memorable line: “Remember the Rose Bowl, we’ll win then.”

The coaches of those teams, Wallace Wade and Frank Thomas, built Alabama into an elite program long before there was the glare of television lights, or the madness of social media. And as the years went by, Wade and Thomas would be followed into legend by Paul “Bear” Bryant, who had contributed as a Bama player in one of those Rose Bowl victories and would become whom many consider the greatest coach of all time. That is, until Saban arrived in Tuscaloosa and began winning so much that even Crimson Tide faithful who were around in Bryant’s years and adored him have begun to openly discuss if the unthinkable has happened. Has someone finally matched Bryant in the rarefied air at the top of college football history?
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Nick Saban and the Crimson Tide. (Photo by Pete Pajor/The Crimson White, courtesy of the UA Office of Student Media)

For all its championships, Alabama had fallen on hard times before Bryant came back to coach his alma mater in 1958. Instead of inheriting one of those storied Rose Bowl teams, Bryant faced the challenging task of rebuilding a program that had gone 4–24–2 in its last three years under coach J. B. “Ears” Whitworth, including a 17-game losing streak highlighted (or perhaps “lowlighted” would be a more accurate word) by the most disastrous year in Alabama football history—an 0–10 season in 1955. Bart Starr was a senior quarterback on that team but saw only sporadic playing time, thanks to nagging injuries and the coach’s ill-fated decision to start underclassmen. Starr would go on to become a Hall of Fame NFL quarterback, leading the Green Bay Packers to victories in the first two Super Bowls—and winning the Most Valuable Player award in each of them.

The uphill job of rebuilding a once-proud program was not too big for Bryant. He led Alabama to a winning season in that first year, 1958, and by his fourth season, the Crimson Tide was back on top, winning a consensus national championship with an 11–0 run in 1961. It was a team with such a ferocious defense that it gave up just 25 points all season. The program that had once won Rose Bowls before losing its way in the 1950s was again the toast of college football. President John F. Kennedy was among the many dignitaries honoring Alabama players and their famous coach after the season.

Bryant’s early star players at Alabama, including Lee Roy Jordan, Pat Trammell, and Billy Neighbors, would be followed by the likes of Joe Namath, Ray Perkins, Dennis Homan, Paul Crane, Ken Stabler, John Hannah, Johnny Musso, John Mitchell, Wilbur Jackson, and a litany of other players who survived and thrived under the coach’s harsh, hard-driving practices and unforgiving expectations. All told, Bryant would break the record books, winning six national championships and 13 Southeastern Conference titles at Alabama and becoming, before he retired, the winningest college football coach ever.

His last championship came in 1979, and he died suddenly of a heart attack on January 26, 1983, just weeks after he announced his retirement. His death was a gut-wrenching blow to Alabama fans and seemed to cast a dark cloud over the program throughout much of the next decade. Bryant was, as the cliché goes, “a hard act to follow.” Still, there were glimpses of greatness in Alabama teams during those years, including performances by some of the best defensive players in the game. Among them were linebackers Cornelius Bennett, whose thundering sack of Notre Dame quarterback Steve Beuerlein in a 1986 game remains legendary, and Derrick Thomas, who set an NCAA single-season record of 27 sacks in 1988, went on to an outstanding NFL career, and then died far too young.

There were other defining moments for Alabama in the 1980s, including a thrilling walk-off 52-yard field goal from kicker Van Tiffin to win the 1985 Iron Bowl game against Auburn at Birmingham’s Legion Field. It became known simply as “The Kick.”

But it took head coach Gene Stallings, who had played for Bryant’s hardscrabble teams back at Texas A&M in the mid-1950s, to lead Alabama to another national championship. Stallings’s undefeated 1992 Crimson Tide team, led by perhaps the best defense Alabama had fielded since 1961, won the inaugural SEC postseason championship game over Florida and weeks later routed the undefeated, highly favored Miami Hurricanes in the 1993 Sugar Bowl.

Alabama was back, at least for a time, though NCAA sanctions, inconsistent play, and a revolving door of coaches over the next 15 years would hinder the program’s efforts at trying to win another national title. But the program would continue to produce plenty of memorable moments before Saban’s arrival in 2007. The 1999 team, for instance, won the SEC championship in a 34–7 rout of Florida and showcased the best running back in the nation, Shaun Alexander, who would go on to win the NFL’s Most Valuable Player award in 2005 with the Seattle Seahawks.

