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29 SPLIT SECOND All Justin Gatlin has to do to fulfill his life’s dream is beat 

Usain Bolt for Olympic gold. Godspeed. BY JESSE WASHINGTON 

39 DEEPER THAN BLOOD Two high school wrestlers lift each other  

to improbable achievement. BY LISA FENN

COLUMNS
10 VOICES 

Steve Gleason shows 

us all how to live.  

BY WRIGHT THOMPSON

116 THE TRUTH

The new meaning of 

being a team player. 

BY HOWARD BRYANT

THE COLLEGE 
FOOTBALL ISSUE

0 8 . 2 2 .1 6

Expectations are high 
for megawatt star 
Leonard Fournette and 
his LSU Tigers.

51 COLLEGE FOOTBALL PREVIEW 2016

CliffsNotes version: Clear your schedule from 

Aug. 26 through Jan. 9.  

52 ALL HE NEEDS IS HATE

He’s short. He’s slow. Baker Mayfield’s critics help 

him more than they know. BY TIM KEOWN

62 PLAYING IN THE SHADOW OF DEATH VALLEY

Deshaun Watson and Clemson want to party like 

it’s 1981. BY HALLIE GROSSMAN

72 ONE FOR ALL, ALL FOURNETTE

Try to stop LSU’s Heisman hopeful. Wince. Repeat.

74 THE LIGHTNESS OF BEING  

CHRISTIAN MCCAFFREY

Stanford’s running back is breaking records and 

codes. BY ANDREW CORSELLO

86 HOW TO STOP THE TIDE

SportsCenter’s Matt Barrie and Sara Walsh offer 

advice to USC vs. the champs. BY ANTHONY OLIVIERI

88 IF IT RUNS LIKE A DUCK

Oregon wide receiver—and hurdler—Devon Allen 

has sprinted all the way to Rio. BY ALYSSA ROENIGK

94 HAIRCUTS, TURKEY SHOOTS  

AND PONTOON BOATS

Big-time college coaches have their happy places. 

Where? Away from all y’all. BY RYAN MCGEE

100 ESPN POWER RANKINGS TOP 25

Hint: Bama and Clemson, still good!



8  ESPN 08.22.2016 PHOTOGRAPH BY KRISTEN GEISLER
FROM LEFT:  CHRIS BEAUCHAMP/ESPN IMAGES;  COURTESY TIM KEOWN; CHRIS BEAUCHAMP/ESPN IMAGES

B E H I N D  T H E  PA G E S

Copyright © 2016 ESPN. All rights reserved. Reproduction in whole or in part without the permission of ESPN The Magazine is prohibited. ESPN The Magazine does not accept and cannot be held responsible for any kind of unsolicited materials. From time to time, we 

allow selected companies to send mail to our subscribers for products and services that might be of interest. If you would rather not receive such mailings, please send your current mailing label or an exact copy of it to: ESPN, P.O. Box 37325, Boone, IA 50037-0325. 

PRINTED IN THE USA. MAIL P.O. Box 37325, Boone, IA 50037-0325 CALL 1.888.267.3684 CUSTOMER SERVICE ESNcustserv@cdsfulfillment.com TO CHANGE your address, log on to www.accountinfo.espnmag.com

CONNECT WITH US EMAIL themag@espn.com SOCIAL facebook.com/ESPN, twitter.com/ESPN, instagram.com/ESPN iPAD Visit Apple’s Newsstand to download our digital version

Senior writer Mina Kimes on an 
NFL player’s take on daughters

“I spent three days with Michael 

and Martellus Bennett, so I had to 

leave a lot on the cutting-room 

floor. One of my favorite conver-

sations that didn’t make my story 

was about fatherhood. Michael 

has three daughters, and he said he feels a lot of 

pressure to make sure they feel empowered 

because he believes our culture undervalues 

women. He said he would field more questions 

about his children if they were boys—if only 

because they too might play football. ‘While your 

son is out there chasing a ball,’ he says, ‘my 

daughter might own a team.’” MORE ON PAGE 13

Staff writer Hallie Grossman on the 
lasting power of Clemson’s lone title

“When I went down to Clemson,  

I met Perry Tuttle, one of the 

stars of the 1981 national 

championship squad, at Pixie  

& Bill’s, a steakhouse just off 

campus. Perry, now 57, is 

soft-spoken and professorial, but in Clemson he 

knows he will forever be that 22-year-old who 

caught the touchdown that helped win the Tigers’ 

lone national title. Right on cue, he looked down 

and laughed. ‘Hey, notice that?’ he asked, moving 

his plate in my direction. There, on a lemon wedge, 

was a sprinkling of paprika in the shape of a paw 

print.” MORE ON PAGE 62

Senior writer Tim Keown on the 
constant battle for commitments

“Football has joined basketball as 

enemy territory for the late 

bloomer. College coaches have 

declared their love for the gangly 

quarterback before he’s popped 

his first pimple. Freshmen are 

fielding offers from big-time programs, leaving the 

late-maturing kid with big-time dreams—like 

Oklahoma’s Baker Mayfield—scrambling to find a 

walk-on spot. ‘We offered a 2019 quarterback 

earlier this summer,’ says Sooners offensive 

coordinator Lincoln Riley. ‘It’s not good, but if 

you’re not doing it, you’re going to be left behind.’ 

Along with the late bloomers.” MORE ON PAGE 52

Contributing photo editor Kristen 

Geisler on the Leonard Fournette 

shoot in New Orleans: “It was one of 

the hottest, most humid shoots I 

had ever been a part of. Everyone 

was holding umbrellas, we all had 

towels around our necks—we were 

all just dripping in sweat. And I 

remember looking over at Leonard 

in full pads, laughing, having a good 

time. It was like he was superhu-

man, completely immune to it. We 

all kept saying how we needed to get 

out of there, go somewhere else, 

drink water—and the people from 

LSU just kept saying to me, ‘Don’t 

worry about it. He’s from here. He 

grew up in this city.’ We couldn’t 

help ourselves from fanning him and 

keeping him in the shade, but it was 

clear that he didn’t need it. New 

Orleans is just in his blood.”  

MORE ON PAGE 72

Solar
Power

Fournette enjoys meeting fans, especially 

on hot summer days in New Orleans.

Cover photographs 
from top: Fournette 
by Eric Ray Davidson, 
Watson by Miller 
Mobley, McCaffrey  
by Daymon Gardner, 
Mayfield by Rainer 
Hosch
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V O I C E S

How a Man Lives Saints hero Steve Gleason set out to
 leave his son a video journal as he struggles with ALS.  

The resulting film is a primer on what truly matters.  

he link to the new Steve Gleason documentary sat in my email for three 

days before I opened it. People told me I’d love it. The reviews of the film, 

which won acclaim at Sundance and is now in wider release, are uni-

formly positive and talk about the spirit of life and hope laced through his journey. That didn’t 

matter much. I didn’t want to watch someone die of ALS in front of my eyes. I know Steve and 

his wife, Michel, a little, spending time with them for a story, and even that brief interaction 

showed me enough of their struggles to know that there wouldn’t be some Hollywood ending. 

The movie follows five years of Steve’s life as he goes from a vibrant football folk hero for the 

New Orleans Saints to a man trapped in a wheelchair, unable to speak or move. After seeing 

his struggle up close—not only the valiant bits that raise awareness, but the awkward fights 

with his stressed-out wife and his son gently pushing his limp head back into place—I thought 

I knew what the movie would be about and how it would make me feel.

Then I watched Gleason. I was wrong.

The film opens with Steve starting to record video journals for his still unborn son, Rivers, 

that would teach him about love and about taking chances, about being his own person and 

building a campfire: things a boy needs to learn from his father if he wants to grow into a good 

man. Soon the cameras are around Steve all the time, as he gets his diagnosis of ALS and then 

starts to lose things. We see Michel see him try to swim and struggle, crying at the sight of the 

strong man she married actually beginning his slide toward nothing. His dad takes him to a 

faith healer and Steve gets down in his football stance, like he’s covering a kickoff, with his 

hand up in the air. He takes four steps and hits the ground hard and sliding, like a big bull 

that’s been shot. In the crowd, Michel fumes at Steve’s dad for making him do this to himself. 

Later we see Steve speaking some of his last words before ALS traps him in a silent body, in one 

of the purest moments of desperation and despair ever recorded on film.

The arc is sophisticated and layered, its central thesis revolving around the things passed 

down from father to son, moving through generations. We see Steve try to make peace with his 

own father while attempting to give as much of himself as he can to Rivers. We see Steve and 

Michel argue. We see Steve struggle with the same things as many 

healthy people, just in an extreme way: He wants to work on his foun-

dation because it makes him feel good to be helping, gives him a pur-

pose, while Michel thinks he’s not spending enough time with her 

and with his video journals for Rivers. That conflict drives the second 

half of the movie.

If reality television is the worst of the American impulse to film, 

and a window into the very worst of what the human animal is ca-

pable of being, then this movie and its hours of personal footage is a 

window into the best. It is one of the finest documentaries that I’ve 

ever seen, period. Go see it for the first time and just cry and feel 

empty and like there’s no point in even dreaming because life crushes 

all of us eventually, and then go see it again so that the hope and the 

victory emerge from all those ashes. It’s the visual version of the 

Dylan Thomas poem. 

Everyone faces the challenges confronting Steve, only most of us 

deal with them slowly over seven or eight decades. All of the business 

of life hit him at once, and in his sped-up horror, there are powerful 

messages. I’m writing this in my kitchen, and my wife is outside 

drinking coffee on our porch, and that’s where I should be, not doing 

a job but living my life and making sure I understand what matters 

and what doesn’t while I still can. Those are the things you’ll think in 

the hours after Gleason ends. It’s a movie that seems, in its first 

scenes, to be about watching up close as a man dies, but it turns out 

to be the opposite. We watch as Steve Gleason rages against the dying 

of the light, and when it’s over, we realize that continuing to fight in 

the face of certain defeat is at the heart of what it means to live.

B Y 
W R I G H T 
T H O M P S O N
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The Bennett Brothers vs. Everyone 
Michael and Martellus Bennett are brutally honest: Just ask them about Roger Goodell,  

Jay Cutler or, say, the entire structure of the NFL. Over three days in LA, that’s just what we did. 
BY  M I N A  K I M E S

Michael (left) and 

Martellus Bennett
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We find a table on the patio, and the brothers sit next 

to each other. If not for their massive builds—Michael 

is 6-foot-4 and Martellus 6-foot-6—the two NFL 

stars could easily be confused for LA hipsters. 

They’re both wearing ripped black jeans and de-

signer T-shirts and have soft beards that frame their 

chins like fuzzy halos. Michael, who is stouter, says 

his facial hair is supposed to be disorienting. “I al-

ways wanted to look like: ‘Is he homeless or is he 

rich?’” he says. “That’s my No. 1 goal.”

A waitress approaches and asks Michael whether 

he ordered the roast chicken. “Don’t be racist,” he says, 

a joke that causes her hands to tremble a little as she 

sets down the plate. (He did, in fact, order the chick-

customers as they leave the restaurant. “Wrap it up,” he counsels 
a man walking out the door. The guy stares at him, trying to 
deduce why a stranger is telling him to wear a condom.
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perused Jones’ selection of fancy cutlery. “Once you 

get rich,” he says, “you start collecting weird s--- like 

silverware.”

When I ask the brothers what they would collect 

if they were as wealthy as the Cowboys’ owner, they 

respond at the same time and without skipping a 

beat: “People.” 

“I would have somebody who has my blood type 

and my kidneys—stuff like that,” Michael says. 

“They would just be on deck. I’d be like, ‘My kidney’s 

failing—it’s time!’”

Martellus wags his finger at an imaginary organ 

donor. “Oh, is that water, Jimmy? It better be!”

“It’s time for your heart,” Michael says. “I’m sor-

ry—it’s gotta go.”

I scan both of their faces, attempting to confirm 

that they’re kidding. Martellus picks up his spoon. 

“This soup is so good,” he says.

THOUGH DOZENS OF siblings have made it to the 

NFL, it’s rare for two brothers to play at an elite 

level. The Barbers did it. So did the Mannings and 

Pounceys. The Bennetts, both former Pro Bowlers, 

belong in this club. Martellus, who is 29 and was 

traded in the offseason to the Patriots, led all tight 

ends in catches in 2014. Michael, who turns 31 this 

fall and plays for the Seahawks, is one of the NFL’s 

best pass rushers.

Their performance has brought them name rec-

ognition—but it’s their comments that have cata-

pulted them to notoriety. The brothers speak with a 

loose candor, addressing Black Lives Matter, the 

NCAA and inequity in the NFL as easily as offensive 

schemes and multiple defensive fronts. Michael is 

famous for his outré sound bites: He has compared 

the Panthers to an attractive cousin and disclosed 

his personal sex schedule. In New England, report-

ers accustomed to the anodyne Patriot Way are fan-

ning themselves over Martellus’ colorful quotes. 

“I’m not gonna go up there and give a Russell Wil-

son answer,” Michael says.

