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ShopHonda.com

Subject to availability through 1/5/15 on approved credit through Honda Financial Services. Civic lease offer valid in select states. Closed-end lease for 
2015 Civic LX Sedan AT. MSRP $20,110. Actual net capitalized cost $20,150. Total monthly payments $8,750. Option to purchase at lease end $12,066. 
Closed-end lease for 2015 Accord LX Sedan AT. MSRP $23,725. Actual net capitalized cost $23,169. Total monthly payments $9,450. Option to purchase at 
lease end $13,998. Closed-end lease for 2015 Pilot 2WD LX. MSRP $30,750. Actual net capitalized cost $28,223. Total monthly payments $11,550. Option 
to purchase at lease end $17,835. Requires dealer contribution, which could affect fi nal negotiated transaction. MSRP includes destination, excludes tax, 
title, license, registration, options and insurance. Lessee responsible for maintenance, excessive wear/tear and up to 20¢/mile over 12,000 miles/year. 
Dealer sets actual prices. See participating dealers for details. ©2014 American Honda Motor Co., Inc. Skeletor,® Masters of the Universe® and associated 
trademarks and trade dress used by permission of Mattel, Inc. TM & ©2014 Mattel. All Rights Reserved.

$0DOWN 
PAYMENT $0FIRST-MONTH

PAYMENT $0SECURITY
DEPOSIT $0DUE AT

LEASE SIGNING
Excludes tax, title, 
license & dealer fees.

*

2015 Accord LX Sedan Lease
$0 fi rst month/$270 for
35 months thereafter*
(for well-qualifi ed customers)

2015 Pilot 2WD LX Lease
$0 fi rst month/$330 for
35 months thereafter*
(for well-qualifi ed customers)

2015 Civic LX Sedan Lease
$0 fi rst month/$250 for
35 months thereafter*
Offer valid in select states.
(for well-qualifi ed customers)



*Boxes are delivered within the U.S. with your regular mail usually within 7 to 10 business days. To order, visit https://store.usps.com/store. 
For details on free Package Pickup, visit usps.com/pickup. 
©2014 United States Postal Service.® All Rights Reserved. The Eagle Logo is among the many trademarks of the U.S. Postal Service.® 
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TEXT
ALERTS
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TRACKING

THIS IS 
OUR SEASON
AND WE’RE
BRINGING IT.

Look for your Holiday Playbook 
in the mail or visit usps.com/holiday.

2014
HOLIDAY

PLAYBOOK

STARTING WITH 
FREE HOLIDAY BOXES.
Enjoy free box delivery and pickup* with all 

Priority Mail® shipments, plus other USPS® features 

like improved tracking and text alerts. Because no 

carrier owns the holidays like the U.S. Postal Service.®

https://store.usps.com/store
http://usps.com/pickup
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Psst, Patriots: You’d better 
take this Packers receiver 

seriously on Sunday 
By Tim Layden
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The son of a judge and a 
police chief is the nation’s 
most productive big man

By Luke Winn
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Mental illness has robbed 
a rising young coach of the 

game he loved
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Mississippi–Mississippi State

The 87th Egg Bowl is not just a battle for a possible playoff berth.  
It’s also a chance to reshape the way people think about the state 

By S.L. Price
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The Steelers

Super Bowl contenders one 
day. The next? Oh, brother. 

Derring-do is the difference
By Ben Reiter
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+
BATTLEGROUND 
STATE
Ole Miss holds a 
55-26-5 lead in Egg 
Bowl matchups 
heading into 
Saturday’s game 
at Oxford, but 
Mississippi State 
has won four of the 
last five. 
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Beyond the scores and the 
stats, sports give rise to 
stories of athletes who have 
overcome obstacles and 
defied the odds to achieve 
success. Take New York City’s 
South Bronx United Soccer 
Club, founded in 2009 to 
give kids a safe place to play 
after school. It has become 
a home away from home 
for hundreds of immigrant 
children. To learn more about 
South Bronx United and 
other uplifting stories, go to 
SI.com/inspirations, a series 
presented by New York Life.

SI INSPIRATIONS

We already know Oregon will win the Pac-12 North, but  
the South is up for grabs. Can junior quarterback  
Brett Hundley help UCLA (9–2) end its six-game skid 
against Stanford (6–5) and land a spot in the Pac-12 
championship game on Dec. 5? The Bruins are in a three-way 
tie atop the division with Arizona and Arizona State, which 
face off this Saturday. In the SEC, will senior running back 
Cameron Artis-Payne lead Auburn (8–3) to its second 
straight Iron Bowl victory over top-ranked Alabama to 
crush the Crimson Tide’s chances of another national 
championship? Can Missouri (9–2) hold off Arkansas (6–5) 
for a spot in the SEC title game? Go to Brian Hamilton’s 
Week 14 spoiler predictions on SI.com/college-football 
for the answers to these questions and more.

Spoiler 
Alert

Go to the Video
Looking for another way to stay in the game? Check out 120 Sports, the 
all-digital network that provides 24-hour access to highlights and analysis. In 
conjunction with SPORTS ILLUSTRATED, MLB.com, the NBA, the NHL, NASCAR and 
Campus Insiders, 120 Sports provides live and on-demand videos driven by 
topics trending on social media. To see more, go to 120sports.com

Mile High 
Stampede

Make your football fantasies 
come true. With Football 
Throwdown on the FanNation 
fantasy-sports app, you can 
select a set of players and 
challenge your friends for cash 
prizes or bragging rights. Go 
to fannation.com to pick a 
quarterback, a running back and 
a wide receiver or tight end, and 
see who beats his projection. 
Week 12’s top RB was the 
Broncos’ C.J. Anderson, who 
rushed for 167 yards and a 
touchdown in a 39–36 victory 
over the Dolphins.

From now through 
the end of the football 
season SPORTS 

ILLUSTRATED will feature 
multimedia stories on 
the most intriguing 
emerging athletes in 
the nation. To see a 
video of this week’s 
Rising Star—Michigan 
State cornerback 
Trae Waynes—and 
the entire Rising Stars 
series, presented 
by Symetra, on 
your computer or 
mobile device, go to 
SI.com/risingstars

SI.COM
FOR DEC. 1, 2014

http://www.SI.com/customerservice
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Extend 
It Like 
Beckham

Giants rookie 
wide receiver 
Odell Beckham Jr. 
made an over-
the-shoulder grab 
on Sunday that 
instantly became 
the talk of the 
nation, stretching 
his arm almost 
parallel to the 
ground and hauling 
the ball in with 
three fingers as 
he fell backward 
into the MetLife 
Stadium end zone. 
You can count the 
better catches 
in NFL history on, 
well, three fingers 
(maybe). The 
43-yard touchdown 
by Beckham—who 
was captured by 
cameras practicing 
similar one-hand 
receptions before 
the game—put 
New York up 14–3 in 
the second quarter, 
but Dallas rallied 
to win 31–28. 

PHOTOGRAPH BY 

AL BELLO 
GETTY IMAGES
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Better 
The 
Sooner

Oklahoma 
freshman tailback 
Samaje Perine 
(sa-MAH-jay PEE-rine) 
ran for 427 yards 
on 34 carries 
last Saturday in a 
44–7 blowout of 
Kansas to break the 
FBS single-game 
rushing record—
which had lasted 
all of a week. (Until 
Wisconsin junior 
Melvin Gordon 
gained 408 yards 
against Nebraska on 
Nov. 15, LaDainian 
Tomlinson’s mark 
of 406 had stood 
for 15 years.) The 
5' 11", 243-pound 
Perine, who 
entered the game 
in Norman, Okla., 
averaging 100.1 
yards, also scored 
five touchdowns, on 
runs of 49, 33, 34, 
66 and 27 yards.

PHOTOGRAPH BY 

KEVIN JAIRAJ 
USA TODAY SPORTS
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Swiss 
Bliss

Roger Federer has 
no LinkedIn account. 
There’s no indication 
that, even at age 33 
with four kids at 
home, he is seeking 
a career change. 
Yet the Republic 
of Tennis fixates 
on what it calls 
Federer’s “career 
résumé,” his army 
of fans italicizing 
the highlights, his 
few detractors 
emphasizing the 
missing elements. 
On Sunday in Lille, 
France—before the 
largest crowd ever 
for a sanctioned 
tennis match—
Federer led the 
Swiss team to the 
Davis Cup title for 
the first time. In 
turn, he filled the one 
conceivable vacancy 
on his résumé and 
bolstered his already 
strong case as the 
sport’s Greatest of 
All Time. Fittingly, 
Federer won the 
decisive match, 
deploying the 
classically sublime 
tennis we’ve come 
to expect. As he 
fell to the court in 
ecstasy and then 
lifted the Cup, he 
was, at once, the 
hero and the GOAT.

PHOTOGRAPH BY 

PETER DEJONG  
AP

INSET PHOTO BY 
YOAN VALAT/EPA
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I was very moved by your article on 
Anderson. As someone who has suffered 
severe depression, I can say that what 
he is doing now will not only help others 
but also himself. A professional athlete 
shedding light on this topic can make a 
big difference to those who have been 
touched by suicide, as well as those 
who are contemplating it.
Steve Ferrier, Lawrence, Kans.

Isn’t Notre Dame’s 
women’s basketball 
team also in the 
state of Indiana? 
I can’t believe 
Michael Rosenberg failed to 
mention their team in his essay on the hard 
times for Indiana basketball when they have 
appeared in four straight Final Fours.
Richard Skinner, Helotes, Texas

On Oct. 21, 2013, my siblings and 
I lost our father to suicide. Like 
so many others, we never saw it 
coming. My family has experienced 
all of the same emotions mentioned 
in your article, and we still continue 
to struggle. My cousin Amy put it 
best, ”It never gets easier. You just 
get used to the hole in your heart.”
Rick Loeffler, South New Berlin, N.Y.

I admire Pelicans coach 
Monty Williams for the way he 
helped Ryan Anderson deal with 
his girlfriend’s suicide. His actions 
were an example of friendship and 
true human spirit, and proved that 
there is more to coaching than 
wins and losses.
David Kobrin, Los Angeles

I thought your cover 
story on J.J. Watt 
was great, mainly 
because it captured 
his simple formula 
for success: hard 
work, dedication and 
enthusiasm. Those 
attributes will carry 
him far in the NFL.
Stuart Cagen, Houston

SCORECARD
I couldn’t agree 
more with 
Greg Bishop’s 
nomination 
of Russell Wilson for 
Sportsman of the Year. 
Wilson’s dedication 
to community 
service makes him 
the epitome of 
sportsmanship and 
class. To call him, 
however, “the next 
Brady or Manning” as 
it relates to football is 
a bit of a stretch.
Cory Sander 

Allendale, Mich.

POINT AFTER
Steve Rushin’s piece on 
Dante Chiappetta and 
the Yale football team 
was a breath of fresh 
air. Their willingness 
to incorporate 
Dante into their lives 
touched my heart.
Ken Jensen 
West Bridgewater, Mass.

PAGE 

26

COVER

PAGE 

72

While I found 
your story on 
Bayern Munich 
interesting, 
their manager 
Pep Guardiola’s 
awful display of 
sportsmanship 
during the 
team’s 2–1 

exhibition loss to the MLS 
All-Stars in August left a 
bad taste in my mouth. They 
definitely won’t be adding me to 
their list of new fans.
Paul Dudley, Mt. Pleasant, S.C.
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Demanding 
Supply
The Red Sox pursued Hanley Ramirez 
and Pablo Sandoval because each does 
something few hitters still can: rake
B Y T OM V ERDUCC I

BASEBALL IS A 
risk-assessment 
business. The Red 

Sox drove home that point 
on Monday by reaching 
agreements with free 
agents Pablo Sandoval, 28, 
and Hanley Ramirez, 30. 
The former has dealt with 
weight issues and periods 
of unfocused play. The 
latter is a defensive liability 
with his own conditioning 
problems. But for Boston, the 
$200 million or so risked on 
the two players is worth it 
for this reason: Truly great 
hitters are incredibly hard to 
find  these days.

The Red Sox scored 219 
fewer runs in 2014 than 
they did in ’13, when they 
won the World Series. Their 
outfielders had an OPS of 
.669, the second lowest for 
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the franchise in the live-ball 
era, and hit just 26 home 
runs, the fewest in any full 
season for Boston in the past 
100 years. They somehow 
pulled off the trick of making 
cozy Fenway Park look big.

It’s the same story around 
baseball. Guess what’s in 
demand now: Eleven free 
agents have signed contracts 
or agreed to them this 
winter; only two have been 
pitchers. The baseball world 
has been turned upside 
down. “There are only a 
couple dozen people on the 
planet who can hit modern 
pitching,” one veteran 
executive said on Monday. 
“[The Red Sox] just signed 
two of them.”

The source, however, then 
immediately identified the 
risks: Sandoval does not 

Words with 
Jerry Kill

38

years, and his career slash line 
(.294/.346/.465) resembles that 
of Martin Prado when Prado, 
at 29, signed a four-year, 
$40 million extension with the 
Diamondbacks before the 2013 
season (.295/.345/.435). No 
way is Sandoval twice as good 
a player as Prado.

Sandoval, however, has the 
good fortune of being on the 
market at a time when his 
offensive skill set makes him 
an outlier. Take, for example, 
his ability to hit relief pitching. 
As postmodern bullpens turn 

keep himself in shape, and 
Ramirez is a liability in the 
field and in the clubhouse. 
Make no mistake, the Giants 
preferred to have Sandoval 
back. They’ve lived with 
his weight fluctuations 
and periods where he gives 
away at bats, with all debts 
settled in October when 
Sandoval’s freakish hand-eye 
coordination and renewed 
focus make him a beast at 
the plate. But Sandoval has 
been a declining regular-
season player for three 



the game into an exercise in 
leveraging hard- throwing 
relievers in short bursts, 
the best measurement of 
a truly great hitter is how 
he hits against relievers, 
when you often lose the 
platoon advantage and face 
better, fresher stuff than 
a starter brings. Sandoval 
is a .265 hitter against 
relievers, and Ramirez is 
a .292 hitter against them. 
In 2014 relievers held big 
league hitters overall to a 
.242 average.

Like Sandoval, the risks 
on Ramirez are  durability-
related. Before last season 
Ramirez floated the idea to 
the Dodgers that he was a 
$200 million player. The 
team, unsure whether he 
was a shortstop or third 
baseman or whether he 
was a 150-game player 
or a 100-game player, 
essentially asked him 
to prove his value. For a 
while Ramirez answered 
the challenge. Though his 
defense at shortstop was well 
below average, he carried 
a .281/.376/.466 slash line 
through July 27. But the more 
Ramirez played, the more his 
game and body betrayed him. 
He played only 39 games the 
rest of the season with an 
OPS of .758, down from .842. 
The Dodgers began to believe 
he was better suited to the 
AL, where the DH spot would 
allow him a better chance of 
holding up over the length of 
his next  contract.

And so Sandoval and 
Ramirez wind up in the 
AL—but on one of the few 
teams with a full-time DH: 
David Ortiz. Their addition 
to the Red Sox’ lineup is as 
much a comment about the 

state of hitting today as it is 
about Boston’s miserable 2014 
season. Watch when Sandoval 
and Ramirez bat. You don’t 
see defensive overshifts 
against them. They hit the 
ball to all fields. They both 
swing aggressively and make 
consistent contact. Both have 
below-average strikeout rates 
in a period of far too many 
strikeouts. Both hit with 
level swings that should not 
be affected by aging. Hitters 
like that just don’t become 
available much anymore. 
It’s one explanation Toronto 
GM Alex Anthopoulos gave 
for throwing $82 million at 
31-year-old catcher Russell 
Martin on Nov. 18.

Now the Red Sox can throw 
together a yard sale full of 
outfielders and prospects 
they don’t need to see if they 
can shore up their pitching. 
They could trade Mookie 
Betts and Henry Owens to get 
Philadelphia lefthander Cole 
Hamels as long as they want 
to go all-in on this group of 
players in 2015. (Phillies GM 
Ruben Amaro Jr. has been 
telling counterparts that if 
he trades Hamels, it would 
have to be in a franchise-
altering move.) Boston will 
see if it can lure Jon Lester 
back after trading its former 
ace to Oakland at July’s trade 
deadline, or the Sox can wait 
out the market to see if a 
second-tier starter like Ervin 
Santana falls to them.

The next phase of the 
rebranding of Boston is 
unclear, but with Sandoval 
and Ramirez aboard, the first 
phase is obvious: Offense is so 
hard to find that it was worth 
it for the Red Sox to take the 
risk on two premier bats that 
are rarely available. ±

GO FIGURE

$10
Amount, per 
hour, that the 
Bills offered 
for help 
shoveling 
220,000 tons of snow 
from Ralph Wilson 
Stadium last week after 
the Buffalo area was 
blanketed with up to 88 
inches. The NFL ultimately 
decided to move the 
Bills-Jets game to Detroit 
and play it on Monday. 

Checkered flags this season in 19 
starts for Lewis Hamilton, 
who finished first at the Abu 
Dhabi Grand Prix on Sunday to 
win his second Formula One 
championship and first since 
2008. His victory total is the 
second highest in F1 history.

737
Consecutive games played by Blues 
defenseman Jay Bouwmeester,  
who was sidelined on Sunday by a  
lower-body injury. It was the longest 
 active streak in the four major  
professional sports leagues 
 and dated to March 6, 2004.

15 
Shootout rounds needed to decide last Thursday’s 
first-round, NCAA tournament game between Ohio 
State and Akron. After regulation ended with the score 
tied 1–1, the Buckeyes prevailed 13–12 in penalty kicks.

Knockdowns, 
the most of 
his career, 
for Manny 
Pacquiao 

in his victory over 
Chris Algieri on Sunday. 
Pacquiao did not get 
a knockout, though 
he did retain his 
WBO welterweight 
championship by 
unanimous  decision.
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"It’s all about my swag."
Nick Young Lakers guard explaining his in-game “presence.” 
After Young returned from a torn ligament in his right 
thumb, L.A., which started 1–9, won two straight games. 

BOOKS /

Shows on the Road
’Tis the season for college hoops teams to leave their 

campuses behind, some for exotic locations and others . . . 
not so much. Based on quality of teams and scenery, 

here is SI’s ranking of the key tournaments 

THEY SAID IT
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Tweetable 
Reviews
Four new releases in  
140 characters or less

Former goalie’s extreme 
tale of near death after 
a skate to the throat, 
which wasn’t even the 
worst of his travails. 
#obsession-depression 

Probing history of a poor, 
drug-riddled Florida 
neighborhood that cranks 
out NFLers, from Prime 
Time to Sammy Watkins. 
#football=hope?

Insider photos chronicle 
Jeets’ final year in 
pinstripes, with captions 
by the captain on 
everything from exercise 
to Ichiro. #artyselfpromo

Well-paced, detailed 
account of the man who 
made the NFL—modern 
sports—what they are today. 
How would he have handled 
Ray Rice? #commish

A Matter  
Of Inches 
by Clint 
Malarchuk with 
Dan Robson

Fourth 
Down in 
Dunbar
by David A. 
Dorsey

Jeter 
Unfiltered 
by Derek Jeter; 
photos by 
Christopher 
Anderson

Rozelle
by Jerry 
Izenberg
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1  / San Juan:
Puerto Rico Tip-off

2   / Mexico:
Cancun Challenge

3   / Hawaii:
Maui Invitational

4 / The Bahamas:
Battle 4 Atlantis
5 / Florida:
Orlando Classic

6 / Fort Myers, 
Fla.: Gulf Coast 
Showcase 

7 / St. Thomas, 
U.S. Virgin 
Islands: 
Paradise Jam

8 / Brooklyn:
Legends Classic 

9 / Brooklyn:
Coaches vs. 
Cancer Classic 

10 / 
Manhattan:

2K Sport  
Classic 
Benefitting 
Wounded  
Warrior Project 

11  / Manhattan:
NIT Season Tip-off 

12 / Anchorage:
Great Alaska 
Shootout 
13 / South 
Carolina: 
Charleston  
Classic 

1

6

10

14
12

16

11

15

13

3

7
4

8

5

9

14 / Uncasville,  
Conn.: Hall of 
Fame Tip-off

15 / 
Kansas City, 
Mo.: CBE Hall of 
Fame Classic

16 / Las Vegas:
MGM Grand 
Main Event

2

Six pools 
and a private 

beach.