Nothing short of Bryant’s era, however, could truly prepare the college football world for the dynasty that would begin not long after Saban took over as head coach in 2007. Having already won a national championship at LSU before a two-year stint as coach of the NFL’s Miami Dolphins, Saban began installing what he called “the process” in Tuscaloosa. He demanded accountability from his players and assistant coaches and even chided fans to stay in their seats for the entirety of home games. In Saban’s process, the fans had a role, too. “Do your job” was his mantra to everyone in the program. He also hit the recruiting trail, signing a series of classes that have been considered the best in college football.

In just Saban’s third season at Alabama, the Crimson Tide won the 2009 national championship, defeating Texas 37–21 in the Bowl Championship Series title game. The victory was even more memorable because of the setting—Rose Bowl Stadium, where the Crimson Tide had first carved its name among the elite teams in history way back in 1926.

“This is not the end. This is the beginning,” Saban said afterward. And he could not have been more accurate.

Alabama also won the 2011 BCS national title, defeating LSU 21–0 in the 2012 championship game in New Orleans, then came back the next season and defeated Georgia in a thriller for the SEC crown and afterward destroyed Notre Dame 42–14 in the 2013 BCS national championship game.

Still, the dynasty was far from over.

College football finally had a playoff, beginning with the 2014 season. Alabama was one of the four teams selected, and though the Tide lost to Ohio State in the semifinal held in the Sugar Bowl, it was back the following year. This time, Alabama would finish what it had started, winning the 2015 SEC championship game against Missouri, blowing out Michigan State 38–0 in the CFB playoff semifinal, and, in one of the most spectacular national championship games ever, defeated Clemson 45–40 at University of Phoenix Stadium in Glendale, Arizona.

Both Clemson and Alabama found themselves right back in the championship game a year later, and this time, Clemson scored on the game’s last play from scrimmage to win a heartbreaker 35–31 over the Tide.

History, however, was not done with these two teams. They would meet again, for the third time in three years. The setting was a 2018 CFP semifinal in New Orleans, and Alabama won it going away, 24–6, to advance to the championship game against Georgia. For a while it looked like the Bulldogs would win their first national championship since 1980. They led Alabama 13–0 at halftime, before Saban made the gutsy decision to replace the Tide’s two-year starting quarterback Jalen Hurts with freshman Tua Tagovailoa. It turned out to be a brilliant move. Led by Tagovailoa, Alabama rallied and had a chance to win it in regulation, only to have a 36-yard field goal sail wide to the left. That only made the ending in overtime even more dramatic. Tagovailoa’s 41-yard touchdown pass to win it came on a second down and a country mile to go for a first down. (Actually, it was second and 26, which is enough.) The stunning finish sent shock waves throughout the stadium and across the nation. This book is about memorable moments, and it simply doesn’t get any more memorable than that.

The victory gave Alabama its fifth national title in nine years and added yet another turbo boost to a dynasty that shows no signs of slowing down. It also gave Saban his sixth national championship, tying Bryant for the most ever. In his eleven seasons at Alabama, Saban now has a 132–20 record (winning an astonishing 86.8 percent of his games), and there is little doubt that as long as he continues to coach, championships will follow.

The list of players who have contributed at Alabama since Saban’s arrival not only includes some of the best in college football, but many are also having an impact in the NFL. There are far too many to name here, but among them are: Julio Jones, Mark Ingram (the Tide’s first Heisman Trophy winner), Mark Barron, Dont’a Hightower, Courtney Upshaw, Marcell Dareus, Amari Cooper, Landon Collins, Ha Ha Clinton-Dix, Derrick Henry (Alabama’s second Heisman Trophy winner), Eddie Lacy, O. J. Howard, Marlon Humphrey, T. J. Yeldon, Arie Kouandjio, Reggie Ragland, C. J. Mosley, Eddie Jackson, A’Shawn Robinson, Kenyan Drake, and AJ McCarron.

Joining them will be a program-record 12 Crimson Tide players selected in the 2018 NFL Draft, including Minkah Fitzpatrick, Da’Ron Payne, Calvin Ridley, Rashaan Evans, Ronnie Harrison, Da’Shawn Hand, Anthony Averett, JK Scott, Shaun Dion Hamilton, Bradley Bozeman, Bo Scarbrough, and Joshua Frazier. All told, Alabama has had 77 players drafted over the past ten years, more than any other college football team.