In a league in which the powers that be stamp out 

quirks like inspectors on a factory line, the Bennetts 

have remained, unapologetically, themselves. And 

so it is that I’m spending three days in Los Angeles 

trying to understand just how they’ve done it—how 

they’ve not only survived in the NFL but prospered.

At lunch, Martellus turns to Michael. “Do guys 

ever come up to you and say, ‘Man, you said that? I 

wish I could say that …’”

“All the time,” he replies.

“They think it’s weird that we’re ourselves,” Mar-

tellus says. “I think it’s weird that you’re trying to be 

something you’re not.”

AS WE CRAWL through the city, making our way 

from Hollywood to Burbank in an SUV, the broth-

ers peer out at the sunbaked pedestrians. Martellus 

lives in Chicago but comes here often for work; 

Michael, who spends the offseason at his home in 

Hawaii (his wife, who is Samoan, has family there), 

is visiting for a few days. He finds LA hilarious. 

When we pass a long-haired rocker idling on the 

sidewalk, Michael swivels his head. “He’s wearing 

one of them Kanye shirts,” he says. “The ones that 

go down to the ankles.”

“I feel like I’m the Kanye of the NFL,” Martellus 

says.

We’re driving toward the office of an animation 

company called Stoopid Buddy Stoodios. Martellus, 

who has already self-published an animated short 

and a children’s book, has been collaborating with 

the company on a stop-motion television show. 

When I ask how he finds the bandwidth for it all, he 

says that while playing in the NFL is physically tax-

ing, your average player actually has a ton of free 

time: “If I wake up at 6 a.m. to work out, I’m done 

at 10 a.m. Most guys play video games all day.” 

Michael, for his part, is interested in politics (he 

supported Bernie Sanders during the primaries) 

and loves cooking and travel. He has three daugh-

ters and coaches their basketball teams. He runs a 

foundation that promotes healthy eating, and he has 

a garden in Hawaii. I ask him what he grows there.

Martellus leans over and interrupts: “DEEZ 

NUTS!”

Interviewing the Bennetts is a little like being an 

audience member at an improv show, occasionally 

called on to offer prompts. They don’t just finish 

each other’s sentences, they anticipate them; the 

brothers share several volumes’ worth of inside 

jokes. Michael’s wife, Pele, says they have operated 

in perfect sync since she met them in high school. 

“Everyone who didn’t know them thought they were 

twins,” she says.

Martellus, in fact, is 16 months younger than Mi-

chael. He was born after the family relocated from 

Louisiana to San Diego, where their father, Michael 

Sr., was stationed on a naval base. When their par-

ents divorced in the early 1990s, their father raised 

the kids by himself. “As far as I can remember, I was 

always with my dad,” Martellus says. “He exempli-

fied what it means to make sacrifices for your fam-

ily.” After several years of being a single parent, the 

en.) “What kind of salt y’all got? Himalayan salt?”

Martellus dips a spoon into the bowl she has 

placed in front of him. “This is a heavy-ass soup,” he 

says. “Can I have some more tortilla strips? I like 

that crunch.”

The waitress asks whether they want anything else.

“World peace,” Michael replies.

“Awesomeness,” Martellus says.

This is a lesson that everyone who encounters 

the Bennetts eventually learns: At any given mo-

ment, they might be screwing with you. Take, for 

example, our conversation about Jerry Jones. As 

Martellus finishes his soup, he tells a story about the 

time he visited the billionaire’s mansion for tea and 

Michael’s Seahawks beat 

Martellus’ Bears 26-0 last year. 

Martellus’ chance for revenge 

will come in Week 10 when 

Seattle visits New England.

FORWARD



FROM LEFT:  AARON M.  SPRECHER/AP PHOTO;  FRED KFOURY I I I / ICON SPORTSWIRE16  ESPN 08.22.2016

really had—to this day, I don’t really have friends, 

because I never needed friends,” he says. 

“I always had my brother.”

ONE NIGHT, WHILE we’re eating dinner at a fancy hot 

dog place (if you’re wondering whether the Ben-

netts made lewd jokes about the sausages—what do 

you think?), I ask Michael, who’s famously critical 

of the league’s overpaid passers, what he thinks of 

Jay Cutler. 

“Worst quarterback in the NFL,” he says.

“I’d be open and he’d throw into double coverage,” 

says Martellus, who spent the past three seasons as 

Cutler’s teammate in Chicago.

If there’s an unspoken rule in the NFL against 

roasting other players, the Bennetts break it every 

day. What follows is a non-comprehensive list of 

their takes on various figures in football:

ELI MANNING

Martellus: “Eli? He’s cool. He’s like a normal white 

guy you see at the park trying to teach his kids how 

to play soccer and you know he can’t really play soc-

cer himself.”

JEFF FISHER

Martellus: “If a QB went 7–9, he’d never be able 

to find a job.” 

Michael: “Make sure he’s in the NFC West.”

Bennetts’ father remarried and moved the family to 

a town outside Houston, where he got a job working 

in IT for Enron.

As boys, the brothers were inseparable. They 

spent summers on their grandparents’ farm in 

Louisiana, where they fished, hunted birds with 

homemade bows and, according to Michael, “body-

slammed cows.” In Houston, they cruised around 

in a go-kart, weaving through traffic to get to Taco 

Bell. When Enron imploded from massive account-

ing fraud and Michael Sr. lost his job, the boys 

helped their dad install computer systems for local 

schools, crawling through walls and running ca-

bles. They slept on a bunk bed together. They 

played football together. On more than one occa-

sion, they tag-teamed their childhood enemies 

together. “It was never one-on-one,” Martellus says. 

“If you fought Michael, I’d appear out of the smoke 

like Batman.”

Though both brothers played starring roles on 

their high school team—at one point, they terrorized 

quarterbacks as bookends on the defensive line—

Martellus was the more sought-after prospect. He 

was a five-star tight end recruit and a nationally 

ranked basketball player coveted by the likes of 

Duke. During his senior year, Martellus at first de-

clared for the NBA draft but instead signed on at 

Texas A&M, joining his older brother, who had de-

ferred college for a year because of a filing error.

The Bennetts can recall only one time in their lives 

when they felt isolated from each other. When Mi-

chael was 10 years old, his appendix ruptured. He 

was rushed to the ER for surgery and ended up 

spending several months in the hospital, undergoing 

multiple operations. “I had to relearn how to walk 

again,” he says. “It was a really tough time for my 

family because I was such a young kid and they had 

another son at home.”

As Michael tells the story, I glance at Martellus, 

who usually seems bemused whenever his older 

brother speaks. Instead, he’s tensed up. I ask wheth-

er he was afraid when Michael got sick. “At that age, 

we played all the time,” he says. “You go to the hos-

pital and you try to get him to play …” 

Martellus stops talking and bows his head for a 

moment, wiping tears from his cheeks. His brother 

squeezes his shoulder, then bows his head too. A min-

ute or so passes before the younger brother speaks. “I 

wasn’t afraid … I just didn’t know,” he says, his eyes 

wet with emotion. “He couldn’t do anything.”

It took Michael over a year to fully recover from 

his surgeries, which left him with a deep, L-shaped 

scar. Martellus says the experience brought them 

even closer. “It was tough on me because I never 

MICHAEL MARTELLUS

FORWARD

Seahawks’ sack percentage since 2013 
with Bennett on the field, fourth in the NFL
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BROCK OSWEILER

Michael: “I’ve got more sacks than he’s got touch-

downs.” (This is accurate.)

Martellus: “I’ve caught more balls than he’s com-

pleted.” (Also accurate.)

PETE CARROLL

Martellus: “Joel Osteen.”

Michael: “Tom Cruise. I feel like Pete Carroll is 

like Benjamin Button. He doesn’t want to get old. 

He’s getting younger every year. What is going on?”

Martellus: “That’s what money does.”

ROGER GOODELL

Michael: “A--hole. Nah, I’m just joking—you can’t 

say that. Overpaid.”

J.J. WATT

Michael: “Dominant player.”

Martellus: “Corny. But half of the NFL is corny.”

Michael: “People love J.J. Watt, but they don’t re-

ally like J.J. Watt, know what I’m saying?”

SAM BRADFORD

(Both smirk.)

Michael: “The greatest quarterback in the NFL.”

Martellus: “Vicious. Competitive.”

Michael: “A real Joe Montana.”

TOM BRADY

Martellus: “The silver fox you never get to see but 

you hear about. You only get to take one photo, and 

you have to stay outside for a year just to get it.”

JASON WITTEN

Martellus: “I hated Jason Witten. I appreciated 

his game, but I always hated him.”

CAM NEWTON

Michael: “Probably the quarterback I like to hit 

the most.”

I ASK MICHAEL later what it feels like when he sacks 

a superstar like Newton. “It’s like lovemaking,” he 

says. “Every season, it comes to that one climax. It’s 

like”—Michael pauses, rolls his eyes back into his 

head and emits a noise that sounds like the throaty 

gasp of a goat that’s just been slaughtered.

“All of the other rushes are like foreplay,” Martel-

lus says. “You finally get to the bedroom.”

“Yeah, you get to the bedroom,” Michael says. 

“Take it off.”  

His brother looks at him. “That’s a good analogy.”

“That’s a great analogy,” Michael says.

WHEN MARTELLUS BENNETT was 12 years old, he 

started his first business. He hired a crew of local 

kids to mow their neighbors’ lawns—he made them 

sign actual contracts, he says—then paid them in 

burgers and fries. He then used those profits to buy 

cheap candy, which he sold back to the same kids. 

His father says he would sometimes come home and 
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FORWARD

say it to my face,” he says to the trainer, who seems 

surprised. An awkward silence falls over the gym. 

Martellus, behind me, rises from a bench, trying to 

make eye contact with his brother. A few minutes 

later, once the group has dissipated, he approaches 

Michael, briefly resting a calming hand on his arm.

Since they were in college, the Bennetts have heard 

it whispered: They’re difficult to coach. Michael, in 

particular, was known for butting heads with the 

staff at A&M. “If he feels like he’s being slighted—or 

that he’s right on an issue—he’s gonna be honest 

about it,” says former college teammate Red Bryant, 

now a defensive tackle with the Arizona Cardinals. 

“If he wasn’t as talented and didn’t make the plays he 

makes, he wouldn’t be able to be as opinionated and 

colorful.” And yet in 2009, Michael went undrafted, 

in part because of his coaches’ reviews. 

I ask the brothers if they think they’re hard to 

manage. “I’ve clashed with coaches,” Michael says.

“I’ve always been very coachable,” Martellus says. 

“I mean, there was that one time I made the song 

‘Throw Me the Ball, Coach’ … but that was just the 

chorus.”

Regardless, Martellus, who declared for the draft 

the year before Michael, was taken in the second 

round by Dallas. But he languished on the bench be-

hind indestructible veteran Jason Witten, averaging 

only 1.5 catches per game during his first three sea-

sons. When the Giants offered Martellus a one-year 

deal and the chance to start, he bolted. That year, he 

put up more yards than he did during the previous 

three seasons combined. “New York changed my life,” 

he says. “When I got there, they gave me a list of art 

museums. They gave me a list of places I should see, 

places I should eat. … I found a balance of life outside 

of football.” The next season, he signed a four-year, 

$20 million deal with the Bears.

The Bennetts maintain that, contrary to the be-

liefs of certain traditionalists, they play better when 

they’re given the freedom to improvise, both on and 

off the field. Michael found that equilibrium in Se-

attle. “A lot of white coaches want to be fathers to 

black players,” he says. “Pete Carroll’s not like—‘You 

gotta tuck in your shirt.’” He shakes his head. “Do 

you know how much easier it is to work for some-

body when you can be yourself? Why do you think 

Google, Apple and Facebook are so successful? 

When people can be who they really are, they do so 

much better.” The Seahawks, he says, are the Google 

of the NFL. “They let you be you.”

Since moving to Seattle, Michael—once seen as a 

tweener, too small to play tackle but too slow to play 

end—has thrived. To offensive coordinators, he’s a 

mathematical problem that lacks a solution, attack-

ing quarterbacks from different points on the line. 

find that Martellus had sold off the family’s bicycles 

and toys. “He was a hustler,” he says with a laugh.

These days, the Bennett brothers are blunt about 

their shared belief that they’re underpaid. (Michael, 

playing under one of the most team-friendly con-

tracts in the league, has been trying to persuade the 

Seahawks to rework his deal.) But when they talk 

about wealth and NFL salaries, it’s clear they’re less 

concerned with money than power. “If you’re a player, 

the only thing you own is your likeness, and your like-

ness has a date on it,” Michael says. “The only way we 

can be sustainable is to make our own companies.” 

Martellus points out that football contracts, 

which are short and non-guaranteed, pale in com-

parison to the deals handed out in the NBA. “Do you 

know what the NFL stands for?” he asks.

No Fun League? Not For Long?

“N-----s For Lease.”

It might seem hard to sympathize with this idea—

the notion that a pair of brothers who have both 

made more than $20 million playing football could 

be dissatisfied with the system that’s enriched them. 