Airless 
casino,  

lackluster 
field.

See Michigan 
State 

demolish 
Rider!

Points for 
longevity (37 

years) but not 
for average high 

temp: 28º.

It’s called Paradise 
Island for a reason. Swim 

with dolphins, spiral 
down giant water slides 

and watch top teams like 
UNC and Florida battle 

for the title.



 YOU WILL 
      TRAVEL IN A LAND 
   OF MARVELS.

—JULES VERNE

INTRODUCING

BRILLIANTLY CRISP DISPLAY • REMARKABLY THIN DESIGN
EFFORTLESS PAGE TURNING • LIGHT THAT ADJUSTS WITH YOU



LAST THURSDAY, Twitter accounts 
for Minnesota’s mascot and a parody 
of Nebraska football coach Bo Pelini 

had an exchange in which @FauxPelini 
proposed, “If we win, you give me $5. If you 
win, I get to smash a wooden chair over your 
back.” @GoldytheGopher responded, “Just as 
long as we can turn that $5 or bits of broken 
chair into a trophy for next year’s game.”

Why wait that long? By Saturday, the $5 Broken 
Bits Chair was a reality, and the Gophers paraded it 
off the field after their 28–24 win in Lincoln. That 
trophy fits perfectly with some of the unusual ones 
below, many of which will be awarded this week.

 WASHINGTON VS. WASHINGTON STATE

 ALABAMA VS. AUBURN

 BYU VS. UTAH STATE

 COLORADO STATE VS. WYOMING 

 FRESNO STATE VS. SAN DIEGO STATE

 INDIANA VS. PURDUE

 USC VS. NOTRE DAME

 NEVADA VS. UNLV

Trophy 
Life

Kentucky coach John 
Calipari took to Twitter to 

wish his daughter a happy 
birthday—on the wrong day. 

Anthony Davis
Pelicans center 
continues to 
dominate, putting 
up 43 against the 
Jazz on Nov. 22, 
making him the 
top scorer—or 
high brow.

Tony Romo
In a 31–28 win over  
the Giants, everyone’s 
least clutch player  
pulled off another  
fourth-quarter 
comeback.

Maple Leafs
They angered the 
home crowd by 
not saluting after 
a Nov. 20 game. So 
they’re in trouble 
for not sticking it 
to the fans?

Curt Schilling
He questioned the 
theory of evolution 
on Twitter, doing his 
best to help reverse 
the process.

The Cavs
They lost four in a 
row. If this is a ploy 
to get the top draft 
pick, they’re being 
very greedy.+

SIGN OF THE APOCALYPSE

See if you can match the trophy with the rivalry 

KEY: A-5, B-4, C-6, D-1, E-3, F-8, G-7, H-2
BREAKOUT PERFORMER
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T H E  H O L I D A Y  

Not sure what to get your family and friends—or, more important, what to request  
for yourself? Fear not: This special gift guide has ideas for every sports fan on your 
shopping list. So read on, then give, receive, or buy for yourself and do both at once 

SCHWINN 
NETWORK 3.0 
/ $199  
A hybrid built 
to handle both 
road and trail, 
the Network 3.0 
has 21 speeds, an 
aluminum frame, 
suspension forks and a 
suspension seat post. 
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THERMACELL 
RECHARGEABLE 
HEATED INSOLE
/ $129.95 
These battery-
powered foot 
warmers turn on via 
remote and come 
with a recharger. 

BLACK DIAMOND 
PATROL GLOVES 
/ $109.95  
These gloves have 
heavy PrimaLoft 
One insulation and 
a waterproof liner 
to keep hands warm 
and dry, and they’re 
reinforced in the 
palm and knuckles 
for durability.

“Outdoor sports 
have evolved 
dramatically 
over the years 
with the growing 
popularity 
of endurance 
racing, fitness 
competitions,  
and various 
extreme sports. 
Even more 
exciting is the 
availability of 
advanced sports 
technology and 
the role it has 
begun to play 
in the lives of 
recreational 
athletes.”
— Daniel Friedman,  
Assoc. Producer, 
SI.com 

O’NEILL 
MUTANT WET  
SUIT  
/ $315.20 
A modular design 
makes it easier 
to wriggle into 
and out of. A 
single-seam 
weld limits 
inflow and adds 
warmth, as do 
sealing cuffs. 
It also comes 
with a hood that 
can be detached 
in favor of a 
standard neck.

 Upon being  
 struck, the smart  

 ball instantly  
 sends data to an  

 app via Bluetooth. 

/ $299.99  This training tool has sensors  
that record the strike point, spin, speed and 

trajectory of a kick, so you can hone your form and 
look like Cristiano Ronaldo in at least one way.



 ALL PRODUCTS AVAILABLE ON AMAZON.COM
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WINEGARD GM-2000 
WHITE CARRYOUT G2  
/ $599.99 This compact, 
fully automatic satellite  
TV antenna lets you  
watch from the parking 
lot—or the campsite. 
Compatible with DirectTV, 
DISH and Bell TV. 

CHAR-BROIL 
BIG EASY TRU 
INFRARED SMOKER, 
ROASTER AND 
GRILL / $179.56
A portable, three-in-
one cooking machine 
that doesn’t need gas 
or charcoal. Just meat.

NCAA FOUR-PIECE  
BBQ SET/ $10–$40 
Display your passion 
for your favorite 
college team while 
doing what you do 
best: working the grill. 
Comes with a spatula, 
fork, tongs and brush. 

/ $129.90  Small and mobile, with a pressurized 
carbonator to keep the suds fresh  
and the good times flowing.  

KLEAN KANTEEN 
WITH STAINLESS 
LOOP / $25.45 Double-
walled and insulated to 
keep hot things hot and 
cold things cold.

WILD SPORTS SHIELD GAME  
/ $237–$299 Toss the bean bag through 
the hole: It doesn’t get any simpler 
or any more addicting. This wood set 
comes adorned with the logo of your 
favorite NFL team and has folding legs 
that make it easy to transport.

 This minibar in  
 a box works with 

 the Heineken  
 DraughtKeg system. 



 UHD—Ultra-High  
 Definition—means  
 that the screen  
 delivers a minimum of  
 3840×2160 pixels.
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/ $6,997.99  The new curved screen 
creates an immersion effect and 
makes the 78-inch TV with 4K Ultra 
HD picture seem even bigger. 

STADIUM CRIBS REPLICA STADIUM PET BED / $59.95–$79.95 
Bringing home the win requires full participation by everyone—including 
the dog. Let your pooch show his colors with a stadium bed.

CUISINART 
CSG-700 
WIRELESS 
THERMOMETER 
/ $30.55
Check the 
temperature 
of your meats 
without having 
to get up from 
the couch. Just 
choose the 
particular protein 
you are grilling, 
set a desired 
level of doneness 
and wait till the 
device tells you  
it is ready.

SKLZ PRO MINI HOOP 
MIDNIGHT  / $34.99 
Shatterproof basketball 
hoop that hangs over 
the door and glows in 
the dark so you can keep 
playing past your bedtime. 
Did we mention it glows 
in the dark?



 The Cardio has five  
 preprogrammed  
 intensity zones that help  
 you target your workout.
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KYJEN 2530 HANDS FREE / $16.17 
Lightweight and elastic, this pack 
wraps around your waist so you run 
hands-free with your dog. It includes 
a five-foot leash, two pockets and a 
mesh pouch to hold personal items.

FITBIT FLEX   
/ $99.95  Wear it 
all day, and it will 
track how many 
steps you’ve taken, 
the distance you’ve 
traveled and the 
calories you’ve 
burned. Keep it  
on at night, and  
it’ll track your  
sleep quality and 
wake you gently  
in the morning.

GO PRO HERO 3 / $199.99 
The most advanced GoPro camera 
ever is smaller and lighter, 
produces better image quality 
and has built-in Wi-Fi connectivity.

 ALL PRODUCTS AVAILABLE ON AMAZON.COM

/ $299.99  The giant display on this  
GPS-enabled watch allows you to monitor  
your exercise stats—everything from heart  
rate and calories shed to distance, time, pace and 
speed—while you are running, biking or swimming. 

“The latest fitness gadgets 
help me stay focused  
and motivated, because  
just like the pros, I can  
track every workout to see  
my progress over time.”
—Jamie Lisanti,  
Assoc. Producer, SI.com



26 / SPORTS ILLUSTRATED / DECEMBER 1, 2014

GAME GOLF DIGITAL 
TRACKING SYSTEM  / $199
Install the unique tags into each 
of your clubs, and the tracking 
system captures the club, 
distance and direction of every 
shot you hit, compiling in-round 
stats and documenting trends—
all displayed over a satellite 
image of the course. 

GARMIN APPROACH S6 GOLF 
WATCH  / $399.99 Equipped with 
a hi-res color touch screen, a GPS 
receiver and 38,000 preloaded 
courses, it provides distances to 
and from any possible target or 
hazard. So you know what to aim 
for and what to avoid.  

CHIPPING NET / $39.95 Its quick setup and 
three different-sized targets let you challenge 
yourself while practicing at home. It can be used 
with both regular and practice golf balls.

“Wearable 
technology is 
finally catching 
up to golfers. 
Companies 
have ditched 
clunky designs 
and bulky 
gadgets to  
focus on 
products that 
will make you 
a better player 
without getting 
in the way  
on the course.”
—Coleman 
McDowell,  
Asst. Editor,  
GOLF MAGAZINE

/ $271.46 Compact and easy to hold,  
this rangefinder will give you distances up to 300 yards 

in just seconds, and it doesn’t need a reflector. 

 The Jolt has 5x magnification,  
 so as you’re scanning the course  
 for distances, you can also get a  
 better view of the terrain. 
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PS4  / $399.99 The latest system from 
Playstation has a newly developed 
Dualshock 4 wireless controller and lets 
you share achievements with friends. 

PETE ROSE: 
AN AMERICAN 
DILEMMA  
/ $17.30 
By Kostya 
Kennedy

NBA  
2K15   
/ $42.39

NFL QB: THE 
GREATEST POSITION 
IN SPORTS   
/ $23.54 
By the Editors of  
Sports Illustrated

THE STORM 
AND THE TIDE   
/ $19.68 
By Lars 
Anderson

SPORTS ILLUSTRATED 
SWIMSUIT 
PORTFOLIO:  
IDYLLIC SHORES   
/ $26.04 
By the Editors of  
Sports Illustrated

BASKETBALL’S 
GREATEST   
/ $21.73 
By the Editors 
of Sports 
Illustrated

 ALL PRODUCTS AVAILABLE ON AMAZON.COM

XBOX ONE  / $385.99 Meanwhile, Microsoft’s 
newest system lets you watch TV or Skype  
while you play. The Kinect technology allows for 
voice commands and motion-sensing games.

FIFA  
15   
/ $41.39

/ $799 Shoot bird’s-eye video of  
the kids’ games with a flying  

1080p video camera. 

 The 5,200-mAh  
 battery provides  
 up to 25 minutes  
 of flight time. 

MADDEN 
15   
/ $49.99

NHL  
15   
/ $69.99



+Faces in the Crowd

Easton Bruere   | Rio Rancho, N.M.  | Football

Easton, a senior quarterback at Rio Rancho High, threw for 
3,617 yards, 42 touchdowns and just three interceptions 
while completing 237 of his 312 attempts (tops in the nation, 
at 76.0%) to help the unbeaten Rams advance to the 6A 
state semifinals. He has yet to receive a scholarship offer.

Regan Smith   | Lakeville, Minn.  | Swimming

Regan, a seventh-grader at Century Middle School who swims for 
Lakeville North High, reset her own U.S. records for ages 11 and 12 
with runner-up finishes in the 100-yard butterfly (54.73) and 100 
backstroke (54.21) at the Class 2A state meet. She also set an age-
group record in the 50 back (25.69) in leading off the 200 medley relay.

Malia Berkely   | Liberty Township, Ohio  | Soccer

Malia, a junior midfielder at Badin High, led the Rams to a school-best 
20-1-1 record and a repeat Division III state championship, scoring 
once in the final, a 2–0 victory over Ottowa-Glandorf High. Malia, who 
trains with the 18-and-under U.S. team, finished with 34 points and was 
named Ms. Soccer by the Ohio Scholastic Soccer Coaches Association. 

Ayrton Scott   | Minneapolis  | Football

Scott, a junior quarterback at Division III Augsburg College, completed 
28 of 41 passes for five touchdowns and a school-record 563 yards 
in a 62–61 double-overtime upset of 18th-ranked Bethel. His 
630 yards of total offense were the most in D-III this season and 
set a Minnesota Intercollegiate Athletic Conference record.

Bryce Millar   | Manlius, N.Y.  | Cross-country

Bryce, a senior at Fayetteville-Manlius High, defended his state title with 
a 15:30.3 finish on the 5K SUNY-Canton course, leading the Hornets to 
their third Class A championship in four years. He set five course records 
this season, including a 15:12.1 at Longbranch Park in Liverpool to break 
the 2002 mark by 25.6 seconds. Bryce will run at Indiana next year. 

Sofia Huerta   | Boise, Idaho  | Soccer

Huerta, a senior forward at Santa Clara, netted 17 goals, including a 
league-best six game-winners, to earn West Coast Conference co–
player of the year honors. A Mexican-American, she played for Mexico in 
the 20-and-under women’s World Cup in 2012, and she scored twice in 
four appearances for the senior national team in ’12 and ’13.

Viktor Tikhonov
 In the 2014 

documentary Red Army, 
former Soviet captain 
Viacheslav Fetisov says of 
coach Viktor Tikhonov, 
“He give us drills, 
discipline. He wants to 
see us still as puppets, 
dancing to his whistle 
for the rest of our lives. 
That’s dictatorship.” 
Indeed, Tikhonov, who 
died on Monday at age 84 
after suffering from an 
undisclosed illness, was 
known as the dictator 
of Soviet hockey, and he 
ruled with an authority 
and austerity befitting his 
time and country. Housing 
players in barracks away 
from their families for 
up to 11 months a year, 
Tikhonov demanded 
discipline and excellence. 
As head coach of CSKA, 
he won 13 straight Soviet 
League titles and led 
national teams to three 
Olympic gold medals 
before retiring in 1996. 
The only blemish on his 
coaching record: the 
loss to the U.S. at the 
1980 Winter Olympics.
 —Brian Cazeneuve
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Nominate Now   
To submit a candidate for Faces in the Crowd, go to SI.com/faces.  

For more on outstanding amateur athletes, follow @SI_Faces on Twitter.



Just My Type
 Interview by D A N PAT R I CK

DAN PATRICK: Do you 
have a problem with Roger 
Goodell having so much 
power to discipline players?
PATRICK PETERSON: I don’t. 
I’m doing everything in 
my power to make sure 
I’m doing everything 
correctly [so I don’t] leave 
any decisions in his hands.
DP: What about Goodell 
hearing appeals of 
his own decisions?
PP: I’m O.K. with it. Some 
guys may think differently. 
At the end of the day we 
have to abide by the rules.
DP: Help me understand; 
what defines a 
“defenseless receiver”?
PP: That’s a very, very 
good question. I don’t 
know myself. It’s making 
the game so much more 
difficult for the defensive 
guys. I can’t play the game 
thinking, worried about 
how I’m gonna hit this guy. 
My belief: If he’s on the 
field, he’s not defenseless. 
If he’s between those white 
lines, he’s not defenseless. 
Quarterbacks are throwing 
the ball in spots where 
defensive backs can’t 
adjust, and some of these 
receivers are ducking their 
heads to make it worse.
DP: How are you supposed 
to hit these guys?
PP: I don’t know. I think 
when they catch the ball, 
you have to let them 
run, then tackle them. 

Something like that.
DP: Who’s the 
fastest receiver?
PP: The fastest I ever 
went against is [Miami’s] 
Mike Wallace. Him 
and [Washington’s] 
DeSean Jackson. I call 
it “crackhead speed.”
DP: Crackhead speed? That’s 
not an official term, is it?
PP: It’s not an official term. 
That’s just something 
we say back home. When 
you’re really fast, we call 
it crackhead speed.
DP: What kind of 
speed do you have?
PP: I have next-man 
speed. However fast the 
guy I’m guarding is, I’m 
just as fast. [Laughs.]
DP: Does it bother you 
when people don’t give 
the Cardinals respect?
PP: We’re all we’ve got in 
this locker room. We could 
care less what someone says 
outside of it. No one knows 
what we go through day in 
and day out. No one knows 
how we prepare for games. 
We feel like the world is 
against us. They can’t wait 
for us to lose, so we make 
sure we don’t leave any 
plays out there on the field. 
We know what it takes to 
win and how to win close 
games. As a team we are 
respecting the process.
DP: Do you close your eyes 
when you tackle [Seattle’s] 
Marshawn Lynch?
PP: Honestly, everyone 
closes their eyes. Not only 
with Marshawn Lynch, 
but tackling in general. It’s 
difficult not to. ±

PATRICK PETERSON

CARDINALS 
RULE
With his 26 tackles 
and “next-man” speed, 
Arizona’s fourth-year 
cornerback and 
three-time Pro Bowler 
has helped lift his team 
to an NFL-best 9–1 mark.

Guest Shots

Say What?
Raiders 
quarterback 
Derek Carr 
cleared up 

any speculation about 
whether he wears eye 
makeup. “I’ve been 
hearing that since I was 
little,” Carr said. “I can 
assure you I don’t wear 
eyeliner. The Lord has 
just blessed me with 
some great eyelashes. 
There’s nothing I can do 
about it.” . . . When we 
spoke, NFLPA executive 
director DeMaurice 

Smith 
tried to 
measure his 
criticism of 

NFL commissioner 
Roger Goodell. “I don’t 
get angry and I don’t 
get disappointed,” 
Smith told me. “[But] 
when our players see 
a system that is unfair 
and arbitrary, when 
[they] see owners 
treated differently 
than [they are treated], 
that’s a problem.” . . . 
Former Oregon QB Joey 
Harrington knew where 
he stood before the 
Heisman announcement 
in 2001: “At the opening 

dinner the 
president of 
the New York 
Athletic 

Club introduced me 
as Joey Harrington 
of Oregon State 
University. The moment 
I heard that, I’m like, 
Well, I’m not winning. 
Drink, please.”
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SCORECARD



A NEW SERIES  
FROM THE  

EDITORS OF

AND

SI.COM

JOHN STALLWORTH 
is standing in one of 
his least favorite places, 

the glow of a spotlight. In a 
light-blue button-down shirt 
and dress slacks, he is behind 
a lectern in a concert hall in 
his home of Huntsville, Ala., 
introducing the third annual 
John Stallworth Legends Round 
Table, an event he created to 

inspire and influence young 
athletes and students.

“Regardless of what you think 
of us when you look at us in the 
light of our success, we want 
you to realize your journey is 
not terribly different from ours,” 
says Stallworth, 62, moderating 
a panel that includes former 
Steelers teammate Franco 
Harris, ex–Seahawks receiver 

Steve Largent and Huntsville’s 
Margaret Hoelzer, a three-time 
swimming medalist in the 
2008 Olympics. “What you’re 
going through, we went through 
those things,” he says.