The question in Tuscaloosa isn’t whether the latest group of departing stars can be replaced. After all, freshmen like Tagovailoa, Smith, Jerry Jeudy, and Najee Harris played significant roles in the national championship game, and they will be there as Saban begins his twelfth season in Tuscaloosa. The real question is who will replace Saban when he decides to step down? For now, though, the dynasty rolls on.
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THE THIN RED LINE BECOMES THE CRIMSON TIDE
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Birth of a College Football Powerhouse



It began quietly enough on a November 1892 afternoon in Lakeview Park, a sprawling, resort-like recreation area landscaped into the lower slope of Red Mountain on the southeast side of Birmingham, Alabama.

Four years earlier, in 1888, President Grover Cleveland had briefly visited this same site, stopping by the well-appointed Lakeview Hotel, which offered a rarity—running water in each of its guest rooms, and something far more rare: electric lights.

The hotel, which had since become a women’s seminary, was located on a hill overlooking the park’s signature man-made lake and within sight of two “dummy line” street rail tracks that could ferry parkgoers back and forth with ease. And visitors took full advantage, especially during the summer months, when they could enjoy any number of amenities, from concerts and performances at a covered outdoor stage to Lakeview’s pavilion, which offered a bowling alley, roller skating, a dance floor, and beneath it in the basement, a swimming pool.

A year after Cleveland’s visit, the man who defeated him for the presidency, Benjamin Harrison, also paid a quick visit while in town to give a speech on April 16, 1891. Harrison “was taken to Lakeview on a sightseeing tour on the dummy,” so reported a prominent local bank’s newsletter. “A man was sent ahead of the train on horseback to see that the tracks were clear for the chief executive. At the park the President was greeted by many prominent citizens of Birmingham.”

If the possibilities seemed endless as America entered the nineteenth century’s final decade, the feeling was even more optimistic in Birmingham, which was rapidly making the transition from a series of rural communities to an urban center. Only twenty years earlier, Birmingham had not even existed. It was founded in 1871 by the Elyton Land Company, the same group of railroad investors and businessmen who later developed Lakeview Park, a recreational oasis in a blue-collar town.

Since then, Birmingham’s population had skyrocketed, from 800 in 1871 to an almost unbelievable 45,000-plus by 1891. It would double that in another decade, as mining and steel companies took advantage of deep iron ore and coal deposits in the hills and valleys throughout the area—and the railroad lines that provided transportation.

So by the time a team of oddly dressed young men with the big crimson-colored letters “UA” emblazoned on their white shirts and sweaters arrived at Lakeview Park on the afternoon of November 11, 1892, Birmingham had become known as the “Magic City” because of its remarkable growth.
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Alabama’s first football team in 1892. William “Bill” Little is holding the football. Coach Eugene B. Beaumont Jr., in suit and derby hat, stands in the back. (From the 1931 edition of the Corolla yearbook, courtesy of the UA Office of Student Media)

But the magic was just beginning for this first-ever “foot ball” team from the state’s flagship university fifty-five miles to the southwest in Tuscaloosa. The University of Alabama “Varsity” or “Cadets,” as they were at first called because of the school’s military history, could not have known the full implications of what they were starting as they prepared to play on Lakeview’s baseball field—another of the park’s wonders.

More than a century later, 100,000-plus people and a national television audience of millions would routinely watch Alabama play its football games in a soaring stadium back in Tuscaloosa that was lined with skyboxes, giant jumbo screens, and unimaginable pageantry. The team—now long since known as the Alabama Crimson Tide—would become the most elite college football program in the United States, winning five national championships in a nine-year span in the still-new twenty-first century, to go with multiple national titles won in six of the ten decades of the twentieth century.

It would likewise become a financial powerhouse, contributing the lion’s share of $174 million that The University of Alabama athletics department reported in revenues for 2017 alone. Beyond that, the program has also had a major impact on national recruiting of not just athletes but nonathletes, as well. More than half of the 38,000 students attending UA in the 2017–18 school year were from out of state, and though they rank among the most academically accomplished students in the university’s history, it’s also a fair bet that the success of the football program most certainly made a favorable impression during their recruitment.

But for Alabama’s inaugural college football team, there would be no live television broadcast, no streaming online coverage, no social media with its instant news, no radio, no giant stadium, and no fanfare to speak of as the players walked onto Lakeview Park’s baseball field on November 11, 1892. They had left behind a campus back in Tuscaloosa with just 164 students, though a few made the trip with them.