But consider: Michael and Martellus were raised by 

a good man who lost his job because of the bad actors 

above him. They’ve seen hundreds of players rise and 

fall with little to show for it, while the suits who prof-

it off their bodies stay in the same place. They know 

what it means to be labor instead of capital. “Grow-

ing up, black people never owned anything,” Martel-

lus says. “I want to build. I want to make.”

He turns to Michael. “How many black owners 

have there been in the history of the NFL?”

“Zero,” Michael says. “We’re check getters, not 

check writers.”

As we roll through Burbank, the palm-tree-stud-

ded suburb where Stoopid Buddy Stoodios is based, 

the conversation turns to the NFL Players Associa-

tion. The brothers believe the union hasn’t been suf-

ficiently innovative in tapping new revenue streams. 

“Why are we not hiring people who used to work at 

Microsoft, at Google, Apple?” Michael asks. “We 

can’t be athletes thinking the way athletes think. We 

need people who are like: I used to work at Nike. 

Let’s go to China and create our own shoes.”

“That’s my problem with the NFLPA,” Martellus 

says. “I feel like they’re always playing defense and not 

offense. They’re never making progressive moves.”

“We could be like the WWE—they started their 

own channel,” Michael says.

“We could make our own movies.”

“We could make our own show.”

I ask Michael, a backup player representative for 

the Seahawks, how he would strengthen the union. 

He notes that unless indispensable stars—quarter-

backs, in particular—take a lead role in organizing 

players, the NFLPA will never build enough leverage 

to pressure the league in negotiations. “In the NBA, 

LeBron James, Chris Paul … they’re at the forefront,” 

he says. “There’s no Peyton Manning standing up for 

the rest of the players. He’s a great player, but what 

has he done for the league?”

When we park outside the studio, the brothers are 

still volleying moneymaking ideas back and forth. 

As soon as we walk inside, Martellus wanders off to 

greet the artists and animators in the office, who 

seem unstirred by the towering NFL player in their 

midst. Near the door, a giant robot stands sentry, 

thrusting its metallic crotch toward the front desk. 

Michael runs up to it and reciprocates the gesture.

We head upstairs, where the studio has prepared 

elaborate 3-D mock-ups of two characters that Mar-

tellus dreamed up for his television show, which he 

hopes to pitch to a major network. As he explains 

the premise—The Gridiron Guild is about a young 

boy, Blitz, who plays football with otherworldly crea-

tures—Michael sits near us, fiddling with a Rubik’s 

Cube. “This is gorgeous—this is an artgasm right 

here,” Martellus says. He leans in to examine the 

Blitz figurine, which is holding a walnut-sized foot-

ball. It looks like a tiny version of him. “If I don’t 

make black characters, who will?” he says. “In Frozen, 

there’s not one black character in Arendelle. I don’t 

even know where Arendelle is, but there’s gotta be a 

black person somewhere. One of us made it over 

there, goddamn it.”

When Martellus and I rise to leave, Michael toss-

es the Rubik’s Cube, completed, onto the table. We 

look up, surprised. “You can’t always pay attention 

to greatness,” he says.

THE BROTHERS MEET up in the morning at Unbreak-

able Performance Center, a small, private gym in 

Hollywood where several NFL stars train in the off-

season. As Drake thuds over the speakers, a few 

players mill around, twitching to the beat. I hover 

near Texans linebacker Jadeveon Clowney, who has 

a sweet smile and is roughly the size of a Sub-Zero 

refrigerator. We watch Michael perform a peculiar 

exercise, pumping his groin against a resistance 

band while he lies on his back. “This is why athletes 

have so many babies,” he says between grunts.

After an hour of lifting weights, one of the trainers 

orders everyone to gather around him. He puts his 

hands on his hips. “One thing we’re not gonna allow 

here is guys not doing good technique,” he barks, 

pantomiming the wrong way to do an exercise.

Most of the players nod, but Michael seems irri-

tated; as the trainer lectures the group, his eyes nar-

row and he crosses his arms, shifting from foot to foot. 

Finally, he erupts: “If you’ve got something to say—
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Martellus says he swells with pride whenever the 

scouting report on his brother is distributed before 

games. “Sitting in those meetings, preparing to play 

against him—that’s been the coolest thing in my ca-

reer,” he says. “You try not to smile.”

Earlier this year, after an injury-riddled season 

with the Bears, Martellus was traded to the Patriots. 

The pairing seems like it could be a train wreck; Fox-

borough, where players rarely speak candidly to the 

media, is not exactly known for its open discourse. 

(Even Gronk, for all his high jinks, typically gives 

inoffensive quotes.) But Martellus insists he’s 

thrilled to be in New England, where he’ll play the 

Seahawks in November. “I’ve been in the league for 

nine years now, and I’ve only been on two teams 

where the guys were a team: the New York Giants 

and now with the Patriots.”

“That’s why this season is so motivating—he’s on 

the Patriots, I’m on the Seahawks,” Michael says. 

“What’s better than both of us going to the Super 

Bowl in Houston … and us beating them?”  

ON MICHAEL’S LAST day in Los Angeles, the three of 

us gather on the roof of a hotel in Beverly Hills, at a 

restaurant that feels transported from a Connecticut 

country club; we’re surrounded by old men dressed 

like Thurston Howell on Gilligan’s Island and wom-

en wearing sunglasses with grapefruit-sized lenses. 

A few overdressed children are stabbing at fluffy 

omelets. Michael, who is wearing shorts and a base-

ball cap that says “Savage,” sits down and surveys the 

scene. “I don’t know where I’m at,” he says. “I feel like 

I’m at a place where black people don’t come.”

When a group of people squeezes by us, a tall, 

model-thin woman bumps into Martellus. She 

whips around; it’s Elizabeth Berkley of Saved by the 

Bell and Showgirls fame. “Sorry!” she says. “I was 

hugging my mom.”

Martellus flashes a brilliant smile. “I thought you 

wanted to hug me.”

Michael orders a bowl of sweet potato fries and a 

ginger beer. After the waiter brings him his drink—

the poor guy obliges when Michael instructs him to 

fill his glass exactly one-third full—we talk about 

legacy. Michael says he doesn’t care about making it 

to the Hall of Fame. “Success is measured in so many 

different ways,” he says. “To me, success is being su-

per happy and enjoying your family. You look at 

these people who have so much money”—he gestures 

toward a nearby table, at a few of the aforemen-

tioned Thurston Howell look-alikes—“and they 

can’t even be themselves.” (About an hour later, the 

table will ask Martellus for a photograph.)

Michael pokes at his fries. “When I win, I watch a 

movie with my daughters when I get home,” he says. 

“When I lose, I watch a movie with my daughters 

when I get home.”

Martellus, who has a daughter, says football is 

easy compared with fatherhood. “The game on Sun-

day is just like the week before,” he says. “But I might 

go home and my daughter don’t like purple no 

more—she likes blue.” He laughs. “I’d rather be a 

great dad and an OK football player instead of being 

a great football player and a sh---y-ass dad.”

I ask the brothers what advice they would give to 

young guys entering the league. “Every time I sit 

down with them at the lunch table, I ask: ‘What do 

you like to do?’” Martellus says. “You know what half 

of them say? ‘I have no idea.’” Because compliance 

is so deeply embedded in the culture of football, he 

says, players never learn to cultivate a sense of self, 

and they’re lost when the sport leaves them behind. 

“When we’re done, we can’t get jobs. We don’t know 

s---. We don’t have interests, we don’t have passions. 

“I’M NOT GONNA GO UP THERE AND 
GIVE A RUSSELL WILSON ANSWER.”
MICHAEL BENNETT

Football is the only thing we’ve done our entire lives.”

Michael nods. “Athletes—your whole life you’re 

pointed a certain way. You don’t know who you are.”

Of course, it’s also possible that some athletes do 

know who they are but are afraid to reveal them-

selves to an unsparing public. In the NFL, talent 

begets freedom of expression.

After a couple of hours, Michael gets up to use the 

restroom; it’s getting late in the afternoon, and he 

has to catch a flight back to Honolulu. A few min-

utes later, he returns, a sly grin on his face. He 

glances around the restaurant, clearing his throat 

a little. “That bathroom’s so clean, you gotta wash 

your hands before you go in there!” he tells Martel-

lus, loudly so that the tables around us can hear 

him. A few feet away, Elizabeth Berkley laughs. And 

with that, the brothers rise and part ways, leaving a 

trail of starstruck yacht owners and befuddled wait-

ers in their wake. 
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his season Ichiro Suzuki 

was on a quest to become 

the 30th player in major 

league baseball to reach 

3,000 hits—just 16 years 

after winning rookie of the 

year and MVP in his debut 

season (no one has reached 3,000 in fewer 

seasons). We recently sat down with the Marlins 

outfielder, 42, as he reminisced about his 25-year 

pro career and considered what the future holds. 

Turns out, you can expect the hits to keep coming. 

[Ed.’s note: This interview was translated and 

edited for clarity.]

Does 3,000 hits mean something to you, or is it 

just a number?

I talked about it when I hit 4,256 [including 

Japan Pacific League stats]. If you’re at the end  

of your career and you are limping toward that 

number, the goal is just to get to it. But for me, 

when you are part of a team, you’re out there just 

playing baseball and you [just happen to] get to 

that number. I am not limping to that number. 

I am playing the game, and I happen to get to that 

number because that’s where I am.

Has getting to 3,000 been daunting or exhausting 

I N T E RV I E W  BY  M A R LY  R I V E R A

In this exclusive interview, Ichiro Suzuki sprays the 
field. Pete Rose? Too defensive. Lou Piniella? Too 
affectionate. Another 200-hit season? Totally doable. 

on account of the media attention?

Obviously, I have had experiences in Japan and 

here regarding reaching particular numbers. But 

right now, I feel pressure every day because I am in 

a position where if you don’t perform, you don’t 

play. I am the fourth outfielder. I am trying to do 

well today so I can play tomorrow. I think it might 

be different if I was in the lineup every single day. 

But you’ve got to hit in order to play.

Is the media coverage overblown?

I think the media or the outside is really more into 

it than I am. It’s a bigger deal for them. I like to 

read the news, but when I pull up a Japanese site 

and an article comes up with my face, I never read 

it. If people only knew the huge gap that exists 

between the attention it gets in the media and how 

I feel. That gap is a big difference.

Was there anything that bothered you about 

coverage when you passed Pete Rose?

I was actually happy to see the Hit King get 

defensive. I felt I was accepted. I heard that about 

five years ago Pete Rose did an interview, and he 

said that he wished that I could break that record. 

Obviously, this time around it was a different vibe. 

In the 16 years that I have been here, what I’ve 

noticed is that in America, when people feel like a 

person is below them, not just in numbers but in 

The 3,000-Hit
Wonder

A N  E S P N  D E P O RT E S  C O L L A B O R AT I O N
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THE REAL HIT KING?
Counting stats from Japan, Suzuki, 42, has already 

passed Pete Rose as the hits leader—and his 

record will grow if he plays, as Rose did, until 45.

BEFOREHITS AFTER 27 TOTAL
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general, they will kind of talk you up. But then 

when you get up to the same level or maybe even 

higher, they get in attack mode; they are maybe 

not as supportive. I kind of felt that this time.

When you got here, did you think you would have 

such a long and successful MLB career?

When I first came, I had a three-year deal. At that 

point all I thought was that I want to do the best 

I can in those three years. But in my first game, 

there was a play I made that was pretty good. I 

came in and Lou [Piniella, Seattle’s manager from 

1993 to 2002] gave me a kiss. So I thought, “Three 

years is too long! If I am going to get kissed every 

day, I don’t want to be here!”

Do you consider yourself a natural-born exceptional 

athlete or someone who is self-taught?

I am not a thoroughbred in any way. My father was 

just an amateur; my mother is not even an athlete 

herself. If someone had bet on me, they would 

have made a lot of money! But what really helped 

me out to get to this point was that I was able to do 

things freely, my way.

What do you mean by doing things “your way”?

The one that is pretty obvious is the hitting style. 

Before I came [to the U.S.], I would lift my leg up 

and go forward. Most managers or coaches would 

stop you from doing that. A big turning point in 

my career was when I was 19, my second year as a 

professional. I was up and down, going from the 

minors to the big leagues. The hitting coach at the 

time thought my batting style was different from 

the way he thought it should be. He came to me 

and said, “Are you going to listen to what I tell 

you to do?” I told him, “No, I am not going to.” So  

I got sent down. The following year, the manager 

allowed me to do it my way. And I broke the 

all-time hits records in a season. That point is 

when I knew I had to have the courage to believe 

in myself, that what I am doing is right for me.

In your years in the U.S., do you think you changed 

the game?

I really don’t know what effect I had. But what you 

can say is that maybe people were only thinking 

inside a box. Because I was just able to do it kind 

of freely, do it my way, I believe that box may have 

been expanded. Maybe they could see that there 

are other ways. 

After the peak of the so-called steroid era, it 

seems like you broadened how people could see  

a great hitter.