Stallworth is being generous, 
since it’s unlikely any of the kids 
in the crowd went through what 
he did or will reach the same 
heights. The son of a plumber 
(David) and a housekeeper 
(Mary), Stallworth grew up in 
Tuscaloosa, and at age eight 
contracted a viral infection that 
left him temporarily paralyzed on 
one side. Even after he recovered, 
he was a clumsy, pigeon-toed kid 
who’d literally trip over his own 
feet. Yet, he became a Hall of 
Fame wide receiver, played in 

Catching Up
How a clumsy kid from Alabama became a 
Hall of Famer, tycoon and part Pittsburgh owner
B Y M A R K MCC A R T ER

PRO-FILES
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WELL SUITED
Stallworth 
earned his MBA 
while setting 
Steelers 
records for 
receptions 
and yards.

To watch a 
video of John 
Stallworth, 
or the entire 
Pro-Files video 
series, go to 
SI.com/pro-files



four Super Bowls, and after 
retiring from football in 1988 
developed a multimillion-dollar 
company and became a part-
owner of the very team for which 
he played 14 NFL seasons.

Stallworth says his childhood 
illness “brought out a motivation 
in me to really extend myself.” 
He didn’t play organized football 
until his sophomore year of high 
school, enrolling at Tuscaloosa 
High after being told by a coach 
he was too small to play for the 
predominantly black Druid 
City High, a football power. He 
became an All-Star running 
back but was virtually unnoticed 
by colleges, particularly in-
state powers Alabama and 
Auburn. The Rev. Sylvester 
Croom Sr., a family friend 
whose son Sylvester Jr. would 
play at Alabama and enjoy 
a long coaching career (he’s 
currently running backs coach 
for the Titans), recommended 
Stallworth to his alma mater, 
Alabama A&M in Huntsville.

Once he arrived on the 
Normal, Ala., campus, Stallworth 
transitioned to wide receiver and 
became a two-time all-conference 
selection and the alltime leading 
receiver in school history. 
Veteran Steelers scout Bill Nunn 
urged Pittsburgh to draft him; 
the Steelers made Stallworth 
a fourth-round pick in 1974, 
joining future Hall of Famers 
Lynn Swann (first), Jack Lambert 
(second) and Mike Webster (fifth) 
in arguably the best single-year 
draft haul ever. Swann, out of 
USC, was the glamor pick, worthy 
of a 267-word bio in the Steelers’ 
’74 media guide. Stallworth’s 
story was told in just 60.

“He was an unassuming guy 
who didn’t come in with much 
fanfare,” Harris says, “but you 
noticed that he steadily kept 
working hard, pounding away. 
Before you knew it you said, This 
guy is good. This guy has talent. 
He just grew into greatness.”

Stallworth was twice the 
Steelers’ MVP and still owns 
Super Bowl records for most 
yards per catch in a single game 
(40.3) and career (24.4). He 
had two touchdown receptions 
in Super Bowl XIII, a 35–31 
win over the Cowboys, and his 
fourth-quarter, 73-yard TD the 
following year put the Steelers 
ahead for good in a 31–19 win 
over the Rams.

A
S THE Steelers racked 
up titles in the 1970s, 
coach Chuck Noll 
preached to his players 

about their “life’s work” beyond 
football, saying, “You have to 
plan for the next step. You can’t 
wait until the day you retire from 
football and look up and say 
What am I going to do now?”

“I made up my mind I was not 
going to play and make a little 
money and then wonder what 

happened to it,” Stallworth says. 
Armed with his business degree 
from Alabama A&M, he returned 
each off-season to Huntsville, 
where his wife, Flo, son John Jr. 
and daughter Natasha lived 
year-round, and “experimented,” 
earning licenses to sell insurance 
and real estate and developing 
apartment complexes while 
earning his MBA. 

Along the way Stallworth met 
Sam Hazelrig, a retired engineer, 
through their kids’ soccer 
league. They talked about the 
burgeoning defense and missile 
industry in Huntsville, and in 
1986, the year before he retired 
from the Steelers, they created 
Madison Research Corporation, 
which provided services, made 
parts and developed software 
for the government. Working 
out of Stallworth’s home and 
typing proposals on an electric 
typewriter with an out-of-whack 
T key, Madison Research 
earned its first small contract 
with the Anniston Army Depot 
for two pieces of hardware 
for an M1 tank in 1987, then 
gradually blossomed. 

“It was difficult [at first] in 
that people saw me still as John 
Stallworth the football player 
and not so much John Stallworth 
the business person,” says 
Stallworth, who held the titles 
of president and CEO. “In some 
aspects it was good, because 
it got you in the door. In other 
aspects it was bad, because 
if people couldn’t see you in 
another role, it was hard for them 
to do business with you.”

By 2006, Madison Research 
had 375 employees in 15 states. 
A company that started with a 
faulty typewriter had come to 
manage computer maintenance 
at the Space and Missile Defense 
Command’s Simulation Center in 
Huntsville. That year Stallworth 
sold the business for $69 million. 
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IN SYNC
Stallworth and Swann, 
who were both drafted by 
Pittsburgh in 1974, led the 
crowd in a Terrible Towel 
wave at a 2012 game.

“I made up 
my mind 
I was not 
going to 
make 
a little 
money 

and then 
wonder 

what 
happened 

to it,” 
Stallworth 

says.



INSPIRING STORIES IN  H IGH SCHOOL FOOTBALL

SEASON 3
The award-winning video series from SPORTS ILLUSTRATED returns  —

 featuring all-new stories of hope and perseverance.  
New episodes airing throughout November and December. 

SI.COM/UNDERDOGS
Guts Illustrated | Glory Illustrated |

“Don’t be scared to fail.”
  Chris Battle, Assistant Coach, Barrow High School (Alaska)

Underdogs—Season 3, Episode 1



He also joined with Bobby 
Bradley, a family friend and the 
founder of Computer Systems 
Technology, to form Genesis II, 
a holding company that would 
control their investments, 
business development plans and 
charity work. For Stallworth 
that meant focusing on the John 
Stallworth Foundation, which 
has sponsored the Round Table 
since 2012 and, since ’02, a 
celebrity golf tournament in 
Huntsville attended by former 
Steelers such as Harris, Swann, 
Mel Blount, Donnie Shell and the 
Dolphins’ Dwight Stephenson.

The foundation has 
provided more than $350,000 
in scholarship aid to some 
135 students attending 
Alabama A&M and other schools. 
Says Stallworth, “The money we 
give to the kids, that changes 
them. That really excites me. I’m 
honored to be in a position to 
do that. I want to be able to look 
back and say we’ve been able to 
help some folks.”

“John is a quiet leader,” 
says Huntsville mayor Tommy 
Battle. “He tries to stay out of 

the forefront, but he is one of 
those people when they move 
through this community, they 
make a difference.”

Stallworth continues to 
work at Genesis II, but in 2009 
the Steelers threw another 
opportunity his way, and of 
course he caught it. Dan Rooney, 
the Steelers’ chairman, asked 
Stallworth if he wanted to buy 
part of the team. The ex-player 
admitted that he first had 
to come to grips with seeing 
football from the boardroom 
instead of the locker room. “I 
know what I felt was important 
to me as a player and to players 
around the league,” Stallworth 
says. “Would I have to junk 
all of that now to exist in that 
[owner’s] box?”

Ultimately he decided he could 
help strike a balance between 
the two, and became one of the 
few former NFL players to own 
a stake in a team. “It’s great to 
have him be a sounding board, 
particularly on things that affect 
players and retired players,” 
Steelers president Art Rooney II 
says. “He obviously has a 

perspective on things not many 
people have, and it’s a great 
benefit for us to have somebody 
like that inside the room.” 

For instance, he’s brought 
insight to the question of an 
expanded schedule. “There’s 
been some talk about 18 
regular-season games, and I 
let it be known I think that’s 
crazy,” Stallworth says. “That’s 
the player part of me coming 
out. I’m thinking how my body 
felt after 14 games.”

S
TALLWORTH IS 
more ex-player than 
owner when he shows 
up for the Steelers’ 

home game against the Ravens 
on Nov. 2. Pittsburgh receiver 
Antonio Brown, with whom 
Stallworth has developed a close 
relationship, catches 11 passes—
three games’ worth for 
Stallworth, who in 165 career 
games amassed 537 catches for 
8,723 yards and 63 touchdowns 
in the run-heavy 1970s and ’80s. 
But Stallworth is not on hand to 
marvel at Brown, he is there to 
help honor his former teammate 
Mean Joe Greene, who is having 
his number 75 retired. When 
Stallworth became part-owner, 
Greene was working in the 
Steelers’ front office. Greene 
looked quizzically at his old 
teammate and said, “Do I have 
to call you Boss now?”

Stallworth laughs as he recalls 
the moment while sitting in the 
conference room at Genesis II 
two mornings after the 
Round Table. He wears a gray 
long-sleeve T-shirt and warmup 
pants that show how remarkably 
fit he remains and prompts the 
comment he frequently hears: 
“You look like you could still 
play.” His stock reply: “I tell 
myself I have one play left. And 
I don’t want to go out and prove 
that wrong.” ±
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BIG TIME
Although 
he was an 
unheralded 
player from a 
small school, 
Stallworth 
still holds two 
Super Bowl 
receiving 
records.



ON THE OCCASION 
of Tiger Woods being 
named SI’s Sportsman 

of the Year in 1996, the great 
Gary Smith posed this incisive 
question: “Who will win? The 
machine or the youth who has 
just entered its maw?” It took 
a while, but we all learned 
the answer to that one.

Now along comes another 
once-in-a-generation golf talent 
trying to navigate the crushing 
machinery of superstardom 
while maintaining the inner 
peace that his cerebral sport 
demands. Rory McIlroy deserves 
plenty of accolades merely 
for his Tigeresque on-course 
accomplishments this year: 
two major championship 
victories (the British Open at 
Royal Liverpool and the PGA 
Championship at Valhalla), 
a World Golf Championship 
win (Bridgestone), a W at 
the European tour’s flagship 
event at Wentworth (BMW 
PGA) and a starring role in 
Europe’s Ryder Cup victory at 
Gleneagles. But he is my choice 
for Sportsman because he did 
all of this while battling the 
machine with uncommon grace. 

No brand-name athlete in 
any sport is as honest and 
unguarded as the 25-year-old 
McIlroy. He has grown up 
in the public eye yet retains 
the small-town decency that 
he absorbed in the hamlet of 

Holywood, Northern 
Ireland. This year many 
of the most memorable 
things McIlroy did 
occurred off the course.

At the Honda 
Classic in February 
he offered a heartfelt 
apology for his rash 
decision to walk off 
in the middle 
of the second 
round a year earlier, noting 
the enlarged perspective that 
had followed. At Augusta, 
McIlroy was the first out on 
Saturday morning and was 
paired with club member Jeff 
Knox so he wouldn’t have 
to go as a single; when this 
unknown amateur outplayed 
him, McIlroy somehow laughed 
off the embarrassment. 
Then, in all seriousness, he 
said he would consult with 
Knox on how to putt the 
treacherous greens, a rare act 
of humility for a famous jock.

After breaking off his 
engagement to tennis star 
Caroline Wozniacki on May 21, 
McIlroy could have hidden 
behind an impersonal statement 
on his website—Woods’s 
preferred method for interacting 
with the world—but instead he 
showed up at a press conference 
and offered a raw, emotional 
appraisal of the split. When 
he has discussed a simmering 
lawsuit with his former agent, he 

has been defiant and angry. In 
all places, and seemingly at 

all times, McIlroy is never 
anything other than himself. 

   Forced to choose sides 
for the sake of the Olympics, 

this proud Ulsterman didn’t 
hide the anguish of having to 
play politics, and he opted to 
represent Ireland largely as a 
thank you to the golf union that 
supported him as an amateur. 
After winning at Royal Liverpool, 
McIlroy couldn’t help but take a 
Manchester United fan’s swipe 
at the local football club during 
the trophy ceremony. In the final 
round of the PGA Championship 
he smoothly navigated an 
awkward moment when the final 
two groups played together up 

the 18th hole to beat the dying 
light; McIlroy won the 

trophy and then let 
Phil Mickelson spout off 

about how the situation should 
have been handled differently. 

McIlroy talks trash on Twitter 
to his fellow competitors 
but is unfailingly kind and 
accommodating to his legion 
of fans and the people who toil 
in the shadows at the grand 
golf courses he visits. His voice 
catches when he talks about 
the dead-end jobs his parents 
worked to support his boyhood 
golf dreams. He not only doesn’t 
run from his feelings—he shares 
them. He is imperfect and real 
and willing to let us see it.

We once celebrated Woods’s 
virtues too, and who knows 
what the future will reveal. 
But for now we are blessed to 
witness McIlroy’s artistry and 
passion and the sheer joy he 
exudes in having very nearly 
mastered his craft. Beyond 
the victories, what made this 
such a monumental season is 
that McIlroy has offered the 
hope that the machine doesn’t 
always have to win. ±

The Case for . . .

Rory McIlroy
BY A L A N SHIPNUCK
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Jerry Kill
Minnesota’s football coach is working his 
turnaround magic with the Golden Gophers, 
and doing so while battling epilepsy

Minnesota was once a college football powerhouse—
the school claims seven national championships 
from 1904 to ’60. Alas, it’s been almost a 

half century since the Gophers have won even a Big Ten title.
But after winning eight games last season for the first time 

since 2003, Minnesota is 8–3 heading into Saturday’s regular-
season finale at Wisconsin. And yet the happiest aspect of 
the season might be the improved health of fourth-year coach 
Jerry Kill. Diagnosed with epilepsy in 2005, Kill has suffered 
numerous seizures; last season they caused him to leave 
one game in the third quarter and miss all of another. His 
assistants have developed a “seizure protocol” in which they 
divide up his responsibilities until he is back at full strength. 

The 53-year-old Kill hasn’t had a seizure in more 
than a year. He spoke recently with SPORTS ILLUSTRATED 
about his season, his health and his future.

What do you like best about 
your team this year? 
They’ve been relentless. 
They’ve done what we’ve 
asked them to do. We’ve 
still got work to do. But 
we’re getting better, 
and that’s all we want to 
do: When you’re building 
a program, just get better.

Your health is also better. 
What do you attribute that to? 
A lot of it has to do with the 
medication I’m on, making 
sure I get sleep, eating right 
and having the right mixture 
of drugs that you have to 
take. I’ve been blessed. 

What’s been the biggest 
adjustment? 
The sleep that you get. 
With recruiting year-round, 
you’re going all the time. 
So you really don’t have 
much time to get any rest. 

I have trouble sleeping because 
my wheels are always turning. 
That’s just how I’m wired. 
So I’ve really had to work at 
trying to get sleep. I was getting 
probably two or three hours of 
sleep a night for eight years, 
which is not good for anybody. 

Was there a time when you 
said, I love football, but maybe 
I should look at career 2.0? 
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It wouldn’t matter what 
I did—working at a gas 
station or working on a 
farm, I’d go a hundred 
miles an hour. So I never 
really thought about it. 

You’ve been a public face 
for epilepsy recently. 
How big an adjustment 
has that been for you? 
You always worry about 
the perception. Through 
opening up, I get calls from 
all over the country, [and] 
emails, pretty much every 
day. When you can help 
somebody, there’s not a 
better feeling in the world. 

What is your main 
message when you speak 
about your condition? 
That I’m here to help you. 
My wife and I started the 
Chasing Dreams fund 
to educate people about 
epilepsy and to make 
schools epilepsy smart. 
People [with epilepsy] can 
be very successful, and they 
can do a lot of things. I’m 
not the only one. Sometimes 
we live in a selfish society, 
and if we could get back 
to the “we” and caring 
about each other, we’d 
have a better country. 

Some of your assistant 
coaches have been with 
you for more than a 
decade. What has that 
loyalty meant to you? 
It’s been great. We all 
started off at [either] high 
school or Division II. I just 
felt like you always stay 
with the people who got 
you where you are. I think 
they feel loyalty to me for 
giving them opportunities. 
When you’re turning 
programs around, it’s good 

thing is to win it all. But 
we’ve got to take steps.  

We have to improve 
our operating facilities, 
because in recruiting, 
that’s what kids look at. So 
we’re in the process right 
now of raising money. And 
we’re looking forward to 
breaking ground here on 
a new indoor facility for 
academics and athletics.  

What is it about turning 
around a program that 
appeals to you? 
When I was at Emporia 
State, I had an opportunity 
to go with Gary [Patterson] 
to be the offensive 
coordinator at TCU. I 
also got offered the [head 
coaching] job at Southern 
Illinois. Gary said you 
[might] only get one chance 
to be a head coach; it’s 
not easy to get in at the 
I-AA or Division I level. So 
I took that opportunity, 
and I told [former boss 
Dennis] Franchione, 
“This is a tough job.” 

He said, “Hey, you need 
to understand that’s the 
only job you’re going to 
get. Not a lot of people 
know who you are. You’re 
going to have to go make 
a name for yourself.” 

Now I think we have a 
reputation: “Take a look at 
those guys. When programs 
are down, they can get 
them better.” We’ve been 
in two bowl games; we’re 
qualified for our third. 

It’s getting harder to 
turn programs around. 
People have to be more 
patient. That’s hard in this 
business. But to get where 
we want to get, it’s going to 
take six or seven years. It’s 
just the way it is.  ±

to have that continuity 
because they understand 
what to do, and you don’t 
have to teach somebody. 

How did that continuity 
express itself last 
season when you were 
not on the sideline? 
[Associate head coach 
Tracy] Claeys was down 
on the field, I was up in the 
box. But we’ve been talking 
to each other for 20 years. 
Our staff just went on. I 
think a lot of people made 
it a big deal, but to our guys 
it wasn’t. We were coaching 
the same way. The only 
thing is, I wasn’t down 
there with the players. But, 
shoot, I’m down there every 
day throughout the week, 
so they know what to do. 

It seemed like everyone 
from local columnists 
to the university 
president weighed in 
on the situation. 
When things were 
difficult, people kind of 
rallied around it. And our 
team did. That was the 
most important thing. I 
appreciated everybody’s 
support, not only from 
president Eric Kaler 
but also throughout the 
country. There were a lot 
of people who reached out 
that are very powerful 
people, some who have 
the same situation I have, 
but they keep it very quiet 
because of their profile. 
It made me feel good. 

I think everybody’s 
just nervous about how 
people perceive you and 
whether they will give 
you an opportunity. [At] 
Northern Illinois, [athletic 
director] Jim Phillips knew 

my situation. I think he 
would tell you he hired me 
because he feels like I can 
coach football. [Former AD] 
Joel Maturi hired me here. 
He knew the situation. 

So I think the people 
who have given me 
opportunities, we’ve proved 
[to them] that we’ve been 
able to win football games.  

You previously turned 
around Southern Illinois 
and Northern Illinois. 
What is your long-term 
goal for Minnesota? 
Our long-term goal is to 
continue to get better. 
Our mission is to win the 
Big Ten championship. 
It’s not easy to do, but 
that’s what our mission 
is. The next stage is, we 
haven’t been to the Rose 
Bowl—I get reminded 
every day—since [1962]. So 
everybody wants to get that 
accomplished. The ultimate 
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“Our mission is to 
win the Big Ten 
championship. 
The next stage is, 
we haven’t been 
to the Rose Bowl— 
I get reminded 
every day—
since [1962].”



FULL NELSON
It’s no stretch to say that Jordy’s already 
among the alltime Packers greats: In his 
seventh season, he’s on pace to finish atop 
the team’s career receptions and yards lists. 