The First Game

If ever there was a more inexperienced club in the still-new game of college football, it would have been hard to find. Only a couple of the eighteen Alabama cadets had ever played—or possibly even seen—a football game: one of them was William G. “Bill” Little, who would earn legendary status as the father of Alabama football.

Little, a University of Alabama law student, had taken up the game as a player while attending Phillips Academy, which was then, as now, regarded as one of the nation’s most elite preparatory schools, in Andover, Massachusetts. A native of Livingston, Alabama—sixty miles southwest of Tuscaloosa—Little brought northeastern football with him when he returned home. It didn’t take him long to interest his fellow UA students in this new game.

“Can you just imagine trying to teach somebody a new sport, a new game?” said Ken Gaddy, director of the Paul W. Bryant Museum at UA. “There was no high school feeder system like there is today, so you’re walking onto a field to play for maybe the first time. When you show up to play, that’s the first game you’ve ever seen.”

Nevertheless, Bill Little did have some sense of what he was creating, predicting “Foot ball is the game of the future in college life.” As the cliché goes, truer words may have never been spoken. Though even Little could not have imagined the heights to which the game has now ascended, he would live long enough to see it become a wildly popular and successful sport at his alma mater. Three decades after the first game, Little would be there in 1926 to greet Crimson Tide players during a stopover at the Livingston train station as they returned home from an earth-shattering New Year’s Day Rose Bowl victory over Washington in Los Angeles. The 20–19 win over the Huskies not only signaled the arrival of Alabama as a national college football power, it gave instant credibility to southern football, which had more or less continued to lag in reputation behind northern, midwestern, and western programs.

As for Little: “He got to enjoy the fruits of his labor, you might say, and to see that it had become a big-time sport,” Gaddy said. “He was here when things really got going.”

But there was no such fanfare and few spectators when Little and his fellow players finally lined up at Lakeview Park for their first game against a collection of high school players from Birmingham on that November Friday in 1892. It was considered something of an exhibition scrimmage at the time, as preparation for a game against an older and far more organized team from the Birmingham Athletic Club the next day. But the game would nevertheless go into the history books as UA’s first contest, and first victory, a 56–0 win against the prep schoolers, or “Birmingham High School,” as Alabama’s football media guide now refers to them.

Scoring was much different in these still-beginning days of collegiate football. A field goal (at 5 points) was worth more than a touchdown (4 points). Points after tries counted 2 points and a safety counted 2 points, as it does now. No matter the scoring system, UA’s team did a lot of it on that first day, scoring 28 points in each half in a game that looked more like a rugby match than what became modern football.

Legacies and Future Leaders

Though Little, as captain, was the leader of Alabama’s team, he and his fellow students chose Eugene B. Beaumont Jr. as their coach. Beaumont just months earlier had been editor-in-chief of The Pennsylvanian, the student newspaper at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. Ironically, he was also the son of a Union officer who had led an attack against Confederate fortifications during the Battle of Selma, Alabama, on April 2, 1865. The elder Eugene B. Beaumont Sr. was awarded the Medal of Honor for his valor at both Selma and an earlier battle in Tennessee. He was not among the detachment of Union soldiers who burned most of the buildings on the campus at The University of Alabama on April 22, 1865, just 20 days after the Selma battle and five days before Confederate Gen. Robert E. Lee surrendered his army at Appomattox Court House, Virginia, essentially ending the Civil War.

Beaumont Jr. participated in class football games, but not the varsity, at Penn, and covered the sport as a young journalist. According to later statements by at least two players on Alabama’s 1892 team, had been recommended by Walter Camp, the famous Yale player, coach, and sportswriter whom many still consider the father of American football. The roster that Little and Beaumont had to work with was far from a simple ragtag team of students. They included two future leaders of the state and nation—halfback William B. Bankhead, who would later become speaker of the US House of Representatives and the father of famed actress Tallulah Bankhead, and substitute player Bibb Graves, who went on to serve two terms as Alabama’s governor.

Eli Abbott, a 6-foot, 165-pound tackle, was considered to be the best player on the team and would become the club’s coach, succeeding Beaumont a year later. Only Abbott and center H. M. Pratt stood 6 feet tall or better on the team. Although Little, a guard at 220 pounds, was an exception, the team was light in weight overall for a football club—averaging just 155 pounds. Soon enough, as subsequent Alabama teams would also be significantly outweighed by opponents yet continue to be competitive, sportswriters began calling them the “Thin Red Line.” For now, however, there was the matter of a second game to play on less than a day’s rest.