When I first came here, I heard a lot of people say, 

“You do all these things and you are so small.” But 

for me, when I first came over, I looked at all the 

players and I thought to myself, “How can you play 

when you are that big?!” Baseball is a game where 

many, many things come into play. You really 

have to use your head. The nerves in your body 

have to react. And if you’re that big, that reaction 

time must slow down. I was actually shocked to 

see how big the players were. I thought the 

mindset here in the big leagues was different; size 

must equal strength.

Do you still feel like you’re able to perform at a 

top level?

How I feel today, and how I felt in 2004 [when 

Suzuki set the MLB single-season hit record], 

there is no difference. Obviously, getting 262 hits, 

and trying to accomplish that in 162 games, was 

difficult then, and it would be difficult today. You 

have to have good fortune, and many, many things 

have to come together in order to do something 

like that. But if you were to tell me that I would hit 

leadoff and play every single day, I believe I could 

get 200 hits now. There is no reason that I can 

think of that tells me I couldn’t. There is nothing 

that would stop me from saying yes, I can do it.

There was a period when I didn’t have good 

numbers, but it had nothing to do with my 

physical condition. When you look back at the 

last three years, it was my first year in the 

National League; it was the first time in my 

career I wasn’t going to play every day. I had to 

learn a new role. I had to learn to prepare 

differently because I wasn’t in the lineup every 

day. What is dangerous about that is that people 

would say, “Oh, [his numbers are not good] 

because he’s old.” I believe that, as an athlete, how 

you got to the age of 42 makes a big difference. 

I have learned about my body; I haven’t gone off 

only talent until I was 42. Those are two different 

things; I took a different route.

What do you wish you had known 16 years ago that 

you know now?

I think, the words that people say, you can’t 

believe it all. When I first came over to the U.S., 

a lot of people didn’t think I would last a year. 

Now, 16 years from that day, people are saying, 

“Oh, 3,000 hits, he’s a future Hall of Famer, this 

and that.” So I guess not taking everything in or 

believing everything—only to really take care 

of those who are close to you, and don’t worry 

about the outside.

Who are some of your favorite teammates?

The guys who really kind of saved me and helped 

me were Ken Griffey Jr., Mike Sweeney and 

Raul Ibanez.

What do you mean by they “saved” you?

There was a period when even though we were on 

the same team, wearing the same uniform, [my 

teammates] felt like enemies. They saved me from 

that period. [Ed.’s note: Suzuki explained later 

that in the middle of his career with the Mariners, 

when the team wasn’t playing well but he was 

winning MVP and Gold Glove awards, his 

teammates called him selfish and said that he 

cared only about individual accolades. Griffey, 

Sweeney and Ibanez, he says, stood up for him and 

encouraged their teammates to worry about their 

own play first.]

When do you think you will retire?

I want to keep playing until I am at least 50.

If you get into the Hall of Fame, the first player 

from any Asian country, what would that mean?

I really don’t know. But I think you are eligible for 

the HOF ballot five years after you retire, so I 

think I will be dead by then [laughs]. I won’t get 

to experience it. 

Suzuki made his MLB debut at 27; stats through Aug. 3.
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Who needs another DH debate? So here’s a new one: Who’d be 2016’s top pitcher if the playing field 
was leveled between the leagues—if hurlers faced only position players? Debate over: Kershaw rules.

METHODOLOGY
We ranked qualified starting pitchers by OPS-against, 

excluding stats vs. DHs, pinch-hitters and pitchers, 
then plotted the top 15. Stats are through Aug. 2.
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Split Second
Justin Gatlin is the fastest man in America. But to win a gold medal in Rio,  

he first has to believe he can beat the fastest man in history.
BY  J E S S E  WAS H I N G TO N

A  C O L L A B O R AT I O N  W I T H  T H E  U N D E F E AT E D
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in early races, then surged to victory in the world 

championships. Even with a tender hamstring, Bolt 

is favored to seize the triple-triple in Rio—and to re-

cord three more wins against Gatlin, who also quali-

fied for the 200 meters and should compete for the 

U.S. in the men’s relay.

Bolt’s injury won’t change Gatlin’s approach. “May-

be if I was a rookie, I might have thought I hit the 

lottery,” Gatlin says. “You’ve seen Usain do it over and 

over again for the last couple of years. He shows up 

and gets the job done.”

DRIVE PHASE 

After blasting out of the starting blocks in his trials 

heat, Gatlin enters his drive phase with the precision 

of a painstakingly crafted machine. His body rises to 

a 45-degree angle while his head faces down toward 

the track. As his arms and legs cycle furiously, his 

torso, shoulders and head remain almost still, with no 

wasted sideways motion impeding his acceleration.

His chiseled mahogany muscles are decorated 

with at least 13 tattoos, including the word “God-

speed,” a four-leaf clover and a roaring tiger, “be-

cause I’m an animal when I get on the track.” He 

s Justin Gatlin prepares for 

his 100-meter-dash heat in 

the merciless process of 

elimination known as the 

U.S. Olympic track and field 

trials, news of Usain Bolt’s 

hamstring injury sends a 

tremor through the University of Oregon’s Hayward 

Field on this July afternoon.

Bolt, the greatest sprinter ever, the only person to 

win the 100, 200 and 4x100-meter relay in con-

secutive Olympics, is seeking another three golds in 

Rio—an unfathomable triple-triple. When healthy, 

the Jamaican is unbeatable. When ill-prepared, 

however, Bolt is ever-so-slightly vulnerable.

Gatlin has spent the past six years pursuing the leg-

end. Longer if you count his four-year suspension for 

using performance-enhancing drugs. Living in speed’s 

shadow, trying not to think about Wile E. Coyote chas-

ing the Road Runner, can turn doubt into fact. At last 

year’s world championships in Beijing, Gatlin inexpli-

cably botched his best chance to defeat an out-of-

shape Bolt, losing by an excruciating .01 of a second.

Rio had been expected to crown Bolt’s transcen-

dent career. Holding three fresh gold medals on the 

last day of the Games on Aug. 21—his 30th birth-

day—Bolt would stand as the track version of Michael 

Jordan or Muhammad Ali. Then came the left ham-

string tear and Bolt’s withdrawal from his country’s 

Olympic trials. Although he’d later earn passage to 

Rio by competing in a London race, the injury has 

turned these Olympics from an inevitable coronation 

into an actual competition—as if the starting gun had 

sounded six weeks before the 100-meter final.

On Aug. 14, in the final of the Rio 100-meter dash, 

Gatlin’s quest for redemption will challenge Bolt’s 

immortality. One man will cross the finish line before 

the other, and only one dream will come true. 

THE START

Start, drive phase, maximum velocity, finish: Coach-

es break down every 100-meter race into distinct 

stages. No one starts the 100 faster than Gatlin. 

Crouched for the starting gun on July 2 in that first 

heat of the U.S. trials, Gatlin lets his hands tremble 

to activate his fast-twitch muscle fibers. His powerful 

6-foot-1, 180-pound body bursts from the starting 

blocks with his torso low and parallel to the ground, 

feet flashing forward just inches above the track.

“When I get to the line, I don’t overthink it,” Gatlin 

says after the race. “You just gotta go off instinct. It’s 

like blinking, like breathing.”

Gatlin scorches a 9.80 to win the trials’ 100 final, 

the fastest time this year. Bolt’s best time this year—

before he tweeted a picture of electrical stimulation 

wires attached to the back of his left thigh—is 9.88.

Bolt’s start has always been average, mostly be-

cause of his size, which is massive for a sprinter at 

6-foot-5 and 207 pounds. In many races, and in his 

career as a whole, Bolt has trailed early. “I make more 

mistakes than anybody else when it comes to my 

start,” he said at a recent news conference, “because 

I think I focus so much on trying to get it right some-

times that I overdo it.” 

By now, however, the world knows that Bolt wins 

from behind. In recent seasons, he has been sluggish 

FAMILIAR FOES
In 10 races (eight in the 100, two in the 200), Gatlin 

has beaten Bolt just twice and has lost their past 

six matchups—though some were by mere inches.

*Bolt pulled up midrace with a hamstring injury.
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eight times. Gatlin has won only once, in the 2013 

Golden Gala meet in Rome. Gatlin ran a 9.94; Bolt 

was coming off hamstring injuries and ran an un-

characteristic 9.95. 

Jackson says sprinters’ minds can slow them down 

more than a headwind: “As an athlete, you always 

want to have a clear mind, clear focus.

“Justin has done very well, he’s dominated in the 

USA,” he adds. “But on a global level, he now faces a 

man who is nearly indestructible.”

MAXIMUM VELOCITY

On a mid-March afternoon in Kingston, Jamaica, a 

massage therapist kneads Bolt’s million-dollar legs 

on a fold-out table in the gravel-and-dirt parking lot 

of the University of the West Indies practice track. 

Soon Bolt begins a series of punishing 200-meter 

sprints. Up close, his power and force are palpable as 

he pounds down the backstretch.

Bolt’s strides are longer than everyone else’s. He 

takes fewer steps to complete a race while moving his 

legs faster than a tall man should be able to. This equa-

tion produces an unmatchable maximum velocity.

“I want to be one of the greatest not only track ath-

letes, but sportsmen ever,” Bolt says after his workout. 

“If I’m going to do that, I need to do great things. I feel 

the three-peat again in Rio will accomplish that.”

In the months before the 2008 Beijing Olympics, 

Bolt clocked a hair-raising 9.76. Several weeks later, 

he broke the world record with a 9.72. Next came the 

insane 9.69 in the Olympic final, when he began cel-

ebrating 10 yards from the finish line, and the 

200-meter world record of 19.30. Beijing is where 

Bolt introduced the globe to his now-famous “To Di 

World” pose: legs wide, body leaning back, both index 

fingers pointing into a distance that seems but an 

instant away.

In 2009, Bolt lowered the 100-meter world record 

to 9.58 and the 200 mark to 19.19. No one has come 

close to his records since.

Compared with anyone but Bolt, Gatlin’s maxi-

mum velocity is superb. His back is straight, knees 

pumping high. “Up running strong, running tall,” he 

says. But he is 4 inches shorter than Bolt—the dis-

tance by which he lost the 2015 world championships.

Bolt’s physical gifts pose an immense mental hur-

dle to his challengers. “Everyone is scared of him,” 

says former world-record holder and Olympic 

100-meter champion Maurice Greene. “I think they 

look at what he’s done and not at him as a man. I don’t 

think the athletes think they can beat him.”

They are probably right, which elevates the chal-

lenge from mental to existential. Last year, at the 

world championships, Gatlin briefly glimpsed an 

answer to the riddle—and then he blinked.

even speaks rapidly, clipping off the ends of words 

to move on to the next thought.

By contrast, Bolt, who has a history of back prob-

lems, seems to lumber into his drive phase with the 

effort of propelling his enormous body forward. His 

shoulders seesaw up and down, and his head moves 

side to side as he gathers his limbs into alignment.

Asked about Bolt’s latest injury, Gatlin notes the 

difference between track and field rules in the United 

States, where the only path to the Olympics is to fin-

ish in the top three at the trials, and in Jamaica, 

where exceptions are made for royalty like Bolt.

“When you command a certain power in track and 

field, sometimes you can exercise it,” Gatlin says. 

“That’s what he’s doing right now. He’s injured, has a 

medical pass, that’s what his country does. Our coun-

try doesn’t do that. When you come to the line [here], 

you gotta come ready, and if you’re not ready that day, 

you’re just not on that boat to get to the next destina-

tion, which is the Olympic Games.”

Gatlin is 34, ancient for a sprinter, but he runs 

faster than he did as a young man. That feeds specula-

tion around the doped-up sport of track and field that 

Gatlin is still doping, or at least still benefiting from 

the dope he was punished for taking 10 years ago.

Or perhaps that drug suspension makes Gatlin 

only 30 in track years, about the same age as Bolt. “He 

[was] sitting for four years and not having to put his 

body on the line,” says Jon Drummond, who won 

Olympic gold in the 4x100 relay in 2000 and silver 

in the same event in 1996. “You’re taking your body 

to the edge of the universe every time you run the 100. 

What does it feel like? Hold your breath underwater 

for a few minutes, then blow all the air out of your 

lungs and stay underwater 10 more seconds.”

Gatlin was once the world’s fastest man, the heir 

to the American kingdom of global sprint domi-

nance. In the 2004 Athens Olympics, Gatlin, then 

22, captured the 100-meter gold in 9.85 seconds. He 

won the 2005 world championships in 9.88 seconds 

and the 200 in 20.04. In May 2006, at the IAAF Su-

per Grand Prix in Doha, Qatar, Gatlin equaled the 

world record of 9.77 seconds. 

Finishing the drive phase of his career, he had ac-

celerated to the front of his sport. Others were close, 

including Jamaica’s Asafa Powell and fellow Ameri-

can Tyson Gay. But Gatlin was where every sprinter 

wants to be at the halfway point—in front. 