PSST, PATRIOTS: 
THAT CORN-FED 

KID THE PACKERS 
IMPORTED FROM 

THE HEARTLAND TO 
DAIRYLAND? HE’S 

THE NFL’S MOST 
DANGEROUS DEEP 

THREAT. AND IF 
JORDY NELSON ISN’T 

TAKEN SERIOUSLY, 
THEN THIS SEASON’S 

BIGGEST GAME 
IS AN EASY CALL: 

BET THE FARM 
ON GREEN BAY 

THE DEFENSIVE BACK drops into 
his stance across from Packers wide-
out Jordy Nelson, and this is what 
he sees: A tall guy, 6' 3" in bare feet; 
seemingly a little on the slender side, 
but at 217 pounds, actually much 
bigger and more powerful than he 
looks in his uniform. Good at using 
his hands to fend off tight coverage 
at the line of scrimmage, deadly fast 
once he gets free. Totally in sync with 
his gifted quarterback. Precise, re-
lentless, non verbal in the extreme. 
The D-back has studied Nelson’s 
tape (maybe he’s played against him 
previously), so he knows all of this. 
There was a time when he might 
have also noticed the color of the 
face inside the yellow helmet, but 
he knows by now that’s irrelevant. 
Or at least he should know. 

The defensive back knows a 
lot, because there are few secrets 
in the NFL. But he doesn’t know 
enough. He doesn’t know about 
Riley County, in northeast Kan-
sas, where the Nelson family has 
been farming the earth and raising 
livestock for four generations, be-
ginning early in the morning and 
working into the darkness—every 
single day—to support families 
whose children never strayed far 
from home in adulthood. That is, 
until one of them grew so big and 
ran so fast that he earned a job 
as a professional football player 
instead of buying some land of his 
own (although he’s done that too).

He doesn’t know that this foot-
ball player grew up helping tend 
200 head of Black Angus cattle, 
farming more than 1,000 acres of 
crop with just his father and his 
older brother, working long hours 
before and after school, every day 

BY TIM LAYDEN

CREAM OF 
THE CROP
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game. It is the farmer’s work ethic—along with size, 
speed and sticky hands, not small  factors—that 
prepared him to reach the highest level of NFL 
receivers. It’s something, maybe the most impor-
tant thing, that the defensive back across from him 
doesn’t know. “Jordy is a hardworking farm boy,” 
says Vikings receiver Greg Jennings, who played 
alongside Nelson in Green Bay from 2008 through 
’12. “His physical skill set is second to none, but he’s 
smart, he works at his craft, he studies the game. 
He’s a hardworking farm boy in his life, and he’s a 
hardworking farm boy on the field.”

O
N THE third Monday night in November 
more than 500 people have scurried in 
from the single-digit cold and lacerating 
wind to the asylum of a sprawling ball-

room at the downtown KI Convention Center in 
Green Bay. The occasion: a dessert fund-raiser cele-
brating the 10th anniversary of the city’s chapter of 
Young Life, an international Christian-based youth 
mentoring program. Jordy and Emily Nelson are 
the night’s official hosts, and as attendees gather 
up giant slabs of cake and pie and move toward 
round dining tables, Jordy answers questions for a 
series of brief television interviews. As he speaks, 
a line forms nearby, fans seeking autographs and 
pictures. Nelson obliges each with a broad smile 

a fresh set of chores. He doesn’t know how, as a 
12-year-old boy, this player drove a tractor along 
the shoulder of a busy highway, hauling a gravity 
box full of grain behind him en route to the eleva-
tor in town. “Cars just flying past,” says Nelson, 
now 29. “Me driving along at 10 miles an hour.” 
He doesn’t know about Nelson fixing fence on 
cold winter days and checking on cattle to iden-
tify which ones were in heat, ready for artificial 
insemination. Or about the worst job of all, three 
summer weeks every year spent walking the end-
less rows of a sorghum field after harvest, hacking 
down chest-high stalks of shattercane with a corn 
knife so they wouldn’t go to seed and overwhelm 
the field in the spring. Sometimes hot, sometimes 
muddy. “And boring,” says Nelson. “Really boring.”

The NFL locker room is a vast stew of cultures, 
53 men often linked only by the game they play 
together. They come from inner cities and suburbs, 
from giant universities and tiny colleges, from the 
deep South and the Midwest. They are African-
American (more) and Caucasian (less), and count-
less variations on each. There was a time, long ago, 
when the United States was a very different place, 
when many of these men were farmers. The great 
Sammy Baugh, who quarterbacked the Redskins 
from 1937 through ’52, was born on a farm outside 
of Temple, Texas. In the book The National Forgotten 
League, author Dan Daly wrote that Joe Stydahar, 
who played tackle for the Bears between ’36 and 
’46, and who coached the Rams and the Cardinals 
in the early ’50s, once said, “Farm kids have the 
best chance to succeed in pro football today. They 
lead a more rugged life than the city youngsters.”

There is no database of farmers in the NFL, 
but there undoubtedly are far fewer now than 
there once were. (And in the general population 
as well; according to the U.S. Environmental Pro-
tection Agency, there are 2.2 million farms in the 
country, down from a peak of 6.8 million in 1935.) 
But Nelson is absolutely a farmer. And that life—
“farming is not a job, it’s a lifestyle,” says Nelson’s 
father, Alan—is the foundation of Nelson’s world. 
He not only grew up on a farm; he also married a 
Riley County girl, Emily Rothlisberger. They first 
met in kindergarten and now have a four-year-old 
son, Royal, named for Emily’s father, Royce, and 
Jordy’s father, Alan. Nelson plans to move back 
to Kansas when his career is over and raise his 
family on a farm. He even brings his wife and son 
home in the summer and operates a combine to 
help his brother and father with the wheat harvest.

That life is also the foundation of Nelson’s football 
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“Guys still underestimate Jordy’s ability 
when he’s standing in front of them,” 
says Jennings. “Honestly, I don’t know 
what more they need to see.”



that forces both of his eyes shut and doesn’t stop 
until it’s time for the program to begin.

The Nelsons are introduced to thunderous ap-
plause. Jordy thanks everyone for coming out and 
supporting the cause. Emily says a prayer and then 
adds, “We hope every one leaves here tonight with 
a light heart, a light spirit and, hopefully, a lighter 
checkbook.” There are peals of laughter as the 
couple leaves the stage, Packers royalty in bloom.

Green Bay is unlike any professional sports 
city in America, by far the smallest (it’s popula-
tion of 104,779 is only marginally bigger than 
the capacity of Lambeau Field) yet among the 
most historically significant. Packers fans divide 
their emotions between a prolonged embrace of 
the Lombardi-era 1960s and the Favre ’90s, and 
zealous expectations from the present bunch. 
These days they’re happy. This year’s team is 
8–3 after Sunday’s 24–21 win over the Vikings. 
They sit atop the NFC North, a genuine Super 
Bowl threat. Nelson’s chemistry with quarter-
back Aaron Rodgers is the central element in 
Green Bay’s explosive offense.

In 11 games Nelson has caught 68 passes, eighth 
in the NFL. He averages 15.7 yards per catch, which 
ranks 16th in the league but second among the 
22 pass catchers with at least 55 grabs. He has nine 
receiving touchdowns (only two receivers, Dez Bry-
ant and teammate Randall Cobb, have more) and 
six receptions of more than 40 yards, second to the 
Redskins’ DeSean Jackson, who has nine. Nelson 
most often lines up as an outside receiver, from where 

DON’T CALL IT 
A WARMUP
FORECASTS CALL FOR LOW TEMPS AND A 
HIGH SCORE WHEN VEGAS’S SUPER BOWL 
FAVORITES MEET ON SUNDAY. THEMMQB’S 
ANDY BENOIT PREVIEWS PATS-PACKERS
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DYNAMIC AS their offense has been 
since Rob Gronkowski’s return to 
full force, the Patriots are a Super 
Bowl front-runner largely because 
they can play man coverage against 

elite receivers like Jordy Nelson. They signed 
five-time Pro Bowl cornerback Darrelle Revis 
(below) for assignments just like this—though 
that doesn’t necessarily mean he will shadow 
Nelson. Coach Bill Belichick has occasionally 
used Revis to take away a No. 2 or 3 receiver, 
then had other DBs double the top threat.

At other times, imposing boundary corner 
Brandon Browner has allowed Revis to stick 
solely to one side of the field. But even if 
that happens in Green Bay, you can still 
expect New England to play predominantly 
in man coverage, as corners Logan Ryan and 
Kyle Arrington have proved very capable, 
particularly inside. Whichever way the 
matchups shake out—and it’s impossible 
to guess with Belichick, who on Sunday 
benched a back one week after he rushed for 
201 yards—the Pats will almost always have 
two safeties in help coverage, either with both 
over the top or with one in centerfield and 
the other lurking underneath. This is a viable 
strategy against Aaron Rodgers, who thrives 
on moving to create new throwing angles.

But a coverage-centric approach by 
New England could also allow Rodgers to 
extend plays, which is when he’s most 
dangerous. That’s why you’re likely to see 
the occasional blitz, which linebackers Jamie 
Collins and Dont’a Hightower have been doing 
more frequently and effectively of late.

The Packers have vibrant blitzers, too, 
especially with Clay Matthews getting 

more snaps at inside ’backer. And, like 
New England, they can play man-to-
man across the board. That schematic 
flexibility, combined with home field 
and a superior array of receivers, is 
enough to make the Pack the pick on 
Sunday.  Packers 34, Patriots 28

GREAT WALL
Nelson knows the Lambeau Leap well: His 39 
TD catches over the last four years (including 
one against Carolina in October, above) are 
the second most among NFL receivers.
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he can schematically lift the top off coverage schemes 
and open the middle for Cobb (58 receptions, 77.6% 
of them for first downs), Davante Adams, tight end 
Andrew Quarless and others, but from where he 
has also consistently torched corners for long gains, 
often on pre snap improvisations between him and 
Rodgers. “Body language, unspoken adjustments, eye 
contact—we’ve made a lot of hay on those things,” 
says the quarterback. “We have really good chem-
istry on and off the field. We talk a lot about route 
concepts and adjustments, making things look like 
they’re the same thing we did last week, when actu-
ally they’re different.”

Nelson’s success on deep routes is built on a tall 
stack of qualities. “First, great strength and com-
bative hand technique to get off the line of scrim-
mage,” says Packers receivers coach Edgar Bennett. 
“Second, he’s fast.” That much should be obvious. As 
a high school senior in 2003, Nelson ran 100 meters 
in 10.63 seconds to win a Kansas state champion-
ship; that year only 15 boys in the U.S. ran 10.52 or 
faster. Nelson ran only a 4.51 40 at the NFL scouting 
combine, but once he unwinds his long stride, he’s 
a burner. In ’11, as Nelson was on his way to 1,263 
receiving yards and 15 touchdowns, Jennings told  
reporters, “They underestimate him. . . . Seriously, a 
lot of it has to do with the fact that guys look at him 
and say, ‘O.K., he’s the white guy; he can’t be that 
good.’ Well, he is that good.” Last week Jennings told 
Sports Illustrated, “Guys still under estimate 
Jordy’s ability when he’s standing in front of them, 
and honestly, I don’t know what more they need to 
see.” For his part, Nelson sprints away from any 
discussion of race. “When that came up, reporters 
came to my locker and I was like, ‘Oh my gosh, no. 
No.’ That’s so awkward. I do not want to be in the 
headlines, especially not talking about race. That 
is not my deal.” He says a defender once mentioned 
his race to him in college, but it has never happened 
in his seven-year NFL career.

Once Nelson is free and running on deep routes, 
he is adept at “stacking” defensive backs— keeping 
them behind him, denying their leverage to defend 
the pass—and staying off of the sideline. “Hold-
ing a tight line,” says Bennett, “giving Aaron a 
window to throw into.”

Jennings, who played with Rodgers for five sea-
sons (and Brett Favre for two), says, “You’ve got a 
quarterback who can throw any receiver open at 
any given time if the receiver understands what 
he’s supposed to do. And Jordy understands what 
he’s supposed to do. Combine that with Jordy’s 
skills, and what you get is a joy to watch.”

It’s been that way for the better part of four 
years. Dating back to the start of the 2011 season, 
Nelson’s 39 touchdown receptions are fourth in 
the NFL (behind Jimmy Graham, Dez Bryant and 
Rob Gronkowski), and his 49 catches of 25 or more 
yards rank third (behind Calvin Johnson and De-
maryius Thomas, who have 52 each). The trigger for 
all of this, says Rodgers, was Nelson’s nine-catch, 

140-yard performance in the Packers’ 31–25 win 
over the Steelers in Super Bowl XLV, four years ago. 
“Since that [game], he’s been our best receiver,” says 
Rodgers. “He took a big confidence jump after that 
game.” In truth, it had been building for a long time.

A
S FAR AS Alan Nelson can verify, the first 
in his family to settle in Riley County and 
start working the land was his great-great-
grandfather, a Swedish immigrant whose 

first name he doesn’t know—“something Nelson,” 
he says. That man begat Elmer Nelson, who begat 
Raymond Nelson, who is Alan’s father and who still 
putters around the homestead at age 83. Farmers all.

Alan married Kim Wohler, whose father, Fred, 
was a farmer in nearby Leonardville. They went to 
high school together, married and had two sons, 
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“I preferred to run from contact,” Nelson 
says of his move at Kansas State from 
free safety to wide receiver. “Still do.”

FARMER’S MARKET
Nelson’s big play against Talib (3) while at K-State 
helped him land in the pros—but he’s not running from 
the farm. The wideout (right, with son Royal) heads 
home every summer to help work his family’s land.



Mike and then Jordy (named after a character on a 
soap opera) and a daughter, Kelsey. Alan and Kim 
divorced in 2010; Kim runs the family’s seven-
year-old restaurant, Nelson’s Landing. Mike, 
31, has his own farm now, and three daughters. 
Kelsey, 27, played basketball at Kansas State; 
she’s now a third-grade teacher and basketball 
coach in Riley County.

The boys did two things: They farmed and played 
sports. “But everything we did,” says Mike, “was 
scheduled around chores.” Mike was a grade ahead 
of Jordy, and they played basketball and football 
together at Riley County High, which had approxi-
mately 250 students in grades 9 through 12. Mike 
was a rugged 5' 9". Jordy grew past him to a slender 
6' 1" in high school; he played quarterback, and in 
highlights looks like he’s marauding past grade-
schoolers. “We’d put the ball in his hands,” says 
Steve Wagner, who has been coaching Riley County 
for 31 years, “and he would just take off. He was 
so fast. It’s like the pads didn’t slow him down.”

Still, Nelson’s only college football interest 
came from in-state D-II schools Emporia State 

and Washburn. Nelson passed on both and walked 
on at Kansas State, 20 miles southeast in Man-
hattan, where the Nelson family had attended 
most home games dating back to the program’s 
late-1990s renaissance under coach Bill Snyder. “I 
didn’t want to go to Washburn, have a great career 
and think, What if I went to K-State?” says Jordy. 
“I didn’t want any what-ifs.”

There he struggled for two years, miscast as 
a free safety, in part because Riley County grad 
Jon McGraw, who was built much like Nelson, 
had flourished as a Wildcats safety and gone on 
to a successful NFL career. “Jon was a lot more 
physical than I was,” says Nelson. “I preferred to 
run from contact. Still do.” Mike Nelson would 
drive to home games, watch from the family seats 
in the south end zone as Jordy warmed up, and 
then leave when the game started.

After two seasons Snyder called Nelson and 
receiver Marcus Watts into his office and asked 
if they would consider switching positions. Nel-
son ran with the change. He caught a team-high 
45 passes as a sophomore, 39 as a junior (despite 
a nagging left-knee injury and a new coach, Ron 
Prince), then exploded in his senior year for 122 
receptions and 11 touchdowns from quarterback 
Josh Freeman in Prince’s spread passing system. 
He also returned two punts for touchdowns and 
completed two passes, both touchdowns. “That 
year we were all like, WWJD?” says Watts, who 
became a starter at safety. “What Will Jordy 
Do next?”

Nelson’s signature play came on the first weekend 
of October against rival Kansas. Early in that game 
Nelson faced press-man coverage from cornerback 
Aqib Talib, a projected first-round pick with reputed 
4.39-second 40-yard speed. Nelson scorched Talib 
for a 68-yard touchdown catch, running away in 
the final 30 yards as Talib quit chasing. “Freeman 
threw the best ball of his life,” Talib says of that 
play. “It was nothing that Jordy Nelson did. He 
just outside-released. [Nelson] was running slow, 
actually, and then when Freeman threw the ball, 
he just sped up on me.” Sped up. Exactly.

Speaking in general terms, not specifically about 
the Talib play, Penn State coach James Franklin, 
who was Nelson’s offensive coordinator at Kansas 
State, says, “There are stereotypes in football, 
especially at certain positions. Those stereotypes 
are wrong. A lot of people didn’t want to give Jordy 
credit for being what he is—big, fast and strong. I 
just know we wanted to get him the ball as often 
and in as many ways as possible.”
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HEAD BUDS
Rodgers (12) has floated and zipped 41 TD 
passes to Nelson, tying the duo for second place 
on the Packers’ alltime connection list, behind 
Favre’s and Antonio Freeman’s 57.



Seven years after that play, Packers general 
manager Ted Thompson leans back in a conference 
room swivel chair in his Lambeau Field office. In 
2008 he selected Nelson with Green Bay’s first 
draft choice, No. 36 overall. “There was no concern 
on our part that Jordy couldn’t run fast enough,” 
he says. “I guess you’d say the rest is history.”

O
NLY EIGHT current Packers have been 
with the franchise as long as Nelson. 
Once the silent observer in team and 
position meetings, he’s become both 

a vocal presence and a mentor to the cavalcade 
of young receivers in Aaron’s World. “He gives 
more of himself now,” says  Rodgers. “The epitome 
of a great teammate.”In July, Nelson signed a 
four-year, $39 million contract extension through 
2018. Green Bay remains the ideal home for a guy 
with what Snyder calls, “real Midwestern values.” 
Nelson’s father says, “It couldn’t have worked out 
better for Jordy than to wind up in Green Bay.” 
To help his teammates understand these roots, 
Nelson has brought many of them back to Riley. 
Jennings recalls doing “low-end manual labor.” 
Rodgers says he told Nelson, “That tractor with 
climate control [in the cab] isn’t real farming.”

Money is unlikely to change the Nelson clan. 
Alan flies into Milwaukee for home games—when 
he comes in at all, because farms don’t close—and 
then drives up to Green Bay, because direct flights 
are more expensive. “I know, here I am saying 
I can’t fly into Green Bay to watch my son play 
NFL football,” he says. “But that’s the way we roll 
around here. Jordy has filthy money, but look at the 
property he bought: It’s got junk equipment, trees 
that need trimming. He’ll deal with it when he gets 
home. He’s not going to hire somebody to do it.”

As Nelson nears the later years of his career, 
he both plans for a life back in Kansas and bet-
ter appreciates the foundation that it gave him. 
“Farming teaches you that nothing is handed out,” 
he says. “If you take a day off, you have to work 
twice as hard the next day.” When he goes home 
in the summer, he drives the same 2003 Chevy 
Silverado that he bought as a junior at Kansas 
State. His land sits, awaiting his return.

Meanwhile, there’s a pasture that backs up to 
Nelson’s home in Green Bay. One day last spring 
Nelson went outside, mowed his lawn (of course 
he did) and bagged the clippings. When he was 
finished, he gathered up the cut grass, hauled it out 
to the fence line and dumped it into the pasture. 
Soon after, the cows arrived and began eating. ±

THE STEELERS trailed the 
1–8 Jets by 17 points with 
nine minutes remaining 
in the fourth quarter on 
Nov. 9—but still, they were 

not dead. Pittsburgh had driven to 
the end zone’s doorstep behind a 
quarterback, Ben Roethlisberger, who 
in the previous two weeks had become 
the first NFL passer to throw six TDs in 
consecutive games; a wideout, Antonio 
Brown, who led the league in receiving 
yards; and a tailback, Le’Veon Bell, who 
was No. 3 in rushing. And so, naturally, 
their first play from New York’s one-
yard line went in the direction of . . . a 
36-year-old linebacker who had only 
recently emerged from retirement?

“Uh, college, maybe?” answered James 
Harrison, the ’backer-
turned-pass-catcher, when 
asked to recall the last 
time he’d taken a snap on 
offense. “High school?”