A 65-Yard Field Goal and a Stage Set for the First Iron Bowl

On November 12, 1892, the players met their match at Lakeview Park against the more experienced Birmingham Athletic Club. Alabama lost that game 5–4 on the strength of a stunning 65-yard drop-kick field goal by the Birmingham club’s fullback, J. P. Ross.

“Over our heads went that ball as straight as a beggar can spit, over the goal,” wrote Alabama players Burr Ferguson and Billy Walker, reminiscing decades later in a 1931 column for The Crimson White, the student newspaper. “We had no kicks, for we had seen a remarkable drop kick, and had had a wonderful time for 87 minutes and it took miracle stuff to beat us.”

No one knows for sure if Ross broke a collegiate record that day, because records were spotty at best, but it served as a reminder that in the days when kicks were worth more points than touchdowns, good field-goal kickers might have been even more important than they are now. The good news for the Alabama club was that two weeks later these same two teams met yet again, and the cadets from Tuscaloosa took a 14–0 victory.

But ever since Bill Little returned to Alabama from Massachusetts and began talking about assembling a football team, there had been talk on campus about scheduling a game with the new team from across the state, Auburn. Both schools agreed to meet for the first time on February 22, 1893, at Lakeview Park. For Alabama, it would be considered the last game of their 1892 season. Auburn chose to count it as the first game of their 1893 season. But no matter the record keeping, one thing was certain: the game drew immediate interest from across the state. In sharp contrast to the sparse crowds who witnessed Alabama’s first three games of the season, as many as 5,000 spectators would surround the baseball field at Lakeview to watch this one. It would become the first meeting between Alabama and Auburn in what is now one of college football’s most storied rivalries—the Iron Bowl. And, like so many in subsequent years, it would be one to remember.


2

“It Was a Glorious Struggle”: Forging the Iron Bowl



The 1890s were never as joyous or as prosperous for rank-and-file Americans as the term “Gay Nineties”—coined during a nostalgia craze decades later—made them out to be. To be sure, there was plenty to celebrate: Giant steam-powered passenger ships now routinely crisscrossed the oceans, opening up international travel to millions. Audiences watched the first demonstrations of motion pictures. Electricity slowly began to replace gas lighting, and chain-driven bicycles became all the craze.

But it was also a decade in which labor unrest was rampant. The lack of proper safety regulations led to many deaths in the workplace—including a series of mining fatalities in and around Birmingham—and the nation would slip into a major economic depression in 1893, brought about by a number of factors that included unbridled speculation on railroads.

Ironically, it had been the completion of north and south railroad lines at Jones Valley, site of what would become Birmingham, that led to the city’s creation in 1871. The railroads were essential to hauling out the rich deposits of iron ore, coal, and limestone that made the city a near-perfect spot for iron and steel production. If the term “Magic City” seemed a bit over the top, another phrase began gaining popularity: “Pittsburgh of the South.”

Later, Birmingham would lay claim to another title, “Football Capital of the South,” which boosters emblazoned in big, bold letters across the upper deck of a stadium that first opened in 1927. And though that was well into the future, the city was about to be treated to an exciting preview of what lay ahead.

Rivals

By now, midway through December 1892, Alabama’s inaugural football team was no longer a band of greenhorns. They had played three games, won two of them, and gained valuable experience. All along, however, they and a growing number of fans who followed their exploits in the newspapers had been keenly aware that they were not the only college football team in the state.

In fact, there was a group of young men at the Agriculture and Mechanical College of Alabama—located in Auburn, 150 miles southeast of Tuscaloosa—who had become the first in the state to play an intercollegiate football game earlier that same year. Auburn, as the team was called (even before the school officially changed the name to Auburn University), traveled to Atlanta and defeated a team from The University of Georgia on February 20, 1892.

OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
MIRACLE MOMENTS

IN
ALABAMA CRIMSON TIDE
FOOTBALL HISTORY

BEST PLAYS, GAMES, AND RECORDS

MARK MAYFIELD

2





OEBPS/Images/ix-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/xiii-1.jpg
)

ART ONE






OEBPS/Images/vii-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Best Plays,
Games, and
Records






OEBPS/Images/2-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/iii-1.jpg