At the time, Gatlin was coached by Trevor Graham, 

now banned from track and field for life. Graham 

sparked the BALCO scandal, which entangled base-

ball star Barry Bonds, by sending a steroid-filled sy-

ringe to anti-doping authorities. He coached Marion 

Jones to drug-fueled golds in the 2000 Sydney Olym-

pics, and other world-class athletes testified that 

Graham gave them various banned substances.

Less than three months after equaling the world 

record, Gatlin revealed he’d tested positive for testos-

terone. His record-tying time was wiped off the books.

When he was at the University of Tennessee, Gat-

lin had served an arguably unfair one-year ban for 

an amphetamine violation, which came from med-

ication prescribed for his decade-old ADD treat-

ment. The 2006 testosterone offense could have 

brought a lifetime ban. But due to the mitigating 

circumstances of his first violation and his coopera-

tion with authorities in the second, Gatlin received 

an eight-year sentence from track’s governing body, 

the International Association of Athletics Federa-

tions. He appealed to an arbitration panel, which 

reduced the penalty to four years. 

Track and field has fallen deeper into the drug pit 

since then, to the point where 10-year-old medals are 

being revoked and Russia’s entire Olympic delega-

tion was almost banned from Rio for state-sponsored 

cheating. The metastasizing crisis might be why Gat-

lin, despite serving his time, is still vilified—IAAF 

head and former Olympic 1,500-meter champion 

Sebastian Coe said last year that the thought of Gat-

lin winning a major race made him “queasy.” 

Is Gatlin now clean? Is Bolt? Who knows? Track 

and field is cursed by this uncertainty. Bolt has never 

tested positive and is globally beloved. The sport 

needs him to be clean. Gatlin was caught taking 

PEDs and is still branded as a cheater. 

“Let me tell you a secret. Nobody in the track pop-

ulace believes any of these guys in the 100 are clean,” 

says Drummond, who is serving an eight-year ban 

for providing steroids to Gay while coaching him. 

“The moment you run fast, most everyone in the 

sport doesn’t believe you did it clean.”

Gatlin sidesteps questions about his past drug use 

and can become testy when pushed on the subject. 

During his four-year sentence, Bolt overtook him. 

“I must imagine, when [Gatlin] goes to bed, it 

must really ache at him,” says Colin Jackson, a BBC 

commentator and former world-record holder in the 

110-meter hurdles. 

Gatlin and Bolt have faced each other in the 100 
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to beat than he’s ever been. I don’t ever discount him 

in an Olympic year. Do I think he’s in 9.5 shape? No. 

But 9.75 or 9.70, yes. Look at him the last few years, 

that’s where he hangs out. If you can’t run faster than 

9.75, you’re taking second place.”

His unassailable records prove Bolt is the fastest 

ever, but greatness is more than numbers. A loss to 

Gatlin in Rio would mar his legacy. 

Greene is certain that won’t happen: “When—I’m 

not going to say if—when Usain pulls this off, there’s 

not going to be any questions that he’s the greatest.”

Unless Gatlin can clear his mind and outrun his 

past. “It’s an Olympic year, man, crazy stuff always 

happens in an Olympic year,” he says after the 

trials. “I think that’s just the mystery in the air of 

the Olympics. It’s full of dreams.” 

ESPN reporters Tom Hamilton and 

Martyn Thomas contributed to this story.

THE FINISH

In the 100-meter dash, athletes can run at maximum 

velocity only until about the 70-meter mark. After 

that, they must hold on to as much form and speed 

as possible, then lunge for the finish line. 

No one has ever finished the 100 like Bolt. 

“Last 10 meters, you’re not gonna catch me,” Bolt 

said in 2012. “No matter who you are, no matter what 

you’re doing, no matter how focused you are, no mat-

ter how ready you think you are, you’re not gonna 

catch me.”

During the 2015 season, Gatlin posted blazing 

times—9.78, 9.77, two 9.75s, 9.74. Meanwhile, Bolt, 

notoriously averse to hard training, was in poor 

shape. In the world final, Gatlin and Bolt were even 

at 50 meters. At 60 meters, Bolt could not pull away. 

He could not pull away at 70 … or at 80 … 

And then Gatlin’s perfect form crumbled. His arms 

flailed. His strides became choppy. His torso’s die-

cast solidity melted. 

Bolt edged him by one-hundredth of a second, 9.79 

seconds to Gatlin’s 9.80. Later, in the bowels of the 

stadium, Gatlin reportedly broke down and cried.

Gatlin says he got “caught up in the excitement. 

You want more, you try to go for more, and you just 

lose yourself.” Asked at the trials what he must do to 

perfect his finish, Gatlin sighs. “Don’t get greedy,” he 

says. “You’re reaching for something that’s not there. 

You’re reaching for more. Once you try to get it, you’re 

gonna fall down.”

Even though Gatlin has never beaten Bolt in a 

world-championship or Olympic 100, their rivalry is 

peaking ahead of Rio. “It started out small,” Bolt says 

in Jamaica, “but now it’s really getting tense because 

he’s really pushing me to run faster every year and 

every season.” 

Two weeks before Rio, Bolt pushes back. 

When Bolt withdrew from his Olympic trials, Ja-

maica’s opaque rules required him to “prove his fit-

ness” before the Games. This proof takes the form of 

a 200-meter race in London on July 22, some 20 days 

after his injury. Bolt wins with a respectable but less-

than-intimidating time of 19.89 seconds. Afterward, 

he takes aim at Gatlin’s comments about Jamaica 

allowing athletes who aren’t ready at the country’s 

trials to compete in the Olympics.

“For me, I felt it was a joke, I felt it was a disrespect 

they think I’d back out of a trials,” Bolt says, even 

though Gatlin said nothing about backing out. “I’ve 

Last year Bolt beat 

Gatlin in the 100m and 

200m even while 

recovering from injury.

proven myself year on year that I’m the greatest.  

I laughed when I heard it. I was disappointed, espe-

cially in Justin Gatlin.

“Last year Gatlin was just not ready,” he adds, 

rubbing salt in a festering wound. “It was the first 

time he was actually being chased. He was usually 

the one who was chasing or he was winning by far. 

He had a tough competitor, which was me. It was 

hard for him. This year it’s not going to be the same. 

I’m in much better shape, so I won’t leave it to the 

last second.”

Gatlin declined an interview request after the U.S. 

trials, saying he wanted to focus on his training. 

Questions about his chase can only slow him down. 

As the finish to Bolt’s career approaches, he is 

slowing down, albeit by minuscule fractions of a 

second. “I’ve watched him since he was a teenager,” 

Drummond says. “The last two years he has been 

more normal and more human and more accessible 

“THE LAST TWO YEARS, BOLT
HAS BEEN MORE ACCESSIBLE TO
BEAT THAN HE’S EVER BEEN.”
 JON DRUMMOND, FORMER SPRINTER
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Deeper Than Blood
How two high school wrestlers—one legally blind, the other without legs—spurred 

each other to improbable victory far beyond the mat.
BY  L I S A  F E N N

Dartanyon Crockett  

and Leroy Sutton at 

Cleveland’s Lincoln-West 

High in 2009.
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Dartanyon Crockett was a powerfully built 
but legally blind high school wrestler from 
Cleveland. His best friend and teammate, 
Leroy Sutton, who had lost his legs in a  
train accident at age 11, went to wrestling  
practices and matches on the back of  
Dartanyon. Former ESPN producer  
Lisa Fenn read a story about the boys in 
2009, then spent years investing in their 
lives, forging a connection that endured long 
after her first TV segment on them aired.  
In this excerpt from her upcoming book, 
Carry On, Fenn recounts Dartanyon’s  
improbable quest to medal at the 2012  
Paralympic Games in a sport in which he 
had little prior training: judo. Cramming 
years’ worth of lessons into months of  
preparation, he would confront his fear and 
doubt with the help of two steadfast allies. 

LONDON’S EXCEL CENTER was filled to capacity, and legions of raucous European 

nationals were cheering on their own athletes. They would soon root against 

Dartanyon. 

“My heart is pounding, and I don’t even have to fight,” I said. “How are you 

feeling?”

“Not gonna lie,” Dartanyon said. “I’m a little bit scared.”

He had no business being here. His coach, Ed Liddie, said it was akin to a 

walk-on making the starting five of the Miami Heat when LeBron was their king. 

“And I don’t mean like a college player walking on,” he said. “I mean like some 

guy just walking in off the street.” 

Back when Liddie realized he was about to send a green belt to the Paralympic 

Games, he had quickly thrown more skills at Dartanyon and tested him for a 

brown belt—a milestone that suddenly felt insufficient.

“Who goes to the Games as a brown belt?” Liddie wondered. 

I had one secret weapon, though, who could love louder than any European: 

Leroy. ESPN and I agreed that none of this felt right without him, and so the 

day before Dartanyon’s scheduled matches, we flew Leroy over. I had picked him 

up at the airport and hid him behind a plant outside the venue. Now I lured 

Dartanyon outside by telling him a fan wanted to meet him. Instead, Leroy rolled 

up from behind him.

Crockett (top) has fought the 

biggest matches of his life with 

Sutton always in his corner.
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the athlete holding area. 

“Coach, I don’t think Dartanyon’s hurt. At least 

not as badly as he made it look,” I said. “I think he is 

nervous.”

“The trainers are assessing him now, so we’ll see,” 

Liddie said. 

I told him what I remembered from three years 

before and how the next day he’d bounced into the 

gym with Leroy on his back. “I think this may be 

what he does when he feels overmatched.”

“I saw a similar thing with him in Mexico,” Liddie 

said.

Dartanyon emerged from the training room. 

“Coach, my knee is really—”

“Come here, son,” Liddie interjected. “You got a 

decision to make. You’ve gotta decide if you came 

here to win or if you are content to leave here with a 

nice pat-on-the-back-you-tried-hard-too-bad-

about-the-leg kind of thing. Because you can either 

go home with sympathy, or you can go home with a 

medal. The choice is yours.”

Dartanyon limped through the warm-up room to 

consider Liddie’s words, surrounded by a sea of 

world champions and Paralympic coaches who were 

sizing up this new kid as he passed.

Their stares reminding him that this was no place 

for rookies. 

But he had fought tougher rounds in this life, he 

thought. He walked back to Liddie—this time without 

the limp—and said, “I want some hardware, Coach.”

IT SEEMED THE entire arena was chanting for Dar-

tanyon’s next opponent—hometown hero Samuel 

Ingram of Great Britain. Sam was the reigning 

European champion and stood a full head taller 

than Dartanyon.

Sam went after Dartanyon like a street fighter. He 

quickly commandeered control of the match, secur-

ing the inside position on faceoffs and maintaining 

a vise grip on Dartanyon’s right sleeve to nullify his 

dominant throwing arm. But Dartanyon fought to 

shake free, convincing us all that he no longer want-

ed an excuse. He wanted to win. Gone was the limp. 

Back was the warrior.

Dartanyon staved off all of Sam’s attacks for the 

first 90 seconds and got in a few of his own. But his 

inexperience showed against his veteran opponent, 

and Sam picked up on how Dartanyon preferred go-

ing to his left. With a de-ashi-barai, Sam swept Dar-

tanyon’s right foot and planted the square of his back 

onto the mat. 

Victory Ingram, by ippon.

“Even though Dartanyon lost, we’re happy be-

cause he fought better than he did in the match  

he won,” Liddie said. “He didn’t give up. He didn’t 

“Hey, you bringing home gold?” Leroy called out. 

Dartanyon turned. It couldn’t be, he thought. 

“I said, ‘You bringing home gold?’” Leroy repeat-

ed, his booming laughter giving him away. 

Dartanyon jumped into Leroy’s embrace. Nearly 

two years had passed since they last saw one an-

other.

“Dude, nothing could ever keep me from being 

here,” Leroy said. “You’re my brother.” 

With that, Dartanyon’s posture relaxed, and his 

smile returned. 

DARTANYON STOOD IN the tunnel beside his first op-

ponent, Olivier Cugnon de Sevricourt of France. 

Olivier was one of those technically proficient judo 

pedigrees, fighting since the age of 6. He won bronze 

in the 2008 Paralympic Games and was coming off 

a silver medal in the last European Championships.

Dartanyon pounded his chest as U.S. Paralympic 

head coach Scott Moore barked last-minute remind-

ers into his ear. But Moore’s words were drowned 

out by the two voices already sparring within Dar-

tanyon. A whisper of doubt slithered around his 

mind like a viper, taunting him—You have no busi-

ness being on this world stage. And that voice was 

right. He was a judo infant, the only brown belt in 

London. Dartanyon walked toward his mat, until he 

heard another voice. 

“You can do this, Dar!” Leroy yelled, leaning over 

the padded wall. 

Dartanyon pointed as he passed, relieved to know 

his friend was once again alongside the mat, where 

he needed him most.

Dartanyon worked quickly and walked confident-

ly until halfway through regulation, when Olivier shot 

for a drop seoi nage and yanked Dartanyon’s arm 

awkwardly. Dartanyon returned to center, clutching 

his left shoulder. Sensing weakness, Olivier immedi-

ately attacked, and though he couldn’t get Dartanyon 

on his back, he did get into his head.