Needless to say, 
Roethlisberger’s pass 
fell incomplete—“I don’t 
think he’s quite adept at 
breaking off his route and 
getting open,” the QB said. 
Pittsburgh settled for a 
field goal on the way to a 

20–13 loss that would provide another 
exhibit in the ongoing case of Steelers 
Nation v. Todd Haley.

Ever since Haley was named offensive 
coordinator in 2012, the former Chiefs 
coach has taken heavy flack for his 
embracing of unconventional tactics on 
the league’s most traditional of teams. 
Haley’s first two years coincided with 
the Steelers’ first consecutive playoff 
misses since the turn of the millennium, 
and popular blame landed on his fondness 

ON GOOD DAYS, PITTSBURGH LOOKS LIKE A 
SUPER BOWL CONTENDER. AND THE BAD DAYS? 
OH, BROTHER. . . . THE DIFFERENCE COMES 
DOWN TO THEIR DERRING-DO /// BY BEN REITER

KEEP IT SIMPLE, 
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for deceptive plays (bubble screens, 
flea-flickers, end arounds) and on his 
dabbling with the no-huddle offense. 
In the media Roethlisberger’s 
sound bites were parsed for hints 
of discontent, and a prominent 
Pittsburgh columnist called for 
Haley’s job after a dispiriting 31–10 
loss to the Browns on Oct. 12.

The offense’s subsequent 
explosion—124 total points in wins 
over the Texans, Colts and Ravens—
quieted the hordes, but the Jets game 
again had them agreeing with Haley’s 
most prominent critic. “Coach [Mike] 
Tomlin, this is Snoop Dogg,” the rapper 
said in an off-season Instagram 
video. “Fire that motherf----- and get 
us a real offensive coordinator!”

“I don’t give a s--- about the 
criticism,” Tomlin told SI when asked 
about Snoop, a prominent Steelers 
supporter. “I really don’t.”

In fact, Haley had already begun 
to shift away from gimmickry long 
before the Jets loss, which had more 
to do with uncharacteristic turnovers 
by his stars (two Roethlisberger 
picks, two Brown fumbles) than 
with Harrison’s strange cameo. 
That simplification started after 
the Browns loss, just Pittsburgh’s 
third to Cleveland in 23 games. “We 
had struggled playing the same 
way,” Haley says. “It couldn’t stay 
the same.” The Steelers decided to 
minimize their trickery in order to 

allow their superior collection of skill 
players to best exploit their talents. 
They scrapped the no-huddle (which 
limited the array of formations they 
could use) and decommissioned most 
of their gadgets. “We’re running a 
lot of plays, but it’s simplified,” says 
Pro Bowl center Maurkice Pouncey of 
the offense. “It helps out. It does.”

Also helping the cause: a significant 
improvement in the unit that 
compelled Haley to rely so heavily on 
unconventional tactics in the first 
place, the offensive line. Since the 
analytics website ProFootballFocus 
began issuing grades in 2007, the 
Steelers had never finished a season 
with a pass-blocking mark better than 
–5.5, suggesting a below-average 
performance. So far this year they 
grade out at +11.1, sixth best in 
the league. That improvement can 
be attributed to improved health 
(whereas Pouncey’s 2013 ended 
after eight plays, when he tore up his 
right knee, this year’s starters have 
combined to miss just three games), 
the hiring of line coach Mike Munchak 
(the Hall of Fame guard who coached 
the Titans the past three seasons) and, 
above all else, cohesion. “We’ve got a 
group that’s getting into the prime of 

their career, between year three and 
year five for the majority of them,” 
says Munchak. “They’ve grown up 
together. They’ve taken their lumps, 
stuck together and improved.”

Of particular note has been the play 
of 2012 seventh-round pick Kelvin 
Beachum, who stands just 6' 3" and 
is the lightest starting left tackle in 
the league—“290-something, if he’s 
lucky,” says Munchak—but who PFF 
nonetheless ranks as the NFL’s fifth 
best player at his position. “Maturity 
and time,” Beachum says of his 
success. “And eating.” Roethlisberger 
has sent his personal chef over to 
Beachum’s house to serve up caloric 
breakfasts, from time to time.

All of this has had the effect 
of freeing up the 32-year-old 
quarterback to orchestrate 
his offense without schematic 
complications, while he’s still in his 
prime. “The great quarterbacks 
have to evolve, to become more and 
more cerebral as they rely less and 
less on the physical traits that were 
dominant early on,” says Haley. “[Ben] 
doesn’t have quite the escapability 
he had in his younger days, but that’s 
where the cerebral part comes in.”

On Nov. 17 the Steelers found 
themselves losing to a bad team for 
the second straight week, needing 
that O-line to allow its cerebral QB 
to do his thing. The 2–7 Titans led by 
11 points late in the third quarter, 
but this time Harrison stayed on 
the sideline, and there was nothing 
deceptive about how Pittsburgh 
scrapped back. On 25 of their next 
28 offensive plays, the ball was 
touched by the hands of just four 
men: Pouncey, Roethlisberger, Bell 
(who scored on a five-yard run) and 
Brown (who scored on a 12-yard 
catch). Then they ran out the clock, 
improving to 7–4 with five games 
left, each of them against a playoff 
contender. But if they needed any 
confirmation, they got it: This 
offense is now good enough, in all 
ways, to keep things simple. ±
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BELL COW
Haley (left, with his QB) simplified his 
O, and it’s paid off: Bell’s 204 yards 
against the Titans nearly matched his 
205 over the previous four games.



LONG BEFORE Alan Williams be-
came the most productive big man 
in college basketball, he was the 
most affordable wedding transla-
tor in Phoenix. His father, the Hon-

orable Cody Williams, justice of the peace for the 
city’s South Mountain district, opens his downtown 
courtroom each day after 5 p.m. to officiate mar-
riages. The court’s fee is $80, and because this is 
the most enjoyable part of Cody’s job—as opposed 
to small-claims suits, evictions or DUIs—he tries 
to give the happy couples their money’s worth. A 
hulking, 6' 6" former college basketball player with 
a booming voice and disarming manner, Cody cau-
tions that the doors and windows have been sealed 
and electrified, so it’s too late to get cold feet; he 
gives tender speeches about commitment; and when 
his boys, Cody and Alan, were in middle and high 
school, he would often have them act as assistants, 
with all three wearing matching black robes.

This was how the Williams boys earned their 
spending money. They sweated through 18 weddings 
in three hours on a New Year’s Eve in 2009. Dad gave 
one son or the other a $10 cut for taking pictures or 
filling out the marriage license, and $40 if the wed-
ding party wanted a Spanish translation—a common 
request in Phoenix, but not a duty of the court. Cody 
would do his lines: The two of you now embark on a 
journey, a journey filled with joy and wonderment and 
love; Alan or young Cody, standing beside him, would 
follow with their version: Ustedes dos embarcan en un 
paseo, un paseo lleno de amor, felicidad y afecto mutuo. 
The brothers were not native speakers but they were 
fluent, and in the event they forgot a word they would 
refer to sheets of loose-leaf notebook paper, on which 
they had written their Spanish script.

Cody and his wife, Jeri, both prominent African-
American public servants—he the state’s only elected 
black justice, and she, until 2011, an assistant chief 
of the Phoenix Police Department—saw the city’s 
demographic trajectory and believed their sons would 
benefit from a language immersion school that al-
ternated its elementary and junior high semesters 

When he’s not translating wedding 
ceremonies into Spanish or roaming the 
Pacific coastline, the most productive  
big man in the country, UC Santa Barbara’s 
ALAN WILLIAMS, patrols the paint  
with monstrous intensity

BY LUKE WINN Photograph by  
Kevin Steele
For Sports Illustrated





between Spanish and English. Alan was a hit at his 
dad’s weddings, but elsewhere he would sometimes 
find that people did not know what to make of an 
extra-large, bespectacled, African-American boy 
who was bilingual. When he was nine, on a visit to 
Toys “R” Us with his mother and younger brother, 
Alan volunteered to translate for a Hispanic man 
who was trying to ask an Anglo clerk where to find 
an item. It was a success, but afterward the clerk 
inquired of the Williamses, “What are you?”

M
OST COLLEGE recruiters could not 
get the right read on Alan Williams, 
either. While he was an interior force 
at North High, coaches deemed him 

too pudgy and earthbound to qualify as a Pac-12 
post prospect. Scout.com gave Williams one star (out 
of five), while Rivals.com and ESPN didn’t rate him 
at all. And that is how UC Santa Barbara was able 
to persuade the nation’s most productive power big 
man (right) to play in the 16th- or 17th-best confer-
ence, the Big West.

Williams, a 6' 8", 265-pound senior who was aver-
aging 25.5 points and 14.5 rebounds through Sun-
day, has proved himself at a mid-major school with 
high-major vistas, on cliffs beside the Pacific Ocean. 
The 35-year-old UCSB Events Center, nicknamed 
the Thunderdome, was once known for its student 
section’s tradition of Frisbee-ing tortillas onto the 
court after the Gauchos’ first basket, but its main 
attraction is now a sensation called Big Al by the P.A. 
announcer, Big Sauce on Twitter and Beast Warrior 
by his father. Williams has emerged from obscurity 
on the undeniable strength of his performance, such 
as the 22 points and 13 rebounds he had at Kansas on 
Nov. 14, when he outplayed projected one-and-done 
lottery pick Cliff Alexander, followed by his 29-and-16 
at Florida Gulf Coast three days later.

To call Williams UCSB’s offensive centerpiece is a 
disservice: He used 35.1% of their possessions last 
season, the third-highest rate in the nation, and is 
off to a similar pace as a senior. His rebounding, 
however, is what has earned him a cult following 
among advanced statheads. As a freshman he had 
the country’s highest offensive-board percentage 
(22.5), and he ranked in the national top 20 in of-
fensive and defensive rebounding percentage as a 
sophomore and junior. Part of Williams’s success is 
based on power—he aggressively creates space with 
what Cody calls his “God-given butt,” and when 
Williams seizes the ball the leather-meeting-skin 
smack! reverberates off the Thunderdome’s wooden 
ceiling—but he believes his advantage is cerebral.

“Rebounding is a science,” Williams says. “It’s not 

about who can jump the highest, or who can create 
the most space. It’s about who knows where the ball is 
going to be, has the most efficient way of getting there 
and makes sure they’re prepared to go up and get it. ”

The longer you study Alan Williams when he doesn’t 
have the ball, the more you marvel at his anticipa-
tion. There’s the nimble footwork he uses, sometimes 
even before the ball leaves a shooter’s hands, to gain 
leverage on an opponent or beat him to an optimal 
rebounding area. And then there are his intuitive reac-
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PLAYER  GAMES PPG RPG

Alan Williams*  
Senior, UCSB 2 25.5 14.5
Cliff Alexander  
Freshman, Kansas 2 8.5 6.0
Montrezl Harrell  
Junior, Louisville 3 19.0 7.3
Frank Kaminsky  
Senior, Wisconsin 4 19.3 10.3
Jahlil Okafor  
Freshman, Duke 5 15.8 8.0
Myles Turner  
Freshman, Texas 4 8.8 6.3

ALAN WILLIAMS

Secret Sauce
He was snubbed from the Wooden Award 
watch list, but Alan Williams has better 
numbers than these highly hyped forwards

*D-I GAMES ONLY



tions to a shot’s trajectory, whether it’s long, short or 
flat. On the rare possession Williams doesn’t battle for 
position, the result is usually either a swish or a carom 
that would have been impossible for him to retrieve. 
“You don’t want to waste movement and get tired, so 
I pick and choose my moments,” he explains. “There 
aren’t too many rebounds I don’t think I can get, but 
the ones I don’t think I can get, I just leave them alone.”

Williams’s early education in glass-work came from 
his father. Cody was on the roster for two seasons 

at Oklahoma, but knee injuries ended his career in 
1980. When he recognized that his son would have a 
bigger, bulkier frame, he told him not to worry about 
being passed the ball. Rebound, Cody would say, and 
you’ll be able to play forever. He helped coach Alan’s 
youth team at the Salvation Army on 15th Street 
and Broadway Road in Phoenix, and when Alan 
was 10, they did a drill that laid the foundation for 
his son’s success. Cody had the players stand around 
the three-point line and take shots, one by one. If 
they missed, they went to where the ball landed. 
“It started to give them,” he says, “an idea of where 
rebounds came from.”

Williams developed a rep for being scientific 
about where he was going and inadvertently ruth-
less about getting there. “Every player on our team 
felt the wrath of Alan at some point in practice,” says 
North High coach Joseph Bustos, who saw Williams 
unintentionally dole out cuts, bruises and a couple of 
concussions—and also help the Mustangs win state 
titles in his sophomore and junior seasons, when he 
played a supporting role for Daniel Bejarano, a four-
star shooting guard now at Colorado State. Williams 
was so physical that his AAU coach with the Arizona 
Stars, Ray Arvizu, invited an offensive lineman from 
nearby Glendale Community College to one of their 
spring 2010 practices, in hopes of providing Williams 
better sparring competition to prep him for the Nike 
EYBL circuit. It did not go well—for the lineman. 
“He was 6' 2" and 300 pounds, and he started for a 
juco national championship team,” Arvizu recalls. “I 
asked him to go against Alan for about an hour. About 
25 minutes in, Alan takes a break to get water, and [the 
lineman] comes up to me and says, ‘I’ve gotta go.’ He 
hadn’t signed up for Alan busting his lip.”

Although Williams was an all-state power forward 
as a 6' 7", 275-pound junior, averaging 12.5 points 
and 10.9 rebounds, he could not win over the nearby 
colleges. “I was working my tail off to get offers,” he 
says, “and I thought I’d get one from Arizona State or 
at least Northern Arizona or Grand Canyon, but that 
never happened.” When Arvizu would coax college 
coaches to watch Williams work out, the feedback 
tended to be deflating. He’s definitely a D-I player and 
someday he might make money playing basketball, but 
he’s not tall enough or explosive enough for us. Williams 
once did a solo audition in North High’s gym specifi-
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HANDY MAN
Williams worked 
his way into the 
starting lineup 

as a freshman by 
grabbing rebounds; 

now that he’s a 
senior, the Gauchos 

make it a goal to 
get him 30 to 40 
touches a game. 

Williams plays “butt ball,” methodically backing down 
defenders and burying them with righty jump hooks.



cally for a visiting Oregon State 
assistant, David Grace—only to 
suffer the indignity of Grace’s 
cutting it off early once he’d 
seen Williams struggle to ex-
ecute two-handed dunks. Grace 
gave him a handshake and a 
thank you, and hit the road. “I 
guess I’m not really a guy that’s 
going to make you fall in love 
with me in an individual work-
out,” Williams admits.

But during an AAU game 
in Phoenix in the summer 
of 2010, he impressed UCSB 
coach Bob Williams with a sin-
gle play. Williams was ahead 
on a fast break when a guard 
fed him a seemingly uncatch-
able pass that skipped near his 
feet. He snared it in one mo-
tion and finger-rolled it over 
the front of the rim. “You don’t 
see guys of that size with that 
kind of feet, hands and dexter-
ity,” says Bob Williams, who’s 
now in his 17th year at UCSB. 
The Gauchos told Alan he was 
their No. 1 big-man  recruit. He 
signed with them in November 
2010, over Drake and UC Riv-
erside, and proceeded to average 22.1 points and 
16.2 rebounds as a high school senior.

Williams arrived at UCSB in the same freshman 
class as John Green, whom he’d played with at a Uni-
versity of Arizona elite camp in 2010. Green found a 
few things about Williams peculiar—that he insisted 
on wearing fogged-up rec-specs in high school rather 
than contacts; that his favorite player, because of his 
shooting prowess on old college basketball video 
games, is ex-Duke guard J.J. Redick. But Green has 
always been sold on Williams’s hands. “Best in the 
nation,” Green says. “They’re like glue.” They snagged 
so many misses that Williams forced his way into the 
Gauchos’ starting lineup as a freshman for 19 of their 
final 20 games. He was the leading rebounder (at 6.5 
per game) on a team with seniors Orlando Johnson 
and James Nunnally, both future NBA players; as 
soon as they left, Williams assumed a starring role. 
Now UCSB makes it a goal to get Williams 30 to 40 
touches per game, often from 15 to 17 feet out on the 
wings, where he can play what Bob Williams calls 
“butt-ball,” methodically backing down overmatched 
defenders and burying them with righty jump hooks.  

When the Gauchos played at UCLA last December, 
Williams saw Grace, who is now an assistant with 
the Bruins. From the opposite bench Grace saw 
Williams go for 23 and eight, while UCLA’s trio of 
former four-star big men, Tony Parker and twins 
David and Travis Wear, had a combined nine points 
and 12 boards. After the game, Grace told Williams 
that he was proud of him—and that passing on him 
had been a mistake. “It’s all good, Coach,” Williams 
said. “I appreciated the interest.” It’s a shame that 
Williams’s vindication tour will never make a stop 
at Arizona State, whose indifference most miffed his 
parents: Not only is it just minutes from home, but 
it’s also where Jeri got her undergraduate degree and 
Cody his M.B.A. The Sun Devils, who ranked 338th 
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The longer you study Alan Williams 
when he doesn’t have the ball, the 

more you marvel at his anticipation.
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in offensive rebounding percentage last season, 
could certainly have used some Big Sauce.

E
VEN ON days when the police chief of 
 Oxnard, Calif., stays in her office, she wears 
a U.S. Armor–brand bulletproof vest under 
her uniform. It may be an unnecessary 

precaution for an administrative job, but for Jeri, 
it’s a matter of keeping a promise. Long before her 
son was the toast of the Thunderdome, he was a 
five-year-old who sneaked out of his room after bed-
time, and peered at the episode of Cops his father 
was watching. Williams realized what his mom 
was truly doing when she left for 9 p.m.–to–7 a.m. 
shifts as a Phoenix police sergeant and bawled 
until she made it back home. “I never shared my 
days with my kids—you just don’t do that to your 
family,” Jeri says. But once Alan understood her 
job, she tried to reassure him by showing him her 
vest, and he made her vow to always wear it. “I felt 
like that’s what made her indestructible,” he says.

Her career arc, like her son’s, began with a slight. 
After graduating from ASU as a theater major, she 

inter viewed with Pan Am to 
be a flight attendant, but they 
measured her wrists and el-
bows and told her she’d need to 
lose weight. She was a striking 
5' 11" woman—Cody had first 
seen her on a Miss Black Arizo-
na calendar when he returned 
to Phoenix after college—and 
she rebelled by choosing a ca-
reer path with a much higher 
ceiling. She became a police 
officer, then a sergeant, a lieu-
tenant, a commander and an 
assistant chief. She was the 
highest ranking black female 
police woman in Arizona before 
moving to Oxnard to become a 
police chief, a move that nearly 
coincided with Williams’s com-
mitment to UCSB. Alan liked 
the idea of having her only 40 
minutes southeast of campus, 
for purposes of laundry and 
cooking. He only had second 
thoughts when, during his 
freshman year, Jeri used her 
investigative skills to bust Alan 
for not attending study halls. 
In a now-infamous incident she 
drove to UCSB and, in front of 

his teammates, insisted on personally supervising 
him while he completed his homework.