Each time the groundwork stagnated, it forced 

the official to call them back to center, eliciting a 

theatrical response from Dartanyon: He rolled on 

the ground, holding his shoulder, then his knee, 

struggling to stand straight. 

“Come on, Dar, you gotta want this!” Moore 

yelled. 

The referee pulled Dartanyon upright; he 

slumped back over. She gave him a penalty for not 

attacking. Dartanyon huffed in disbelief, as though 

he had expected a hug instead. After five minutes of 

regulation, the match was deadlocked and headed 

into the golden score—the sudden-death overtime 

of judo, where the first person to score a point wins. 

But Dartanyon wasn’t thinking about winning. 

He was thinking about how to explain himself if he 

lost. And so he punctuated every action with a melo-

dramatic reaction—dragging his head along the 

mat, letting his leg give out, clutching his shoulder—

as if to preemptively say, “See, I wasn’t afraid. I was 

hurt.” Certainly he entered the Games with nagging 

injuries—torn ligaments in his foot and ring finger, 

limited range of motion in his shoulder, screws in 

his ankle—but every judoka lives with bone shards 

and shredded joints.

“Get up, Dar!” Moore screamed, pounding his fists 

on the coach’s table. “You gotta want this! Let’s go!”

A section of French fans booed and brandished 

their flags. Leroy tugged on his lips. I pulled my 

knees to my chest and buried my head in my elbow. 

If he lost here, he went home.

Then, after 28 minutes on the mat—23 minutes 

more than he had ever spent in a match before—

Dartanyon showed a flash of aggression, using his 

right leg to drop Olivier on his side for a yuko. He 

thereby earned an advantage point—and the win—

in a most unconvincing fashion.

Dartanyon hobbled back to the athlete warm-up 

area, which was off-limits to me. I thought back to 

the day I met him and the first competition of his I 

ever watched—the high school wrestling match he 

was supposed to win easily. But the camera and the 

ESPN name put a pressure on him for which he 

wasn’t prepared, and when he faltered, he explained 

it by limping and staggering and heaving over the 

trash. I had seen this drama before, and I could not 

let those lessons go to waste. 

I phoned Ed Liddie, who was with Dartanyon in 

Crockett, Fenn and 

Sutton were reunited 

in London in 2012.  

COURTESY LISA FENN
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Southern Cal vs. Alabama

Texas Tech @ Arizona State

Southern Cal @ Stanford

Georgia @ Ole Miss

Louisville @ Clemson

LSU @ Florida

North Carolina @ Miami (FL)
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WEEK 2
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WEEK 4

WEEK 5

WEEK 6

WEEK 7



Texas A&M @ Alabama

Michigan @ Michigan State

TCU @ Baylor

Stanford @ Oregon

Oregon @ Utah

Notre Dame @ Southern Cal

National Championship Game

WEEK 8

WEEK 9

WEEK 10

WEEK 11

WEEK 12

WEEK 13
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give in. He just got caught.”

Dartanyon still had a chance for bronze, if he 

could win his next two matches. “One match at a 

time still gets this done,” Liddie told him.

DARTANYON ATTACKED Brazilian powerhouse Ro-

berto Julian Santos, immediately trying to throw 

him. Roberto didn’t budge. “He was the strongest 

guy I had ever faced,” Dartanyon later said. But Dar-

tanyon remained comfortable and focused, finally 

believing he belonged there. He also knew it was win 

or go home. So he attacked off every faceoff, keeping 

Roberto on the defensive and unable to set up his 

own moves.

Halfway into the match, Dartanyon worked Ro-

berto on his side and earned a half-point waza-ari. 

The strategy shifted. He no longer needed to throw 

Roberto. He needed to eat time off the clock by keep-

ing the action on the ground.

Roberto kicked it into a new gear, one fiercer and 

faster than Dartanyon had the stamina to defend. 

With 30 seconds on the clock, Dartanyon wondered 

if he had enough to grind it out. But just as his will 

was starting to wane, a familiar voice echoed.

“Let’s-Go-Crock-ett!

“Let’s-Go-Crock-ett!”

Though Leroy was the only one chanting, every-

one in the arena, including Dartanyon, could hear 

his booming voice. Dartanyon gathered himself, 

channeling the kindred spirit of his best friend. I 

joined Leroy, clapping rhythmically. “Let’s-Go-

Crockett! Let’s-Go-Crockett!”

Then, to our surprise, a legion of Japanese fans 

behind us joined in, waving their national flag and 

cheering “Let’s-Go-Crockett!” Spanish fans were 

next, followed by a group of British children. And 

though it was probably only a few dozen people, it 

felt like a movement, as though Leroy had sparked 

the whole world to unite in cheering Dartanyon 

back to life.

Renewed, Dartanyon shot straight for a side pin, 

trapping Roberto between his arms. He squeezed 

him for 10 seconds.

Fifteen.

Twenty. 

Twenty-five seconds. 

Pin. 

Dartanyon was headed to the bronze-medal 

match, and as he strode off the mat, he pointed, 

gratefully, to Leroy. I had flown Leroy over as a sur-

prise. He turned out to be a savior. This time, Leroy 

carried Dartanyon.

OLEG KRETSUL WAS a hulking Eastern European 

brawler who moved with the stealth of a cat. He be-

gan his career as a sighted athlete, breaking onto 

the scene at the 1996 Olympic Games in Atlanta. 

A year later, he married, and one week after his 

wedding, he suffered a serious car crash. His new 

bride was killed in the accident, and Oleg lost both 

of his eyes. The accident forced him to rebuild his 

life and his judo career. Oleg reemerged as the sil-

ver medalist in the 2004 Paralympic Games in 

Athens and the gold medalist in the 2008 Paralym-

pic Games in Beijing. He bore a resemblance to 

Shrek, with a square nose on a square head, plant-

ed atop square shoulders that could have doubled 

as bookshelves to hold his four world champion-

ship titles.

“Listen, you can handle him,” Liddie told Dartan-

yon, while looking up at this mountain of a man and 

hiding his own sweaty palms behind his back. “It’s 

just another round.”

Oleg couldn’t see Dartanyon, but his coach, Vita-

ly Gligor, could. He had watched Dartanyon com-

pete in Finland earlier that year. “The American is 

strong, like a bodybuilder, but he doesn’t have much 

technique,” Gligor told Oleg. “He doesn’t move like 

a judoka.”

Dartanyon strutted out of the chute like a prize-

fighter, like he had grown 10 judo years since his 

morning match against France. Both Dartanyon and 

Oleg attacked off the hajime, with Oleg gripping so 

aggressively that he reached over Dartanyon’s shoul-

der and held him by the back of his gi. Oleg yanked 

him. Dartanyon yanked back. But it was no use, like 

trying to drag a tree stump out of the ground. This 

guy is stupid strong, Dartanyon thought about a 

minute into the match. 

And that’s when his body overruled all other voices, 

his bones rattling with the early words and techniques 

coach Shane Hudson had drilled into him: Go toward 

From the book Carry On: A Story of 
Resilience, Redemption, and an  
Unlikely Family, by Lisa Fenn. Copyright 
© 2016 by Lisa Fenn. Reprinted by 
permission of Harper Wave, an imprint 
of HarperCollins Publishers.

“DUDE, NOTHING COULD EVER 
KEEP ME FROM BEING HERE. 
YOU’RE MY BROTHER.”
SUTTON TO CROCKETT AT THE 2012 PARALYMPIC GAMES IN LONDON

the energy, don’t resist it. And then it happened.

As Oleg jerked at Dartanyon’s sleeves, Dartanyon 

changed gears and exploded toward Oleg. Minimum 

effort, maximum efficiency.

With Oleg stumbling off balance, Dartanyon used 

his right leg to sweep both of Oleg’s legs out from 

under him. Oleg crashed to the ground in a moment 

that both moved in slow motion yet passed in a blur. 

Dartanyon had defeated the decorated Russian with 

a most perfect and basic ouchi gari—the very first 

throw Hudson taught him as a white belt and in-

sisted he make his own.

Dartanyon leaped around the mat in disbelief, 

pointing up to his mother, pointing to Leroy, point-

ing to me. 

The overhead screen flashed: “Winner, Crockett,” 

sweeping us up in a staggering miracle that had qui-

etly begun on a beat-up wrestling mat in an inner-

city high school in Cleveland. Minutes later, in the 

media zone, Dartanyon and I stood before each 

other, thunderstruck. 

“I did it, Lisa,” he cried, letting his head fall onto 

my shoulder.

“You did it. You did everything,” I said as I wept. 

“I am so proud of you, Dartanyon.” 

He had encountered every style of fighting, from the 

Frenchman’s stubborn persistence to England’s street 

style to Brazil’s technical proficiency to the Russian’s 

brute strength. Dartanyon had 

risen above them all with a style of 

his own: indomitable spirit.
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Pinch us, 
we must be 
dreaming!
Behold, Week 1: Defending 

national champ Alabama takes 

on USC at Jerry World. Really? 

Runner-up Clemson makes 

its way to the Plains to face 

Auburn. Seriously? Oklahoma 

squares off against College 

Football Playoff agitator 

Houston. Get out! Florida State 

tangles with Ole Miss, LSU 

meets Wisconsin at Lambeau 

and Notre Dame messes with 

Texas. Just breathe! (Relax, 

we’ve rounded up on-air talent 

and game-day announcers to 

guide you through the Week of 

the Century.) Yes, it’s a dizzying 

array of Week 1 blockbusters, 

but rest assured, the season is 

a marathon. Along the way, a 

quarterback in Norman will 

take the field with a chip on his 

shoulder, and another in 

Clemson will look over his, 

the program’s past never far 

behind. A running back in 

Stanford will dispatch 

defenders and preconceived 

notions, while one in Baton 

Rouge will lift his team up—

almost single-handedly. Baker 

Mayfield. Deshaun Watson. 

Christian McCaffrey. Leonard 

Fournette. Heisman darlings, 

all, who will look to push 

their teams to the playoff.  

And the fun starts in Week 1’s 

bonanza. Wake us up when 

September … begins.

CUSTOM TYPE BY LA TIGRE

CATCH UP ON THE HEISMAN RACE 
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 All He 
Needs  
Is Hate
BAKER MAYFIELD IS USED TO DEFYING CRITICS. IN FACT, 
HE’S NOT SURE HOW TO PLAY WITHOUT THEM.

BY  T I M  K E O W N



PHOTOGRAPHS BY RAINER HOSCH

HEISMAN ODDS

12-1
2015 HEISMAN 

POINTS

334  
(4TH PLACE)

Heisman odds are as of Aug. 1 and provided by Westgate Las Vegas Superbook.



Baker  
Mayfield 
is short.  
Lord,  
is he ever  
short.  
Really  
short.  
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of Fire—would rush the water from the plane 

to a climate-controlled building, careful to 

make sure its temperature didn’t rise more 

than 2 degrees.

To think that this young man—really 

nothing more than a collection of athletic 

inadequacies—can be the quarterback of 

the Oklahoma Sooners, and that he finished 

fourth in the Heisman voting a year ago, and 

that he might end up being one of the most 

productive quarterbacks in NCAA history, 

is nothing short of laughable.

I KNOW THIS isn’t what you expected. You 

expected the traditional ventriloquism, in-

cluding but not limited to: bland platitudes 

and rote testimonials from coaches and 

teammates; quirky anecdotes that illumi-

nate the subject’s pious devotion to his chosen 

expertise; and a montage of adversities 

overcome that now serve as motivation and 

foster newfound perspective.

There is a protocol for stories like this 

one, and it doesn’t include a ritual slander-

ing of a personable and disarming 21-year-

old whose easy composure has a way of 

making you realize how aimless you were at 

that age.

But what if that 21-year-old abhors com-

fort and actively seeks conflict? What if 

Baker Mayfield needs to feel unappreciated 

and underestimated? What if slander  

becomes its own form of praise?

REST ASSURED: OVER the next several 

months (and quite possibly the next several 

paragraphs), there will be plenty of oppor-

tunity for the standard hagiography. Proto-

col will be followed. There will be highlight 

packages set to inspirational music, fawning 

quotes from Big 12 coaches, stories like this 

one, profiles that check all the right boxes. 

They’ll include the announcement he 

made at 3 years old, when he and his moth-

er were watching Saturday-morning car-

toons. “From now on,” Baker said, “I’m only 

watching ESPN.” He changed the channel 

in a way Gina Mayfield says not only was 

final but carried a hint of ceremony. 

They’ll tell you that 3-year-old became 

the 10-year-old general manager who spent 

So short you sometimes have to go looking for him even 

when you can hear his voice right in front of you. If you 

take your eyes off him, you have to follow the voice, 

tracking it like a scent, until you can relocate him.

His hands are small, much smaller than hands you 

would expect to throw a football accurately at long  

distances. They’re so small they almost shrivel into his 

wrists. Shaking hands with him feels like grabbing a set 

of keys. He’s practically a kangaroo.

He’s slow too. Don’t let everything else distract you 

from that. You watch him run and you wonder what  

happened. Is he really trying? It’s kind of cute if he is— 

disturbing if he isn’t. He once got tackled from behind by 

Baylor’s Shawn Oakman, a 6-foot-8 Doric column. If you 

go to an Oklahoma game, you’ll notice he gets to run out 

of the tunnel a minute or two before the rest of the team, 

and the guys in front still worry they might run him over.

He’s spoiled. Add that to the mix. He grew up in Lake 

Travis, a tony section of Austin, Texas, where he spent an 

entitled childhood being fed peeled grapes—probably  

because his tiny hands couldn’t hold them—and drinking 

only water flown in from a pristine lake on the southern 

tip of Chile. A plane would land every two or three days on 

the private airstrip on the property, and an army of ser-

vants—dressed, for some reason, like the cast of Chariots 
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Fourth-quarter  

completion percentage,  

best in the Power 5 

Passing TDs outside  

the pocket, best in  

the Power 5 

Mayfield’s 2015 passing 

efficiency rating, second best 

among Power 5 QBs

summer mornings writing rosters for the 

games he and his buddies would play in his 

backyard. He’d assign teams, call players 

and make sure his mom made cookies. 

“Baseball, football, jump in the pool,” Gina 

says. “Baseball, football, jump in the pool.” 

You’ll read that before Mayfield’s fresh-

man year, Lake Travis High coach Hank 

Carter saw this tiny kid running around 

with near-feral exuberance. “He was 5-5 or 

5-6, a little fart, but he stuck out because of 

how charismatic he was,” Carter says. “I re-

member thinking, ‘Well, if li’ l ol’ Baker 

would ever grow, he’ll probably be a stud.’”

You’ll learn how the little-rich-boy theme 

collapsed in Mayfield’s senior year, when his 

father, a private equity consultant, hit hard 

times and had to sell the family home. “We 

hit a serious rough patch,” James Mayfield 

says. “It was stressful.” Baker, big brother 

Matt and their parents moved from rental 

to rental—four in Baker’s senior year alone.

“I always have that in the back of my 

head—the idea that I’ve been spoon-fed be-

cause of where I’m from,” Baker says. “I 

think that’s one of the main things that 

drives me to work harder to show that, in 

reality, I haven’t been handed anything.”

Yes, the confidence. You’ll learn about 

that too, and about what it might feel like to 

break the karmic chain to live a doubt-free 

life, to scoff at the idea of a safety net be-

cause you never expect to fall.

COULD IT BE genetic? Was Mayfield’s mental-

ity—the easy charisma, the caustic edge—

passed down by a certain tall, white-haired 

gentleman with an elongated face and the 

bearing of a character actor who always gets 

the role of governor of a Southern state? 

James Mayfield was a quarterback and punt-

er at the University of Houston from 1967 to 

’69, never lettering, and still carries himself 

with the certainty and ease of an old athlete. 

It’s clear right away that James resides per-

manently on the verge of saying something 

he might regret. His wife, Gina, finishes a 

lot of his sentences, which feels less like a 

habit than a series of pre-emptive strikes. 

Ol’ James can tell a story, that’s for sure. 

When Baker was a high school junior, James 
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took him to OU to see old coaching friends 

(he’s seemingly on a first-name basis with 

every coach in the Southwest) and ran into 

two Sooners assistants. 

“We’re standing around telling stories, 

and I see them size him up,” James says. “At 

the time, Baker was 5-11, 185. I’m looking at 

them and thinking, ‘This isn’t going well.’”

“He didn’t pass the eye test,” Gina says.

“Of course we didn’t hear from OU again,” 

James says.

There is a casual knowingness in his voice 

and a hint of forgiveness for OU’s ability to 

rebound from its original mistake. After all, 

the Sooners aren’t the only team that disap-

pointed the Mayfields. Twice James encour-

aged his son to bet on himself, showing up 

on Big 12 campuses that didn’t deem him 

worthy of a scholarship. He became the 

starter both times. 

“The idea that he was not recruited has 

been a little overplayed,” Carter says. “He 

was recruited, just not by the schools he 

wanted to play for.” It’s true: Mayfield was 

not the complete unknown that fits so con-

veniently into its assigned narrative slot. He 

chose to walk on at Texas Tech rather than 

accept a scholarship offer from Washington 

State, Rice, New Mexico or Florida Atlantic.

“I easily could’ve gone to a place like Flor-

ida Atlantic, but my dad pushed me to real-

ize that my dream was to play somewhere 

big,” Mayfield says. “He was right.” At Tech, 

he became the first true-freshman walk-on 

QB to start an FBS season opener and was 

Big 12 freshman offensive player of the year.

It looked like the first draft of an answer 

to all those critics, but the plotline shifted 

over the course of the season as Mayfield’s 

relationship with head coach Kliff Kings-

bury deteriorated. There were communica-

tion mishaps, injuries and James Mayfield’s 

assertion that Kingsbury—“in his infinite 

wisdom”—decided Baker couldn’t stay 

healthy enough to be the starter. 

Shortly after Kingsbury declared a 

three-way competition for the starting job 

in the Holiday Bowl, Mayfield called home 

and said he wanted out. He quit Lubbock 

in December, added another enemy to his 

list and went to Norman. Tech refused to 

From lifting sessions to Halo 

matches to intramural games, 

Mayfield’s competitive spirit is 

evident, if not overwhelming.
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“The idea that he was 
not recruited has been 
a little overplayed.”
HANK CARTER, MAYFIELD’S  
HIGH SCHOOL COACH

COLLEGE 
FOOTBALL
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grant Mayfield his release—cue the omi-

nous bad-guy music one more time—even 

though Oklahoma and the Mayfields ar-

gued that walk-ons should not be subject 

to the Big 12 rule that requires intraconfer-

ence transfers to sit one year and lose a 

season of eligibility. 

Mayfield spent much of his mandatory 

scout-team year dominating the intramu-

ral circuit in a way that suggests an almost 

unhinged competitiveness. An all-state 

first baseman at Lake Travis, he moved to 

short for a team that won its first game 41-1 

in two innings and never won by fewer 

than 12 runs. Mayfield agreed to play flag 

football, but only at receiver. His team was 

trailing late in its first game, and— 

no doubt seething at the possibility of de-

feat—he threw a wide receiver pass that 

won the game. A protest was filed  that an 

intercollegiate athlete shouldn’t be allowed 

to play intramurals in his sport, and May-

field was banned. “Great,” he said. “I can’t 

play on Saturdays, and now I can’t even 

play for fun?”

During a pickup basketball game (“I’m 

just awful,” Mayfield says), an opponent 

lashed out, calling him Frat God. To May-

field’s ear, this sounded a lot like spoon-fed. 

“I lowered my shoulder into his chest with 

a dribble and put him on his back,” Mayfield 

says. “But if I wasn’t playing a sport, I’d be 

in a frat. So I guess I can’t knock him too 

hard for that. I need to apologize, but I don’t 

know who he is, so … hey, if you’re out there.”

Mayfield played Halo for hours on end, 

engaging in the same Xbox therapy that car-

ried him through much of his tumultuous 

senior year in high school. He calls it his 

“nerdy side.” Later that fall, when he was 

quoted by the university’s website as saying 

he was the best Halo player on campus, he 

was flooded with challenges. “I whipped the 

crap out of people,” he says. “I had kids who 

were genuinely mad when they saw my 

claim, but they don’t realize I spent hours 

with that game. I could have been a pro.”

Brash is the word you hear most, but it 

seems too proper, almost Victorian. “At first 

I didn’t like him,” says junior wide receiver 

Jeffrey Mead. “He used to drive me nuts. 

Then I thought, ‘Maybe he’s doing this for a reason.’ The more I 

got to know him … OK, I actually like him. I just have to under-

stand what he’s doing.” 

Mayfield’s confidence is somehow both blatant and disarm-

ing. Brash doesn’t describe the guy who confronted Oakman 

after that tackle like he wanted to fight. His former center, Ty 

Darlington, dismisses the notion of a mismatch: “Which way? 

I ain’t betting against Baker. Oakman said he’d fight him in the 

parking lot, and I think Baker would have kicked his ass.”

Undersized player is motivated by slights real and perceived—

storylines don’t get more conventional than that. But Mayfield 

needs to believe there is still a legion of nonbelievers. He needs 

it for sustenance.

If all doubt turned to praise, who would he be? How would 

he treat every form of competition as a referendum on his worth 

as a human being? How would he continue to consider every 

slight as the worst form of tyranny, so offensive that he penned 

a list—a handwritten list! —that reads like the world’s worst 

scouting report:

Too short

Too slow

Small hands

System quarterback

Spoiled rich kid

Seriously, it’s nearly pathological. Silly, sure, but pathological 

nonetheless. He is no longer overlooked, but don’t tell him. If 

no one doubts him, what’s the point of playing?

MAYFIELD IS SITTING in a construction trailer as the hum of the 

air conditioner drones in the background. The trailer is tempo-

rary; it’ll be gone as soon as the crews finish the suitably exotic 

end zone office complex on the south end of mellifluously named 

Gaylord Family Oklahoma Memorial Stadium. 

There was an interview before this one and another to follow. 

He has quickly reached a point in his career where the doubts 

must be self-generated. His first year in a Sooners uniform was, 

by all accounts, a success: He was second-team All-American 

and led his team to the College Football Playoff, where it lost to 

Clemson. And this June, he became the patron saint of walk-ons 

when he fought the Big 12 and won back his 

eligibility.

“It’s been crazy,” Mayfield says. “In a 

three-year span, it’s gone from people not 

knowing about me to sometimes people 

knowing way too much.”

Aside from the trailer’s Guantanamo vibe, 

everything seems to be going well. He’s on 

the shortest of short lists for the Heisman. 

Oklahoma’s offense is loaded. His father and 

brother have teamed up on a private equity 

business that is on a good run.

So what bothers him now?

“People, man,” he says with mock exas-

peration. “I’m walking around and they tell 

me what I need to do for us to win a na-

tional championship. They ask, ‘Are you go-

ing to win the Heisman this year?’” Here he 

begins speaking in Bull Durham canned-

quote mode as voiced by a small-market 

news anchor. “‘Well, I don’t really know. I’m 

going to work for our team to get better and 

win a national championship, and if that 

comes with it? Then yeah.’

“I get it. It comes with the territory. I ap-

preciate all the kids who come up and enjoy 

my play at OU. But everybody giving me 

their opinions is where I draw the line. If it’s 

someone who hasn’t been there before, I re-

ally can’t handle it. It’s ‘Slide more.’ ‘Don’t 

take as many hits.’ ‘Get out of bounds.’ I 

know they have my best interests at heart. I 

just have to remind myself of that.”

His batlike sonar is so acute it will hear 

advice as criticism. And the slights must re-

main in the present tense—after all, a May-

field never forgets. Back in Baker’s senior 

year at Lake Travis, after dissuading his son 

from going to Florida Atlantic or Washing-

ton State, James took it upon himself to find 

his son a walk-on spot at a suitably large 

school. James says he floated the idea with 

some Longhorn Foundation friends at Texas, 

and they came back with a message from 

Mack Brown: “Tell James we already have 

five scholarship quarterbacks.” To which 

James replied, in a line he is proud to repeat: 

“Tell Mack he’s got five kids on scholarship 

who can’t play at Lake Travis.”

Gina pats James on the arm and says, 

“Now now,” with a nervous laugh. She is 
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smiling, but the look says: Dude, let it go.

“I know,” James says, laughing at him-

self. “That was just my cheap-shot stupid 

talk.” 

But it’s TCU that holds a special place 

in the Mayfields’ Rolodex of resentment. 

As a high school senior, Baker was so sure 

Gary Patterson was going to offer him a 

scholarship that he turned away other 

schools. Before the semifinal against 

Clemson, Baker made a point of saying 

that TCU “kind of hung me out to dry” 

and that Patterson “doesn’t like me, and I 

have no comment about that.”

Patterson responded by saying, “If 

Baker Mayfield wants to blame TCU for 

128 BCS schools not offering him a schol-

arship, that’s fine. But ask Kliff Kings-

bury why he didn’t offer him a scholar-

ship at Texas Tech. Ask about Baker’s 

dad. He’s an arrogant guy who thinks he 

knows everything. If people knew the 

whole story, they might not have a great 

opinion of Baker and his father.”

Reminded of Patterson’s statement, 

James chuckles a bit and shakes his 

head. “Gary,” he says.

“Gaaa-ry,” Gina says, drawing out the 

syllables like a piece of gum. “He’s like 

Newman from Seinfeld. We loved Gary. 

We really did.”

James and Gina share a look. They 

both smile. There’s clearly a secret lan-

guage being spoken, perhaps centered on 

the idea that Gary once mattered but no 

longer does. 