Her visits are more enjoyable now; she clears 
space in her schedule so she can watch Alan and 
young Cody play (he’s a freshman at Santa Bar-
bara City College and also Alan’s roommate), and 
keeps stats on her iPad to send live updates to her 
husband. They’re making a long-distance marriage 
work because it’s the best thing, at the moment, for 
her police career and their kids’ basketball  careers. 
And when Cody flies up for Gauchos games, he 
likes to wear a custom number 15 jersey with a 
nameplate that says beast warrior—a nod to 
his son’s relentless effort around the basket. Bob 
Williams has talked with Alan about trying to 
average a “special” number of rebounds as a senior, 
maybe 17 or 18. That might put him on a trajec-
tory to transcend his conference, be a first-team 
All-America and persuade an NBA team—if he 
hasn’t already—to use a late draft pick on a kid 
who was once just a pudgy curiosity. There’s a 
thing that NBA scouts say about rebounding: It’s 
the skill, above all others, that translates. ±
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A COACH

  ONCE THE YOUNGEST COLLEGE 
         BASKETBALL COACH IN THE COUNTRY, 
      33-YEAR-OLD CHRIS CRAIG SUFFERS 
  FROM A MENTAL ILLNESS THAT
        HAS DISTANCED HIM FROM HIS 
     FAMILY AND ROBBED HIM OF 
                          THE GAME HE LOVED

BY GEORGE 
DOHRMANN

THIS WAS BEFORE HE CALLED PRESIDENT OBAMA THE ANTICHRIST.
And before he was detained in the Middle East and searched 
by the FBI in New York City. Before he painted a Bible verse on 
his car and drove around the Southwest wearing a turban, and 
before he burst into a college classroom in Arizona brandishing 
a Bible. Before he declared that he was an “Islamic Jihadist” and 
threatened the destruction of Mormons and Catholics.

Before all that, Chris Craig was a small-town hero, a handsome 
and ambitious basketball coach, quickly ascending the career 
ladder. He was even honored in a parade.

It was March 24, 2010, and residents of Price, Utah, a coal-
mining town of 8,500, 60 miles southeast of Provo, gathered 
along Main Street, in front of Lee’s Music and the Carbon County 
courthouse. Craig was the men’s basketball coach at a local 
school, the College of Eastern Utah (CEU). His team had just 
finished third at the National Junior College Athletic Association 
Championship, having had CEU’s best season in 45 years. As the 
coach and players rode past, the citizenry hooted and applauded.

Craig was just 28, and he looked as young as some of his 
players. When he landed the CEU job at 25, he was thought 
to be the youngest college head coach in the country. His 
strengths were his preparation and his intensity. He was also 
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an exceptional procurer of talent, especially impressive on a 
$6,000 annual recruiting budget.

The parade ended at Peace Garden, next to CEU’s Prehistoric 
Museum. Craig and the players joined Price’s mayor on a concrete 
stage. Craig wasn’t comfortable speaking before large groups, and 
his comments that day were unremarkable. He thanked his team 
and the fans. But those who knew him well understood that this 
was also his goodbye. In a few weeks he would announce that he 
was taking a job as an assistant at Division I Northern Colorado, 
the logical next step for a coach of his skill and ambition. His 
fiancée, Tara Powell, would go with him. She had been born in 
Price, grown up in nearby Emery County and played basketball at 
CEU, and she was now eager to live the life of a coach’s wife, toting 
their nearly three-year-old daughter, Maiya, along with them.

“He was a hardworking guy everyone liked being around, 
and no matter what he was doing, he was going to be suc-
cessful,” says Billy Gillispie, Craig’s coach when he played at 
UTEP. “How many coaches can say that in their third season 
as a head coach they took a team to the [NJCAA semifinals]? 
His future was as good as he wanted it to be.”

Says Bill Barnes, captain of the Price police department, “We 
all thought he was going to be the head coach at a big Division I 
school in a few years. That is why what has happened is so 
hard for people around here to understand. You saw how good 
a coach he was, and hardworking, and you saw the beautiful 
family, and you said, He’s got the tiger by the tail.”

C
HRIS CRAIG was at a precarious moment in his 
life when he met Charlie Wilde. Chris was 12, and 
his parents had been divorced just a few years ear-
lier. The split had been rough on Chris and his two 

younger siblings, Julia and Sam. Their father, A.D. (Bud) Craig, 
a renowned neurobiologist at Barrow Neurological Institute in 
Phoenix, worked long hours, and he says a custody arrangement 
limited the amount of time each month he could spend with his 
children. Meanwhile the kids’ mother, Debbie, “became like a 
dog finally off its leash,” says Julia, the middle child, whose mar-
ried name is Underwood. “Now she could smoke pot whenever 
she wanted. She was also always playing the woe-is-me card. 
There was always an excuse for why she couldn’t help with us.”

Says Julia, “We were those kids that other parents would 
ask all the time, ‘Are you O.K.?’ And they’d ask really caringly, 
because they knew. I mean, I was an 11-year-old girl, taking 
city buses. We had a roof over our heads, yes, but there wasn’t 
much encouragement and love.”

Chris had been a star shortstop before he met Wilde, a 
phys-ed teacher and basketball coach at Desert Shadows Middle 
School in Scottsdale, Ariz. Wilde saw Chris as the perfect point 
guard, a natural leader, and Chris took to that role with zeal. 
He eventually dropped baseball to focus on basketball, and 
Wilde says he’s never seen another player so willing to work 
hard. Looking back, there was an underlying mania to it—what 
kid spends eight hours shooting free throws?—but when the 

alternative was to go home to an emotionally absent mom, 
what boy wouldn’t want to stay at the gym?

Wilde quickly became more than a coach to Chris. “After 
practices one of us would have to wait for every kid to get 
picked up,” Wilde says. “You’d end up waiting so long with 
Chris, it just became easier to take him home.” Soon Wilde 
was shuttling Chris to and from school and practices, and 
offering counsel. When Wilde got a job as coach at Horizon 
High in Scottsdale, Chris followed him there. Years later, when 
Chris began to cut people off, to label some as impediments 
to his cause, his feelings toward his former coach remained 
unchanged. To him Charlie Wilde would be forever a good man.

As a teenager, Chris occasionally attended church youth re-
treats and camps. He wasn’t encouraged to go by his parents; he 
went initially because his friends did. Bud Craig describes himself 
as spiritual, not religious, and Debbie found religion only after 
her children were out of her home. Says Wilde, “Chris would get 
on himself for cursing in practice, saying, ‘I shouldn’t. That is a 
sin,’ but other than that there was nothing [religious about him].”

Chris was a star at Horizon High but garnered no scholar-
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CHRIS CRAIG

“WHATEVER 
HE DID, HE 
WAS ALL 
IN,” SAYS 
DURAN. “HE 
RAN IN THE 
MIDDLE OF 
THE NIGHT.”
A LIFETIME APART
Only a decade separated Craig’s 
UTEP playing days under Gillispie 
(top) from his arrest in April.
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ship offers from Division I schools. He ended up at Arizona 
Western, a junior college in Yuma. “That first year he was 
great,” says Kelly Green, his coach at Arizona Western. “He 
just spent hours and hours working on his game. If someone 
told me he was in our gym from 2 a.m. to 6 a.m., I believed it.”

The summer after his freshman season, Craig went to a camp 
for junior college players and received a scholarship offer from 
Creighton. Says Green, “Chris was a paralysis-by-analysis kid. 
He was smart, and he thought things to death. He couldn’t 
decide if he wanted to go to Creighton or come back.” He 
eventually enrolled at Creighton, but after a month he called 
Green and said he had made a mistake. He returned to Yuma 
but arrived too late to be eligible that season, so he redshirted.

During his third year at Arizona Western, Craig and his then 
girlfriend attended meetings organized by a local church. When 
he returned home on weekends or holidays, his father and sister 
would hear what Julia describes as “loud prayers, more like 
chanting” coming from his room, behind a closed door. He was 
also tithing money that his father had given him for expenses. 
Craig’s girlfriend later told Julia there was nothing extreme 
about the church group—except for him. “People wanted him 
out,” Julia was told. “He was just too intense.”

In the middle of that season, Arizona Western lost a midweek 
home game. The next day Craig failed to appear at practice, and 
he remained missing until Friday evening, when he showed up 
in Oregon. Bud had been tracking Chris’s credit card charges. 
“He just went on walkabout,” Green says. “He got in the car and 
drove.” Says Bud, “He said he was just trying to figure life out, 
which for someone his age you didn’t think was that unusual.”

Days later Craig explained to Green that he was racked by 
guilt over his dedication to basketball. He could not reconcile 
his athletic life with his religious one. “I’m not sharing my faith 
with others and bringing others to my faith,” he told Green.

That conflict had been on Craig’s mind for years. In 2006, 
Julia was helping her father get their family home in Scotts-
dale ready to sell. In Chris’s room hung the famous Michael 
Jordan “Wings” poster, with his arms stretched wide. When 
she removed the poster, she says, “On the wall, in pen, was 
this strange sort of Rain Man writing. I couldn’t really read 
it. There was also this date written over and over.” She called 
Chris and asked about the writing. He said they were prayers. 
She then mentioned the date, and Chris told her that was the 
day he was supposed to begin his NBA career.

After his walkabout, Craig missed a few games, and he was 
a role player for the rest of the season. Says Green, “He was 
less vocal, and he never really got back in with his teammates.”

The fact that Craig missed those games was mentioned in a 
news report about his transferring to UTEP after that season. 
In a story on a local website, he called it “personal problems,” 
and that is likely how he saw things. Later he said that when 
he left for El Paso that summer he was focused solely on mak-
ing the NBA. To accomplish that, he said, he had to “turn his 
back on God.”

A
CCORDING TO the National Institute of Mental Health, 
4.1% of the U.S. adult population has a serious mental 
illness, a category that includes schizophrenia and other 
disorders that severely interfere with a person’s daily 

life. The symptoms of schizophrenia, such as hallucinations and 
delusions, typically emerge in patients between the ages of 16 
and 30. Craig was 21 when he left for UTEP. Those close to him 
say they saw no sign of mental illness. They thought he was “in-
tense” and “extreme,” perhaps even obsessive. But in a Division 
I college basketball program, those traits can be seen as virtues.

“Whatever he did, he was all in,” says Omar Duran, Craig’s 
teammate at UTEP. That included weightlifting. “He would lift at 
3 a.m. in the hotel gym on a game day,” says Duran. And fitness: 
“He would run in the middle of the night. Get up and run for 
hours.” And nutrition: “He was taking vitamins, supplements, 
whatever he thought would help. Once, I saw him snort supple-
ments. He said he wanted to see if it gave him a bigger kick.”

Gillispie, Craig’s coach at UTEP, was similarly all in; he 
watched film until 4 a.m. and controlled his locker room 
through fear. The 2002–03 season was Gillispie’s first as a 
head coach, and Craig was perhaps his earliest whipping 
boy. “Once, Chris had a bad game, and we got booed a lot,” 
says Duran. “In the locker room [Gillispie] just laid into him 
for like 20 minutes. Chris was crying, and Gillispie still just 
pressed him and pressed.” Craig confessed to Julia that after 
some practices he would stop at every fast-food place he saw, 
gorge himself, then throw it all up when he got home.

The next year Gillispie moved Craig from point guard to 
shooting guard and upgraded the team’s overall talent. The 
Miners completed one of the great turnarounds in college 
basketball, going from 6–24 in 2002–03 to 24–8 and an NCAA 
tournament berth in ’03–04. Craig was a role player—he aver-
aged nine points a game—but even as the team succeeded, he 
was despondent. “He had always thought he was going to be 
in the NBA, and he was coming to the realization that he was 
mediocre,” says Julia. According to Tara, Craig received his 
degree in kinesiology, with a minor in psychology.

Julia worried about what her brother would do once his playing 
career ended, but that point was delayed when Craig received an 
offer to play abroad. For 18 months he bounced around leagues in 
Ireland, Germany, Switzerland and Mexico, returning to El Paso 
in between. His time in Ireland was most significant: His team, 
Tralee, was without a coach, so Craig became a player-coach and 
guided Tralee to the National Cup. In the summer of 2005, he 
took a job as an assistant coach at CEU, a $20,000-a-year posi-
tion that came with a dorm room and a meal plan.

Not long before he left for Price, Julia visited him in El Paso. 
They were in his room talking when he casually pulled up 
the sleeves on his shirt. There were cuts and scars up both 
his forearms. “Chris, what the hell have you done?” she said.

He quickly pulled down his sleeves. “Nothing,” he said. 
“Nothing. That was a long time ago.”

That was a lie. He had cut himself earlier that summer.
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A
FTER TWO YEARS as an assistant, Craig was cho-
sen over 56 other applicants for the position of head 
coach at CEU (which changed its name to Utah State 
University Eastern in 2010). Dave Paur, the athletic 

director and women’s basketball coach, led the push to hire 
him. “He had linebacker eyes, if that makes sense,” Paur says. 
“You could see basketball was everything to him.”

As an assistant and then as head coach, Craig would drive 
through the night to Chicago or New York to meet with a 
recruit, then turn around and drive back without sleep. He 
also got a diverse group of players, many of them castaways 
from other programs, to cohere, though he often resorted to 
intimidation and manipulation. Wilde may have been the 
coach Craig adored, but he emulated Gillispie. Says Green, 
“He might decide before a practice that he was going to mess 
with some player, even if the kid was playing well. He’d say, 
‘I’m going to see what he’s got under the hood.’ ”

By the 2009–10 season, Craig’s third as head coach, he had 
improved CEU’s talent and added two assistants: Adjalma 
Vanderlei Becheli Jr., a Brazilian everyone called Vando, and 
Brad Barton, who was from Farmington, Utah, near Salt Lake 
City, and had played at Weber State. Vando was nearly a decade 
older than Craig, but Barton and Craig were only a year apart, 
and, Paur says, “they were a lot alike. Brad was just as intense.”

Barton was a type 1 diabetic, but he ate poorly, drank alcohol 
and regularly smoked marijuana. He frequently forgot to take 
insulin and suffered diabetic seizures. Says Paur, “When Brad 
was in the gym coaching, he wanted to live. When he wasn’t, 
he didn’t care.” It was Craig who often rushed to Barton’s aid, 
holding him and feeding him juice during a seizure.

During that 2009–10 season, in which CEU would finish third 
in the NJCAA Championships, Barton moved in with Craig. Says 
Vando, “Brad was Chris’s best friend.” When Craig and Powell 
left for Northern Colorado after that season, Barton took over as 
head coach at what was now Utah State Eastern. He and Craig 
kept in frequent contact. Barton was an important sounding 
board for Craig as he struggled to adjust to the role of Division I 
assistant. He hated being a grunt, having no say in important 
matters. Powell also didn’t enjoy living in Greeley, so before the 
2010–11 season even ended, Craig was looking for a new job.

He found one at Midland (Texas) College, a juco powerhouse 
that was expected to end every season with a trip to “Hutch,” 
the NJCAA Championships in Hutchinson, Kans. Given Craig’s 
work ethic and ambitions, Midland seemed like an ideal fit. 
Craig and Powell were married in Texas in the summer of 2011. 
By December, she was pregnant. Bud Craig had long counseled 
his son to find balance in his life, and marriage and the arrival 
of another daughter, Kayla, helped Chris understand what he 
meant. Chris opened up to Tara about his childhood, and even 
talked of seeking therapy. In fact, Tara says Chris tried some 
counseling but stopped shortly after starting.

As practice began Craig also started to question the kind of 
coach he had become. Says Green, “We had a series of talks, and 

he felt like the coaches who were successful used and abused play-
ers mentally. He didn’t want to be that kind of coach anymore.”

Introspection. Doubt. They were a pair of pickaxes chipping 
away at the layers Craig had built up over those years when 
his mind was fixated on basketball.

I
N EARLY OCTOBER 2011, Craig was at practice when 
one of his players arrived late. He told the player to leave 
the gym: If he couldn’t show up on time, he couldn’t 
practice. Craig turned away, but the player ran up behind 

him and delivered a powerful punch to the side of Craig’s face. 
He fell to the ground, unconscious.

When Craig woke up moments later, his assistants were 
standing over him. The assailant was gone, but the rest of the 
team was there, staring down at him. When he left the gym, he 
called Julia, who is a nurse. “He was driving home, shouting, 
telling me what happened,” says Julia. “Then he would stop 
and I could hear him throwing up.”

By the time Craig got home, both his eyes were swollen nearly 
shut and half of his face was bruised black. That night Craig 
spoke with Barton. Craig was angry that his assistants hadn’t 
done anything to the player who struck him. (No charges were 
filed, and the assailant was dismissed from school.) Accord-
ing to Tara, Barton told Chris, “If I had been there, I would 
have beat the f--- out of every one of them.” It was what Craig 
needed to hear, that a real friend, his best friend, would have 
had his back.

A few days later, while Craig was still recovering, he received 
a call from Paur, USU Eastern’s athletic director. “I had to be 
the one to tell him,” Paur says. On Oct. 4, 2011, Barton had been 
found dead in his apartment, apparently from complications of 
diabetes. “I’ve been there when moms are told that their kids 
have died in accidents, and at that point it’s not a cry, it’s just a 
moan,” Julia says. “That’s what I heard from my brother in the 
background when Tara called me after Brad died. Just a moan.”

Craig coached Midland for the rest of the 2011–12 season 
and the following season as well, but he was detached. It is 
hard to be the tough-guy coach, the Billy Gillispie, when one 
of your players knocked you out and when you are question-
ing what kind of coach you are. What does it matter if your 
team makes it to Hutch when your best friend is dead and you 
weren’t there for him?

At home, Craig began staying up all night, studying the Bible, 
particularly the Book of Revelation. Eventually he branched into 
well-worn subjects for conspiracy theorists, such as 9/11 and the 
pharmaceutical industry. That is where his mind wandered when 
his focus on basketball waned, and as always, Craig was all in.

In mid-March 2013, Craig posted 31 handwritten pages on 
his blog in which he referred to Mitt Romney as a false prophet 
and to Obama as the Antichrist. He also called himself the 
Archangel Michael. He took to Twitter as well, advising people 
to “get off coasts by Thurs. at sundown” and asserting that 
“WW3 started when Israel bombed Iran.” He did that while 
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still technically the coach at Midland, though on March 21 
he sent a resignation letter to school officials. (His blog has 
since been deleted; his Twitter account has been suspended.)

Also in March, Craig journeyed to Israel at the same time 
Obama was visiting there, and his posted comments about the 
President being assassinated caught the attention of federal 
authorities. He was detained and sent back to the U.S. The FBI 
questioned him at New York City’s Kennedy airport. Tara was 
also interviewed, in Price, where she and their daughters had 
moved in with her parents.

Once back in the States, Craig drifted. He was spotted in 
Price, Midland and El Paso. He had become hard to miss: 
He had spray-painted yhvh (for Yehovah) and rev 14-7 on 
his white Honda Civic. Revelation 14:7 begins, “He said in a 
loud voice, ‘Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of 
his judgment has come.’ ” Craig settled in El Paso, moving in 
with Duran, who offered him shelter and no judgment. “I just 
wanted him to be safe,” Duran says.

In El Paso, Craig continued to read and reread the Bible, 
keeping his place with a photograph of Barton. He fasted and 
didn’t shave, and he sometimes wore a homemade turban. “He 
thought he was a prophet, and he started looking like one,” 

Duran says. Some days he wouldn’t leave the house, some days 
he would go on what he called a “mission.” Once he announced 
that he had found a reference to Texas governor Rick Perry in 
the Bible, and he quickly left for Austin. He returned within a 
day, telling Duran that he had been kicked out of Perry’s office.

Duran would often ask Craig about Tara, though he knew 
they rarely spoke. “I just have to do this for my girls and my 
wife,” he would respond.

In the spring Craig drove to South Carolina to visit his 
mother, who had moved there a few months earlier. It was 
the first time Debbie would see what had become of her son. 
Later Julia would talk to a pastor and a neighbor with whom 
her mother confided, and he said that Debbie had been deeply 
disturbed by her son’s visit.

Debbie took a variety of medications, Julia says, and had 
what Bud describes as “a genetic history of bipolar disorder but 
nothing pathological.” According to The National Alliance on 
Mental Health Illness, 10% of people with schizophrenia have an 
immediate relative with the disorder. On June 16, 2013, Debbie 
wrote a card to Tara and her granddaughters: “Happy Father’s 
Day. Don’t let the girls ever forget me.” She told a neighbor to 
make sure her daughter received the two boxes of childhood 
mementos labeled for julia that were in her apartment. She 
walked the Father’s Day card to a mailbox. A few hours later she 
was found dead in her bathroom. A toxicology report revealed 
she had taken a lethal dose of morphine, says Julia.

Craig was the first in his family to learn his mother had 
died. He was at a gas station with Duran when he called his 
mother, and a friend of Debbie’s told him. He fell to his knees 
and raised his hands to the air. “I love you,” he shouted. “I love 
you with all my heart.” Duran ran to him, and Craig told him 
what had happened. Tears were streaming down Craig’s face, 
Duran says, but his expression was one of joy. “I can’t believe 
God just made me go to South Carolina and mend things with 
her,” Craig said. “God is so good, it is amazing!”

O
NLY ABOUT 45% of diagnosed schizophrenics will 
recover and be able to maintain what might be called 
a normal existence, according to the World Health 
Organization. Tara pondered that on a recent weekday 

as she sat in a café in Eagle Mountain, Utah. She left Price in 
October, fleeing from the stigma of being Chris Craig’s wife—it’s 
also closer to Chris, who’s at a state mental hospital in nearby 
Provo. Tara and the girls live with her sister and her family 
now, and she works at a recreational center.

It is a fresh start that she hopes will one day include Craig. She 
and the girls visit him frequently. “There are moments when he 
is the old Chris, and he can be so great with the girls,” she says.

After leaving Duran’s home in July 2013, Craig was arrested 
or detained numerous times. In Thatcher, Ariz., he was arrested 
after barging into a classroom at Eastern Arizona College 
(a warrant was issued); in Price he was caught rummaging 
through a vehicle at the town’s armory and cited for possession 
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“HE FELT  
LIKE 
COACHES 
WHO WERE 
SUCCESSFUL 
MISUSED 
PLAYERS.”
BEST FRIENDS
While at Midland (bottom), Craig was 
devastated by the death of Barton (top, 
right), who helped him coach CEU (middle) 
to third place in the NJCAA tournament.



of marijuana (he wasn’t charged); in Steamboat Springs, Colo., 
he was being questioned by police when he referred to himself 
as an “Islamic Jihadist” and threatened the imminent death of 
Mormons and Catholics (no charges were filed). That led some 
people to believe that Craig is a Muslim, but Tara says he is 
not. He told Duran he wears Middle Eastern garb because he 
“wants to look like a servant” and talks about Islam “because 
then people just leave me alone.”

On Aug, 24, 2013, Craig was stopped by a law enforcement 
official near Grand Junction, Colo. He was charged with driving 
without a license and attempting to influence a police officer, 
and he was later admitted to a state hospital in Pueblo. While 
there, he was diagnosed as bipolar with psychotic episodes and 
was given the antipsychotic drug Risperdal, according to Bud 
Craig, who says he spoke with his son’s social worker. Bud then 
consulted with experts he works with and says, “It was clear to 
them, without even having to interview Chris, that he’s schizo-
phrenic.” Chris was released in December and returned to Price.

Craig was living with Tara and their children early in 2014, 
doing reasonably well, according to Tara. But in April, after 
he and Tara got into an argument over comments he made 
in front of the children, he drove his car onto the grounds 
of Maiya’s school. He was wearing a turban and a robe, and 
police rushed to the scene. “That call comes in, and you fear 
the worst,” says Barnes, the Price police captain. Craig was 
charged with disorderly conduct, driving with a suspended 
license and failure to disclose ID. All charges are pending.

While in jail, Craig sent Paur a letter that referred to the 
death of a prophet’s wife. Barnes, who reviewed the letter, 
says it included “more than veiled threats” toward Tara. She 
believes he didn’t mean to threaten her and says he has never 
been violent toward her. Barnes adds, “Not once has he been 
violent when we’ve taken him into custody.”

At the state hospital Craig is on medication and in therapy, 
Tara says, and doctors tell her the goal is to create “a longer fuse” 
before his erratic behavior resurfaces. He has a commitment hear-
ing scheduled for next week, and she hopes he will be released 
soon. In a series of phone interviews with SI, Craig was at times 
lucid, but he also said that he once worked for Rick Perry, pundit 
Glenn Beck and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and 
that SI would only get the “real story” if it contacted those men.

Julia had her first child a few weeks ago, and she believes 
Tara needs to distance herself from Chris for the good of their 
children. “That is hard for me to say,” Julia says. “He is my 
brother. But if you tell your young daughter that you have to 
leave to do something for God, she is going to believe that. 
Chris has messed Maiya up.”

Tara wipes her eyes with a handkerchief when asked about 
Maiya, who is seven. “Since the thing at [Maiya’s] school hap-
pened, she’s just terrified of something happening to her, like 
someone taking her away, and she’s gotten really scared of men. 
I took her to a gym where I was working, and she freaked out 
because she saw men coming in. At night, she is just so scared. 

She tells me, ‘Mom, what if a man tries to get in? You’re not strong 
enough to stop him.’ So you see that is, that’s where I’m at.”

Tara stops talking and lowers her head and holds the hand-
kerchief to her eyes. A few minutes later she says, “Chris is 
still, throughout all this, all the crazy things he’s done, he’s 
still a great person inside.”

When asked about basketball today, Craig says only, “I am 
not a basketball coach anymore.” But he was a coach once. 
Jesus Flores, who was a student trainer during Craig’s time 
at UTEP, is now a coach at Barry Goldwater High in Phoenix. 
“I still use a drill with my players that Chris taught me,” says 
Flores. “I call it the C2 drill.” C2 is Chris Craig.

A few weeks ago, Tara went to visit Craig with her teenage 
nephew. There is a basketball court on the grounds of the 
hospital, and the three of them shot baskets under a blue sky, 
and then Craig and the nephew played a spirited game of 
one-on-one. “He hasn’t shut off basketball completely. He still 
loves it,” Tara says. “I have mentioned to him the possibility 
of him going back to it, but he doesn’t like to talk about that. 
But he knows that one day he might be the man of the house 
again and he has to do something.”

On a recent afternoon Paur was in his office at USU Eastern, 
reminiscing about 2010, remembering the bright young coach 
Craig was then, the guy who had “the tiger by the tail.” When 
asked if he would hire Craig as an assistant coach on his women’s 
team, Paur said, “If he was back to being the Chris we knew, I 
would. He has a disease now, and it is a bad one, but I am not 
going to judge him. And I believe in forgiveness.” ±
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“CHRIS 
IS STILL 
A GREAT 
PERSON 
INSIDE.”
HOPE AND FEAR
Tara (top) wants her husband to 
recover and rejoin the family, but she’s 
concerned that his behavior has left 
Maiya (with Chris, in 2010) afraid of men. 



WIN TICKETS TO
THE BIGGEST GAMES!

120 Sports is giving viewers the chance to attend some of the 
most anticipated sporting events and experiences of the season. 

Download and Enter to Win Today! 

IT’S AS EASY AS:
1) Download the 120 Sports app
2) Watch 120 Sports videos 
3) Register in-app weekly to win*

* Prizes awarded weekly beginning 10/22/14 running through 2/14/15. Entries 
must be received by 11:59:59 p.m. ET each Friday before the applicable 
week’s drawing. NO PURCHASE NECESSARY. Open to legal residents of the 
United States who are 18 years of age or older.  Void where prohibited. 
The complete rules are available at www.120sports.com/promos/rules.

O F F I C I A L  L A U N C H  P A R T N E R S

http://www.120sports.com/promos/rules


THE BULLDOGS AND THE REBELS HAVE NEVER BEEN THIS GOOD AT THE  S

  INTO NOT JUST A BATTLE FOR A POSSIBLE PLAYOFF BERTH. I T’S AL

  OUT O
   Quaint as the Ole

  of 1961 may look, they
 state has strugg

P H O T O G R A P H B Y  M A R V I N E .  N E W

BY S.L. 



AME TIME. THEIR SURPRISING SURGE HAS TURNED THE 87TH EGG BOWL 

SO A CHANCE TO RESHAPE THE WAY PEOPLE THINK ABOUT THE STATE

F TIME 
 Miss cheerleaders  
 represent an era the  
led to move past.

M A N  F O R S P O R T S I L L U S T R AT E D

PRICE



THE LOSER’S WALTZ, even for No. 1, follows a 
familiar groove in college football now. There’s 
the shamed trot off the field, the hurried hollow 
answers to reporters with their needling questions. 
There’s a grab for a bland dinner box from the 

tottering stack outside the locker room, the just-showered , still sweaty, dead-eyed walk to idling 
buses filling the stadium ramp with exhaust fumes and a white-noise whine. By the time of that 
first high step on board at least one earphone, tiny bud or massive clamshell, is pumping some 
personally meaningful song into a weary brain. No one laughs. Not yet.

“It’ll be solemn at first,” Mississippi State assistant head coach Tony Hughes, 55, was saying 
that mid-November  evening in Tuscaloosa, after Alabama had beaten the Bulldogs (again) 25–20. 
Workers hoisted endless duffels into the equipment truck nearby; Hughes eyed the last play-
ers straggling past. “But kids these days, they get amnesia real quick. It’s not like the old days, 
every body sitting there, gotta be quiet, hanging their heads. They bounce back like rubber balls.”

all the way down to the high schools,” Hughes says. 
“Mississippi’s a small rural state, and everybody’s 
scattered. Football’s important, but the overall 
 investment—hiring of coaches, all that—is different. 
The high school all-star game between Mississippi 
and Alabama is totally dominated by Alabama.”

It was nearing 7 p.m. 
Hughes was standing 
 between two huffing buses, 
nearly full now. Two years 
ago the Bulldogs had come 
into Tuscaloosa unbeaten 
and lost by 31; this time they 
had every chance to steal 
one. That’s progress, sure, 
but folded within a Southern 
same-old: Ole Miss, after all, 
has won only once—once!—
in Tuscaloosa since that 
 series began in 1894. State 
has won there twice in the 
last 57 years. Its athletic 
 directors and alums, armed 

with maybe half the Tide’s bankroll, have spent the 
last few decades trying to be Alabama, seeking to hire 
some coach who talked, walked and won like the Bear.

Who can blame them? Lying just 83 miles west of 
the statues of Bryant and today’s genius, Nick Saban, 
Starkville has no choice but to look upon the 15-time 
national champ, with its $41.6 million budget and 
endless blue-chippers , as “our super-rich cousin who 
lives next door,” says athletic director Scott Stricklin. 
So of course Dak Prescott, State’s onetime Heisman 
shoo-in, threw three interceptions in  Bryant-Denny 
Stadium. When, three days later, Alabama replaced 
Mississippi State atop the College Football Playoff 
rankings, it felt—even  across the  border—like a once-
wobbly  world settling back on its axis.

“It hurts: We know we had a chance to win,” 
Hughes was saying. “But they execute at such a 
high level. If you make just one or two mistakes, it 
can cost you the game. Because they won’t make 
the same mistakes that you make.”

Afterward, in the locker room, coach Dan Mullen 
had tried to school his players on embracing that 
hurt, “that sickness that’s in your stomach right 
now.” He was about to get some help because the 
music from the apartment building across the street, 
anticipating the losers’ departure, was rising. And 
it was that song: gut-rattling  bass, banshee voice 
lending each line the tone of a taunt.

And another one gone, and another one gone, another 
one bites the dust!

Of course, players can’t know. They’re the last 
to understand. It takes decades,  generations—hell, 
120 years, in this case—of walking this walk, of 
defending your battered state and living its pain 
and progress, all the big losses and the small wins, 
and loving it regardless, to see how a game can fit 
into the historic whole. Hughes, in charge of the 
safeties and, most important, the recruiting program 
that fueled Mississippi State’s rise this year, grew 
up a child of segregation, raised by a grandfather 
whose experience of the world was bone-numbing  
farmwork and a racism he described as an unending 
string of threats: Get out of here. . . . Take the seat in 
the back. . . . I’ll lynch you, I’ll shoot you, I’ll kill you. . . .

Hughes could have left. He has had offers to 
work for other schools, NFL teams, out of state. 
But that wasn’t the dream. He wanted to coach, all 
right, but at home in Mississippi, at one of the big 
 universities—Ole Miss or State—that no one with 
his skin color was allowed to attend when he was 
born, in 1959. He spent years coaching Mississippi 
high schools, then community college, each stop 
giving him a deeper grasp of why  Alabama—richer, 
chestier, with nearly double the population—most 
always kicked Mississippi’s ass. Understand that, 
and you begin to see why this fall has left the Mag-
nolia State so gloriously dizzied. 

“When Paul Bear Bryant took over [the Crim-
son Tide], the whole state of Alabama made a com-
mitment to winning  football—from the university 
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BAMA IS 
“OUR SUPER-
RICH COUSIN 

WHO LIVES 
NEXT DOOR,” 

SAYS 
STRICKLIN. 



A wheelchair-bound State fan tried countering 
with a rattled cowbell; no one heard. The drivers 
dropped into gear, and some two dozen Alabama 
fans howled and swayed, waving bye-bye, drunk 
on victory and God knows what else. Their timing 
was perfect. One by one the five buses rumbled 
out of the stadium bowels, and as each passed the 
apartments, the killer line dropped—Another  one 
bites the dust!—penetrating thick auto glass, chas-
ing the pretenders down Bear Bryant Drive and 
all the way home.

Yes, home. Because already the realization had 
begun to spread: With all the noise the Bulldogs 
had made nationwide by beating Louisiana State, 
Texas A&M and Auburn, by creating a No. 1 vs. 
No. 5 showdown with Bama, any hope for a cham-
pionship would now rest on the most parochial 
of rivalries, on an intrastate game usually (and 
rightfully) ignored by the rest of the republic, on a 
 Thanksgiving-week rumble that, after 110 editions, 
has finally become rivetingly crucial.

The one team to beat Alabama this season? The 
university that fancies itself “Hotty Totty, gosh 
almighty!” and the “Ivy League of the South” and, 
at the very least, an institution superior to some 
dirt-kicking ag school? Ole Miss. 

The team with four wins over Ole Miss the last 
five years? Mississippi State. The fan base most 
 desperate—even more than the Tide’s—for an Ala-
bama win over the Bulldogs on Nov. 15? “Well,” 
Hughes said before boarding his bus in Tuscaloosa, 
“now the Ole Miss people are happy.” 

He should know; he coached there, too, for three 
years. So it is that the state’s season of wonder, 
Mississippi’s best football year ever, will reach its 
most pivotal, most manic point at 3:30 p.m. EST 
this Saturday at Vaught-Hemingway  Stadium. A 
Bulldogs win likely insures a spot in the four-team 
playoff; a Rebels win returns some of the shine to 
a magical season that had faded with three losses 
down the stretch. For those who grew up devoted 
to either team, that is only right. “It always comes 
down to the Egg Bowl,” Hughes added. “It’s crazy.”

S
TILL, THIS year’s edition will be  unlike 
any other. Long overshadowed in their 
own conference, let alone the national 
rankings, both sides are tickled that 

CBS reshuffled its lineup for rivalry Saturday, 
placing all the network’s old-school juice behind 
the showdown in Oxford. And if this season has 
a national darling, who would it be but the under-
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to be a Heisman finalist 

if he gets them to 
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Dawgs from Starkville, the team that made the 
climb from  unranked to No. 1 in five weeks, the 
fastest in history? The last time Mississippi felt 
such coast-to-coast love was, well . . . never.

Forget football, the Magnolia State has long lost 
out to  Alabama—and everyone else—in the court 
of public relations too. When outsiders alight in 
Starkville or Oxford and raise the race issue (and 
they always do, cutely invoking Faulkner’s “The past 
is never dead. It’s not even past”), Mississippians 
endure it through gritted teeth but wonder why 
their neighbor’s own tortured history never seems 
to come up quite as quickly.

Part of that, of course, is because Mississippi 
still yields enough cartoonishly bad news to keep 
the trope alive: Just last February someone hung a 
noose and a pennant that contained the confederate 
battle flag on Ole Miss’s statue of James Meredith, 
the school’s first black student. Part is that lazy 
national-media types know the word Mississippi 
has a resonance that will forever elude, say, Vermont, 
and that all it takes to evoke click-bait rage is some 
hazy photo from 1964 and the clip from Mississippi 
Burning with Willem Dafoe snarling, “What’s wrong 
with these people?”

Indeed, it’s unsettling to always be judged by 
your worst day, let alone a horrific year now five 
decades past, and Mississippians like to point out 
their considerable progress since that “long, hot 
 summer”—how the state, poor as it is, is second 
in the nation in charitable giving and has had, 
per capita, the most elected black leaders in the 
country; how Ole Miss, its student body now 17% 
black, has created a new Center for Inclusion and 
Cross-Cultural  Engagement. But the image has 
remained, and the result is a populace still wrestling 
with a collective inferiority complex.

“I know it’s real: I grew up with it,” says lawyer 
Robert Khayat, the former Ole Miss football star 
who served as the school’s chancellor from 1995 to 
2009. “Every year the rankings come out—economic  
rankings, literacy, obesity, diabetes, unemployment, 
federal  support—and year after year after year you’re 
No. 50, and it just beats on you. Pick up a newspaper 
or magazine, and Mississippi is being blasted for 
something. Like Mississippi Burning, that probably 
happened. But it happened in other places too.”

True, no corner of America can claim full inocula-
tion from racial strife. But some have been able to 
move on  faster—or been allowed to—because  there’s 
something else to discuss. The Crimson Tide are to-
day’s image of Alabama. Their record lends the state 
a damn near undimmable gleam of success, not to 
mention a weekly visual of multiracial cooperation; 

their year-round  passion-play with Auburn leaves less 
room in the cultural memory bank for church bomb-
ings, fire hoses and Bull Connor’s slavering dogs.

Yes, the Manning boys—Archie  and, in the early 
2000s, his son  Eli—provided the Rebels with sea-
sons of quarterbacking heroics. But the last truly 
great run for either of the state’s flagship universi-
ties was Ole Miss’s 10–0 campaign in 1962, when 
any national acclaim was swamped by the rioting 
and bitterness that enveloped Meredith’s federally 
backed integration of the campus. In ’64 three civil 
rights workers were murdered two hours south in 
Philadelphia, and  Olivia Manning, Archie’s wife, 
never forgot the swarm of federal law enforcement 
that overwhelmed her hometown, nor the sight of 
the ringleader, former Klansman Edgar Ray Killen, 
milling about the general store her parents owned.

“I just remember Mother and Daddy, they were 
afraid with all the National Guard, the FBI,” she 
says. “It was a horrible thing. Horrible.”

And in the decades since, no Mississippi 
 narrative—political, racial or  athletic—has been 
weighty enough or dramatic enough to nudge that 
memory to the margins. This is hardly surpris-
ing: Winners dictate history. “And from 1962 until 
this season,” says Charles K. Ross, the director of 
Mississippi’s  African American Studies program, 
“we’ve been losers.”

S
UCH AN ASSESSMENT stings any-
where, but especially in a state defined 
first by loss in war and prestige, and 
then by near-constant  skirmishes over 

the very reminders of that loss. In 1997, enrollment 
dropping by hundreds of students a year, Khayat 
effectively banned from Ole Miss home games the 
most  offensive symbol of Dixie’s lost cause: hand-
held confederate flags. The ban took nine months to 
implement; he received 14 death threats and a pair 
of pink underwear in the mail with a note, “These 
ought to fit you, coward.”

In 2006, Khayat maneuvered to erect the Mer-
edith statue outside the Ole Miss administration 
building. His successor, Daniel Jones, has since 
eliminated the Disney-fied planter mascot, Colo-
nel Reb, and the stadium tradition of singing “From 
Dixie with Love,” because even in 2009 students 
used it to bellow, “The South will rise again!” While 
both changes had many supporters, they also faced 
steep resistance from students and alumni. 

“If you had been really dominant in football, those 
things would be  minor,” says Ross, who has taught 
in Oxford since 2003. “But here it’s been such a long 
time, and that’s part of the inferiority. There’s a fear 
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AT LONG LAST 
OUTSIDERS 

HAVE STOPPED 
UTTERING 

OBSCENITIES 
LIKE 

“MISSISSIPPI 
STATE 

  REBELS.”



bubbling underneath the fan base, because they’ve 
been so let down. People have become more attached 
to symbols, [tailgating in] the Grove, socializing 
around the game—not the outcome. Because you’re 
probably going to come up short.”

Not anymore. Behind third-year coach Hugh 
Freeze—and powered by its $25.2 million football 
budget, 13th largest—Ole Miss has been able, for the 
first time, to land top-ranked, out-of-state talent like 
Georgia defensive end Robert Nkemdiche,  Illinois 
receiver Laquon Treadwell and Florida tackle Laremy 
Tunsil. Meanwhile, Mississippi State (with its down-
market budget of $15.3 million) smartly sniffed out 
overlooked talents such as Prescott, persuaded an 
in-state gem like linebacker Richie Brown to turn 
down Stanford and, yep, Ole Miss, and coached them 
into world-beaters . And together the two schools 
expanded the idea of what football can do.

“It’s bigger than sports,” Khayat says. “It makes 
Mississippi people feel better about themselves.”

I
F OLE MISS and State share anything in 
this season’s success, it’s a joy that outsiders 
have, at long last, stopped uttering obsceni-
ties like, “Mississippi State Rebels.” Other 

than that, they agree on nothing. Such mutual hatred 
seems typical. With Oxford cast as the  liberal-arts 

frolicking ground for future doctors and politicos 
and Starkville the land-grant seedbed for engi-
neers and farmers, the whole affair is reduced to 
the same high-low, snob- versus-hick dynamic found 
in most other states. “Go up there, and everybody 
just acts like they’re better than anybody else in the 
world,” says Robert Forbes, a businessman and 1973 
 Mississippi State grad. “They’re arrogant.”

Yet Forbes loved his mother, who attended 
Ole Miss, as much as his dad, who went to State, 
and he has plenty of Rebels he calls friends. In a 
population of just 2.9 million, that kind of cross-
pollination , along with hybrids listing both schools 
on their résumé, is common. Still, Forbes no longer 
attends the Egg Bowl, Mississippi’s quaintly named 
brawl, because even when Ole Miss fans lose, “they’ll 
walk up to you for no reason and mouth off, talk 
dirty to you,” he says. “I’ll wind up in prison if I go 
to another one.”

Such intensity seems a bit much, considering that 
the rivalry game—unlike  the one contested by the 
powers in that state to the East—has rarely been 
played with anything more at stake than bragging 
rights. Yet such small pepper is precisely what lends 
the matter its singular taste.

“Usually the team that loses  Auburn-Alabama still 
had a pretty good year,” says Stricklin. “There’s a 
lot of food at the table in the state of Alabama, and 
if you win, you get the choice meat—and if you lose, 
you’re still going to have a really nice meal. But a 
lot of times here, both teams come in with three 
or four wins and it’s just, Am I going to be able to 
hold my head up high for 12 months? This rivalry 
has more desperate overtones. In this state, for so 
long, if you didn’t win this game, you didn’t eat.”

It didn’t help that until the early 1990s, Ole Miss 
so dominated the series that its fans were far 
more obsessed with Alabama and LSU. State had 
good baseball and basketball programs, but dur-
ing Ole Miss’s postwar prime, when it won six 
SEC titles under Johnny Vaught and claimed a 
co–national  championship in 1960, the Egg Bowl 
was what Khayat calls “a no-game,” with the 
 rivalry “so one-sided ,” says State’s Hughes, “that 
it’s mind-boggling .”

“We won 17 in a row,” says Khayat, who gradu-
ated Ole Miss in ’60. “We were in two Sugar Bowls, 
a Gator Bowl, beat the stew out of everybody. We 
didn’t even think about State as a rival. I hate to say 
it, they don’t like that, but it’s true.”

Such disdain only ignited fiercer  resentment—
sometimes literally. There was one time when a 
Tupelo banker, fed up with Ole Miss taunts after 
a mid-’80s Egg Bowl loss, walked into his office 
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TURNING TIDE
Under Freeze (opposite, 

top) the Rebels beat 
Alabama (above) for  
the first time since 
2003, while Mullen 
(opposite, bottom)  

has the Bulldogs  
in the playoff hunt. 



on Monday morning and set a rebel flag on fire. 
And another when the Ole Miss baseball team was 
thrashing the Bulldogs in Starkville, prompting 
State fans to set the Rebels’ dugout up in flames—
with the team still in it.

“Of course, when we played ’em in basket-
ball, our guys stole their bulldog,” Khayat says of 
 Mississippi State’s mascot. “Hid him for two days 
and painted him red and blue with lead-based paint—
couldn’t get it off—had a confederate flag tied to his 
tail with an Ole Miss beanie on his head and marched 
him out here at the half of the basketball game. A 
fight erupted. And the poor little dog nearly died.”

Lacking Ole Miss’s prestige, symbolic and other-
wise, did have its benefits. Mississippi State endured 
far less tumult when its basketball team defied gover-
nor’s orders and sneaked out of state to play against 
an integrated team in the 1963 NCAA  tournament—
and even less when it enrolled its first black student, 
in ’65. State’s 2003 hiring of Sylvester Croom as the 
SEC’s first black head football coach, historic as it 
was, sparked far less  drama—and  coverage—than 
it would have if it had occurred in Oxford.

Soon, though, that second-class status became 
a problem: In 2008 the football team won four 
games and averaged just 43,453 in attendance. 
Athletic  director Greg Byrne sought to replace the 
low-wattage  Croom with a coach versed in the spread 
offense; Stricklin, then in charge of fund-raising  and 
marketing, saw a different need. After one candidate 
described Mississippi State’s identity as “losing and 
boring,” Stricklin scribbled the words on a white 
board. He couldn’t decide which was more damning.

“The losing you can’t change overnight,” Strick-
lin says. “But the boring you can—in a day—if you 
get the right guy.” Shaken out of Urban Meyer’s 
coaching tree at Florida, the New Hampshire–born 
Mullen has hardly been dull. His Yankee bluntness 
rubbed like sandpaper against Southern sensi-
bilities when he took over in 2009, particularly 
after he tried ramping up the program’s rpms by 
threatening the jobs of some athletic department 
staffers. Now 42, Mullen is supposedly calmer. 
If last season’s 4–6 start revived talk of how the 
coach didn’t quite fit in Starkville, Bulldogs fans 
still liked how he battled for every last prospect 
within a six-hour radius, intent on putting the next 
Brett Favre or Jerry Rice—Mississippians  who got 
 away—in maroon-and-white.

And they flat-out love how he jabs Ole Miss at 
every opportunity, dismissing it as “the school up 
north.” After winning the first Egg Bowl he coached, 
in 2009,  Mullen—now 4–1 against the Rebs—crowed 
into an on-field mike, “There’s certainly one program 

in this state that’s definitely on the rise!” Once he 
tucked a couple more under his belt, MSU billboards 
sprouted up  everywhere—even in  Oxford—declaring, 
play with the best.

All that, added to this year’s rapid climb, has com-
bined to inform Ole Miss that it’s in a rivalry for 
real now—and with stakes far bigger than a hunk 
of meat. When Mississippi State and Bama-beaters  
Ole Miss, at 5–0, both rose to No. 3 in early October, 
there was a sense—nationally , anyway—that the two 
were so dazzled by the feat that they were almost 
rooting for each other. Even in-state, there was a brief 
moment when some seemed to lose their bearings. 
“It’s like a Twilight Zone around here,” said lawyer 
Aaron Rice, laden with degrees from both schools. 
“It’s all kumbaya now.”

Soon enough, though, the folks in Oxford came 
to their senses. Hadn’t they been the ones ranked 
in the preseason Top 20? No one had picked the 
Bulldogs to do anything this year, and yet a week 
later Mississippi State was suddenly No. 1. Then 
came Ole Miss’s heartbreaking, back-to-back losses. 
By November you couldn’t find a Rebels fan rooting 
for State, anywhere, and it wasn’t because some 
complicated combination of wins and losses might 
shoot Ole Miss back into the nation’s top four.

“It drove ’em crazy,” said Hughes, behind his desk 
in Starkville. He grinned at the thought, started to 
laugh, and his voice kept rising. By the time he’d 
finished, he was nearly cackling: “The bitterness 
came when we got ranked No. 1 and jumped ’em. 
Oh! Because you could hear their people: ‘How did 
they jump us?’ They thought they were the ones. 
Now, you talk about pulling against somebody. . . .”

S
O NOW that the early-season wonder has 
faded, now that every fear of a letdown 
has gone unrealized, the thought is begin-
ning to rise. This is it. Finally, two score 

and 10 years later, Mississippi is getting its second 
look. A place so fixated on symbols shouldn’t be 
surprised, really. In today’s America nothing beats 
sports as a marketing peg. Mayors, TV executives, 
 fund-raisers all know: Associate yourself with a road 
race, a Super Bowl, a winning team, and eyes and 
minds will follow. We’re suckers for a redemption 
story, so long as it involves some muscle and a trophy.

“All of my lifetime—I’m 67—Mississippi has suf-
fered from either a negative image or negatives about 
its image,” says former governor Haley Barbour. 
“The thing that did the most to improve that was 
the response to [Hurricane] Katrina. [The people of 
Mississippi] got hit with the worst national disaster 
in American history, got knocked flat and got up 
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HEIR ON FIRE
Archie (top) and Eli 
Manning, brought 

flashes of glory, but 
never enough to 

change the narrative 
about the Rebels.

THEY LOVE 
HOW MULLEN 

JABS AT 
OLE MISS,

CALLING IT 
“THAT SCHOOL 

UP NORTH.”
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and went to work helping themselves and their 
neighbors. People noticed. This is a very different 
venue. But it’s one that people notice.”

Driving that point home is sophomore  Richie 
Brown, the reserve MSU linebacker whose 
Long Beach home was destroyed by Katrina; nine 
years later the family is still paying off its bills. 
Against Texas A&M, Brown picked off three passes 
to tie a school record, upgrading this new and bet-
ter storm to Category 4. “It’s huge for this state. 
It’s really the most exciting thing I’ve ever been a 
part of in my life,” says Brown of this season. “And 
something that everybody here—I can guarantee 
you—is most proud of is how they can make their 
family and friends and everybody from the state 
of Mississippi feel.”

So, yes, once more this season, people all over 
the country will tune in the Saturday after Thanks-
giving and notice: the bow ties in the Grove, the 
cowbells in the stands, people with both black and 
white faces shouting about a game. Days like that 
can, slowly, one by one, bump that old image aside 
for good. At least that’s the great and quiet hope.

“The beauty is that both teams have been in the 
Top 10 for most of the year,” says Ross. “That’s 
unbelievable.  Auburn-Alabama? Of course. So now 
people are like, What is going on down there? How 
are these two schools—that aren’t that big and 
have just been  horrible—doing it? What exactly 
is happening?

“People are down here writing about it; we’ve 
been on CBS. Clearly we’re going to see an increase 
in applications. People who have never heard of 
Mississippi or Mississippi State are going to be 
 exposed to us because of football, and we’re going 
to continue to have people come take a look. We 
have an opportunity to build and patch our repu-
tation. We can gradually change, and people will 
view us not as losers.”

The question that will be asked, again and 
 again—if only by the parents of far-away   recruits—
is how much Mississippi has truly evolved. Tony 
Hughes will be happy to bear witness.

“This culture has been changed a long time,” he 
says. He grew up in the tiny  chicken-plant town 
of Forest. His grandmother worked as a maid for 
a white family. On Mondays she’d bring home her 
employer’s newspapers, and Tony would read all 
about Archie Manning’s heroics far away in Oxford. 
He’d go out in the yard and toss a football to himself, 
mouthing the sound of the crowd as he ran.

Hughes went to St. Paul’s junior college, 
then Southern Miss, and played ball. His ambi-
tion  became clear early, after he got out of the 

 Marine Corps in 1984. “I want-
ed to live it right here,” he says. 
“Even knowing that I came from 
segregation, that black people 
used to couldn’t come into that 
 stadium—Mississippi  State, 
Ole Miss, none of ’em. You might 
go in and sell some peanuts in 
1977 when they had a few blacks 
out there playing, but it wasn’t 
like it is now—my dream was to 
coach at one. And I’m the only 

 African-American that I know of to coach at all three: 
Ole Miss, Southern Miss and Mississippi State.”

I
N 2007, when Hughes was coaching tight 
ends in Oxford, his grandfather, 90-plus 
years old, went to Ole Miss for the first time. 
That Tony was employed there seemed 

 impossible. “I never thought in my life,” he told 
Tony, “that I would ever even see this campus.” 

Hughes is a recruiter. It is his job to sell, to keep 
home all the talents who, like so many before them, 
think of leaving Mississippi because it was forever 
a place to escape if you wanted to be great. This 
season, he thinks, signals a profound change.

“Whatever you want, you can accomplish it right 
here,” Hughes says. “We can do it in our home. 
We’ve been preaching that, and Ole Miss preached 
the same thing, and then it started happening this 
year, and kids were saying, ‘You’re right! We can 
win!’ And not just that, but in every part of your life 
you can accomplish whatever you want here. . . .”

Hughes cuts himself off and laughs. He knows 
he’s gotten carried away. Change comes slowly, 
still, and maybe it’s enough that Mississippi State 
is in the hunt for the biggest prize and has turned 
a few hundred years of hierarchy on its ear. Maybe 
it’s enough that 95 miles away, near “the school 
up north,” the former tackle and chancellor from 
Ole Miss, Khayat, finds himself, at 76, admitting the 
unthinkable: that State might well have Mississippi’s 
best program and its best quarterback, that the 
Bulldogs might soon be playing for a national title.

“On the surface there’s a certain percentage of 
Ole Miss people who can’t get past that,” he says. 
“And I wouldn’t say to you that I hope that Mis-
sissippi State is a national champion. I wouldn’t.”

It appears to be his final word. But after a long 
pause, as if girding for the sharpest of pains—or 
just an odd step in an old waltz—Khayat allows 
for some wiggle room. Some would call it progress.

“But if they were,” he says, “I would applaud 
them.” ±
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CRACK UP
State has gone 4–1 

in the Egg Bowl since 
Mullen took over, 

including last year’s 
17–10 overtime victory 
in Starkville (above).
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BUBBA BERENZWEIG,  

the former Nashville 
Predator, has a 

wonderful Dixie-Judeo mash-up 
of a name, a head-on collision—
grits-meets-shvitz—that is not 
unusual in the NHL, which once 
employed a defenseman named 
Milan Chalupa, a Czech who 
was somehow half Italy, half 
Mexico. Pasta la vista, baby.

As the NHL schedule unfurls, 
so do its incomparable names, 
their missing vowels like so 
many missing teeth. Recall 
the unplayable Scrabble racks 
that were Stan Smrke and Jiří 
Crha, Tony Hrkac and Pavel 
Trnka. His star shone for just 
a single game, but who can 
forget Neil Hawryliw, with that 
surname like a butt-dialed text?

You wouldn’t want to muck 
with any of these men in a 
corner. Keith Tkachuk—one 
couldn’t help but think of him 
as Teeth Kachuk—was made for 
hockey, played by hard men with 
even harder consonants. Except 
that all those missing vowels 
turn up elsewhere, in excess, 
on the sweaters of men named 
Tuomo Ruutu or Olli Määttä, the 
Penguins defenseman with one 
more umlaut than Mötley Crüe.

There is a certain nominative 
determinism at play in this 
sport, the notion that your 
surname will spur you to your 
destiny. Andy Aitkenhead 
played goalie for the Rangers 
before helmets or face masks. 
Peter Ing played four seasons 

journeyman winger Pierre-Luc 
Létourneau-Leblond rolls off 
the tongue like a TGV zipping 
through the Loire Valley, its 
cars coupled by hyphens.

From the palindromic 
(Lupul, Latal) to the poetic (Bill 
Shill) to the onomatopoetic 
(Daniel Bång, Darren Pang), 
hockey names give full 
expression to human language, 
embracing the muttered oaths 
of Frig and Frk—Len Frig 
and Martin Frk—but also the 
bjeauty of Björn Bjurling.

Some names serve as cheap 
setups for opposing fans, as 
Harry Dick or Peter Loob or 
Ron Tugnutt could unhappily 
attest. Hall of Famer Andy 
Bathgate is a Nixonian scandal, 
part Tricky Dick, part Rubber 
Duck. Roman Hamrlik still 
sounds like the kinkiest event 
in the hardware Olympics: 
Picture a boy, on a frozen pond, 
his tongue stuck to a claw 
hammer. Darius Kasparaitis 
is an ice-borne disease, while 
Uwe Krupp was reduced by 
announcers to a phlegmatic 
cough: Oo-ey Croup.

But then hockey is played 
in cold places by cold men 
nursing head colds. Shawn 
Burr, who made his living on 
a sheet of ice for 16 seasons, 
should have dropped the 
U from his surname.

The only indispensable letter 
in hockey is Z, or zed if you 
speak Canadian—and if you’ve 
made it this far, you almost 
certainly do. No sport has made 
more of Zorro’s mark: Think of 
Zarley Zalapski, Ziggy Pálffy, 
Valeri Zelepukin, Rick Zombo, 
all those Zdenos and Zdeneks, 
and the great Peter Zezel, 
the two Z’s on the back of his 
sweater—ZEZEL—like a pair 
of skates, legs bent at the knee, 
pushing that L of a stick, one 
step ahead of the Zamboni. ±

in goal for three teams before—
there is really only one phrase 
for it—Peter Ing out. The 
unsinkable Morris Titanic had 
19 games under his belt in the 
NHL when his career abruptly 
proved incompatible with ice.

Until this season Jordin 
Tootoo wore 22, but he was also 
born on Feb. 2—2/2—which 
is too, too improbable. This 
kind of double determinism is 
difficult to pull off. Ask Murray 
Wing, whose one and only 
appearance in the NHL came 
for the Wings but, alas, as a 
defenseman. Likewise, the Lady 
Byng Trophy for fair play was 
never awarded to Larry Playfair, 
nor to Ebbie Goodfellow.

As with Playfair and 
Goodfellow, hockey names can 
be lyrical. Many of them are 
Bucyk to our ears, instantly 
summoning a song. Moe 
Mantha, Mo’ Problems. It is 
not possible to hear the name 
Marc-André Bergeron without 
wanting to sing “La Donna 
e mobile,” from Rigoletto: 
“Ta-Ra-Ra-BOOM-De-Ay! 
Marc-An-Dray-BER-Zher-On!”

We should all be so lucky to be 
French-Canadian, with names 
as lovely as Patrice Brisebois 
(“Pa-Treece Breeze-Bwah”) 
and Pascal Dupuis (“Poss-Coll 
Doo-Pwee”) and Michel Goulet 
(“Mee-Shell Goo-Lay”).

How sad when a Mar-Tan 
Bro-Door (or a Mar-Tan San-
Looey) is reduced to a mere 
Marty. The entire name of 

Two Minutes for 
Name Checking

B Y S T E V E RUSHIN

72 / SPORTS ILLUSTRATED / DECEMBER 1, 2014

D
A

M
IA

N
 S

T
R

O
H

M
E

Y
E

R
/S

P
O

R
T

S
 ILLU

S
T

R
A

T
E

D

POINT 
AFTER 

The notion 
that your 
surname 
will spur 

you to your 
destiny 
is at play 
in hockey. 
Which is 
why after 

19 NHL 
games, 
Morris 
Titanic 

abruptly 
found his 

career to be 
incompatible 

with ice.

What’s 
the most 

unforgettable 
name in 
hockey?

Join the  
discussion on 

Twitter by  
using  

#SIPointAfter 
and following  

@SteveRushin
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