OK, James says, here’s the deal: Just 

before signing day he called assistant 

coach Chad Glasgow, who was recruiting 

Baker, and asked, “Chad, is this going 

anywhere?” Glasgow, according to 

James, said, “Well …” To which James 

replied, “If you can’t commit, we need to 

move on and do what’s best for Baker.” 

Glasgow, who refused comment through 

a TCU spokesman, suggested he come to 

Austin to have dinner with the Mayfields, 

to which James replied, “Why the hell 

would we do that?” 

“I think I hurt Patterson’s feelings by 

saying that,” James says. “It wasn’t a 

harsh exchange. Then he got mad at Bak-

er because Baker was on the sidelines two 

years ago reading their calls.”

Oh, yeah. There’s that.

Current TCU co-offensive coordinator 

Sonny Cumbie left Texas Tech the week af-

ter Mayfield did. (“Left with impunity,” 

James says.) That fall, while sitting out the 

season, Mayfield noticed that Cumbie 

hadn’t changed the hand signals he used to 

call plays. Patterson and TCU quarterback 

Trevone Boykin said Mayfield was telling 

Oklahoma’s defense what was coming. 

Oklahoma coach Bob Stoops denied it. “Oh, 

it’s true,” James says. “That’s on Cumbie.”

He laughs. That’s his boy, the unapolo-

getic competitor, the one who—along with 

his dad—is not content that people simply 

know they missed out. They must be sub-

jugated. This is why everyone believes 

he’ll stay for that year he fought to get: 

There might be a few more heretics who 

must bow before the truth. 

This is not a kid trying to prove himself. 

This is a siege. After every big play he 

made in a 63-27 rout of Texas Tech last 

fall, he looked over at Kingsbury and 

shook his head in disgust. Look at me, 

Kliff. How could you let this get away?

Yes, things are going well. The critics have 

been silenced. Almost. But their doubts still 

echo in one place: inside Baker Mayfield’s 

head. In there, he’s still short, still slow, still 

li’l ol’ Baker getting sized up and ignored. 

He’s still the little fart, not a Heisman can-

didate or the leader of a team that has legit 

national championship aspirations. 

But if it turns out that he wins one —or 

both—of those trophies, let’s hope there’s 

someone there who can hold it for him. 

COLLEGE 
FOOTBALL
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THE WEEK OF THE CENTURY

OKLAHOMA 
VS. HOUSTON

Tom Luginbill: Baker Mayfield is a 

quarterback who happens to be a gutsy 

athlete. Greg Ward is an athlete playing 

QB. If not for the scheme, Ward would 

likely be playing another position, but 

this attack accentuates his strengths 

and masks his weaknesses. 

Greg McElroy: When Mayfield escapes 

the pocket, he doesn’t turn into  

a runner. He can run, and he did so  

to the tune of 400-plus yards last 

year, but he escapes looking to  

throw. And he does such a good job  

of keeping his eyes downfield.  

Any defensive coordinator will tell  

you the scramble drill is what  

gives them the most headaches.

TL: Ward needs to be an integral part 

of the designed run game and the 

pass game. Houston has to get the 

ball on the perimeter and in space.

GM: You look at what Ward was able  

to do last year—fifth in the country  

in rushing TDs at any position. He ran  

for 21 scores, one behind Leonard 

Fournette and two more than  

Dalvin Cook. Obviously, these two 

quarterbacks are as good as it gets.

QB GREG WARD JR. 

was the only FBS 

player with at  

least 15 TDs both 

on the ground and 

through the air.

SEPT. 3, NOON ET, ABC, NRG STADIUM
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C A N  D E S H A U N  WAT S O N  A N D  T H E  T I G E R S 
O U T R U N  T H E  S P E C T E R  O F  1 9 8 1 ?

BY  H A L L I E  G R O S S M A N

P H O T O G R A P H S  BY  M I L L E R  M O B L E Y

Playing 
in the

  Shadow 
of Death
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ON THE FIRST day of spring practice at Clem-

son University, just seven weeks after the 

Tigers fell to Alabama in the College Foot-

ball Playoff National Championship, wide 

receiver Kanyon Tuttle opened his locker 

and saw the jersey waiting for him.

“Hey, are practice jerseys the same as our 

real jersey numbers?” he asked defensive 

end Jaquarius Brice.

“Most likely,” Brice replied.

Tuttle is new to the Tigers, a walk-on 

transfer entering as a redshirt freshman. 

But he’s also a Clemson legacy. His father, 

Perry—Clemson’s first Sports Illustrated 

cover subject—made one of the Tigers’ most 

iconic catches, a leaping touchdown grab in 

the Orange Bowl victory that gave Clemson 

the 1981 national title. Tuttle wanted to be 

sure about the number. 

Come fall, he’d be wearing 81.

Tuttle hadn’t requested the jersey. In 

fact, while at South Carolina State, where 

he spent one season, he’d flatly asked not 

to wear 22, his father’s number. But Dabo 

Swinney is not one to scoff at symbolic 

gestures. Before last season’s title game, 

Clemson players fortuitously voted No. 19 

Charone Peake and No. 81 Stanton Seck-

inger as two of the captains. They stood 

side by side at midfield for the coin toss, 

just as Swinney had instructed. By the 

end of the game, Deshaun Watson had al-

most single-handedly upended Alabama, 

Watson is one of  

10 Tigers on the  

2016 preseason 

All-ACC team.
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gaining 478 total yards in the most pro-

lific offensive performance in national 

championship game history, but failed to 

deliver the win. 

Later that first week of spring practice, 

when Tuttle sat down to team dinner, Clem-

son’s coach offered him an explanation.

“You know why I gave you No. 81, right?” 

Swinney asked.

“I’m not sure,” Tuttle fibbed.

“I want you to have that jersey for ’81,” 

Swinney said. “We can win a national cham-

pionship this year, and it will be special for 

you to wear that number if we do.”

Nearly 35 years have come and gone 

since Perry Tuttle caught that 13-yard 

touchdown pass from Homer Jordan to 

help take home the 1981 title, and the Ti-

gers are still looking for their second cham-

pionship. The icons of that era—Perry 

Tuttle and coach Danny Ford and captain 

Jeff Davis—remain frozen in time. Tuttle’s 

trips to the Esso Club, Clemson’s longtime 

meat-and-three joint, escalate into full-

blown fan events. So it is in the upstate 

town of Clemson, South Carolina: It’s the 

summer of 2016 and forever 1981.

Nostalgia permeates this year’s roster. 

There is Kanyon Tuttle, but there are also 

Judah and J.D. Davis, and Cannon Smith 

and Jarvis Magwood. Their fathers, Jeff Da-

vis, Bill Smith and Frank Magwood, were 

part of the pulse of the 1981 team. Even one 

of the current student trainers, Wyatt Craig, 

followed in his father’s 1981 footsteps.

Other connections feel just as vital. Davis 

now serves as an assistant athletic director 

of football player relations; he’s an everyday 

mentor and de facto counselor for the 

team’s student-athletes. Reggie Pleasant, 

who was Davis’ teammate on defense, is the 

team’s life coach.

“Man, the fiber of 1981 is interwoven into 

what’s happening right now,” Jeff Davis 

says.

Still, that connection is lost on some of 

today’s players. On the wall in the receivers’ 

position room hang photos of the 14 Clem-

son wideouts drafted by the NFL, Perry 

Tuttle included. During a meeting in the last 

week of spring practice, more than a month 

after Kanyon learned he’d be wearing 81, 

teammate Mike Williams turned to him: 

“Hold up, is that your dad?” Williams asked. 

There’s a lot of history here these players 

didn’t witness. But there’s also a chance for 

them to make some of their own. This year, 

with its Heisman-favorite quarterback, 10 

preseason All-ACC players and top-five 

hype, Clemson looks primed to finally cut 

that 1981 cord. There’s just one last hurdle.

“We have to win it,” J.D. Davis says.
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When it gets to  
2020, we’re gonna see 
this was the best 
decade in Clemson 
football history.”
DABO SWINNEY

Homer Jordan  

led the 1981 Tigers 

to a national  

title, setting the  

bar for Watson.



DESHAUN WATSON FEELS deep-in-his-bones cer-

tain that he can lead the Tigers to 15 wins in 2016, 

a belief he relays with all the gusto of a librarian. 

This notion of a perfect season is not hyperbole 

for him. It’s simply another box to check before 

his time in Clemson is up.

Leaning against a railing in the cobwebbed 

bowels of Memorial Stadium, with Howard’s 

Rock and that vaunted hill visible in the distance, 

Watson feels far removed from the frenzy that 

envelops Death Valley on autumn Saturdays. He’s 

in Clemson orange, a paw print on his right chest, 

as he considers his upcoming junior season. 

“Not winning all of the games?” he says. “That 

would be short for what we can do as a team.”

He smiles, almost reluctantly. It is a modest 

concession that 15–0, more wins than any other 

team in college football’s modern era, is border-

line absurd. But Watson is a rare talent—his 86.7  

Total QBR ranked fifth in the nation last year—

and he has plenty of toys in running back Wayne 

Gallman and receivers Mike Williams and Artavis 

Scott. The ACC, save for one (albeit mammoth) 

stumbling block in Tallahassee, is mostly forgiv-

ing. Other than Nick Saban, no coach in college 

football boasts a hotter hand than Swinney.

If Clemson is to emerge from the haze of its 

1981 legacy, Watson—whom Saban called the best 

player since Cam Newton—will light the way. He 

threw six touchdowns in his collegiate debut as a 

starter two years ago, defeating North Carolina 

50-35 at home. He traveled to New York City last 

year as a Heisman Trophy finalist—Clemson’s 

first—en route to becoming the first player in FBS 

history to pass for 4,000 yards and rush for 1,000 

in a season. (He’d end the night in third place, 

behind Alabama’s Derrick Henry and Stanford’s 

Christian McCaffrey.) He doesn’t so much run as 

he glides—a graceful, loping stride. Few can catch 

him in the pocket; he’s an escape artist with a 

deadly deep touch.

Watson is also deeply visual. He committed to 

Clemson early in 2012, on national signing day of 

his sophomore year in high school. When he went 

back to his home in Gainesville, Georgia, that Feb-

ruary night, he sat in his bedroom with a spiral 

notebook and wrote down what he wanted to 

achieve by the end of his tenure at Clemson.

Start as a freshman.

Two Heismans.



WATSON’S

HEISMAN ODDS

9-2
2015 HEISMAN 

POINTS

1,165
(3RD PLACE)

Undefeated season.

National championship.

Watson tore out the page and put it by his 

mirror. Every time he looked at himself, he 

also looked at the road ahead. 

He put his past in ink too. Before his soph-

omore season at Clemson, Watson tattooed 

“815” on both arms as an homage to the gov-

ernment housing, 815 Harrison Square, that 

he called home until he was 11. His family 

moved out in 2006 with help from Habitat 

for Humanity, but that first home—“the 

grind,” he calls it—stays with him.

He’s forging ahead with an eye on the past, 

which makes him right at home in Clemson.

NOW THAT SWINNEY brings his “own guts” 

and Watson wears orange, it can be tough to 

remember that for nearly two full decades 

after Danny Ford stepped down in 1990, 

Clemson toiled in college football’s waste-

land: irrelevance. 

Ford was 33 when he led the Tigers to 

their national title (he remains the young-

est coach to ever reach that mark), and he 

spent the next eight years basking in a 

blissful union with the program’s fan base. 

Hoo boy, did they love him. They loved that 

they saw themselves in the country-boy-

turned-big-time. They loved the way he 

chewed his tobacco and visited his farm 

between practices. And they loved him be-

cause he won: After the national champi-

onship would come three more 10-win 

seasons, four more ACC titles and four 

more bowl victories. Ford transformed a 

small school from a small town in the 

ACC—that basketball conference—into a 

football heavyweight.

“His winning set the standard, and his per-

sonality set the standard too,” says Tommy 

Bowden, who coached at Clemson from 1999 

to 2008. “That’s why I’m not there.”

Ford’s departure was darkened by accusa-

tions of NCAA infractions (the second  

such charge of his era—Clemson played on 

probation from 1982 to ’84 for recruiting 

violations) and bad blood with the adminis-

tration. But no one matched his heights. 

After 1991, the Tigers yielded no 10-win sea-

sons and no ACC titles, let alone a national 

one. And if you were a coach of Clemson 

football and your name was not Danny 

Ford? Well, Godspeed, because you were fol-

lowing a man whose resignation was met 

with a 6,000-strong candlelight vigil.

“For years, I thought he was God,” says a 

middle-aged man at Dyar’s Diner, a local in-

stitution just 4 miles from the Clemson cam-

pus. Ford, who’s just joined the after-church IL
L
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Chris Fowler: Dalvin Cook played 

hurt a lot last season. Only  

he knows how bad his hamstring 

was down the stretch. We did  

a lot of their games. When Cook 

is right, he is a devastating 

running back. He showed his 

toughness. I think they need to 

be careful about leaning on him.

Kirk Herbstreit: The expectation 

with Jimbo Fisher is that he is 

always trying to get to a national 

title. [Cook] lets the game  

come to him. He squares his 

shoulders and he runs physical, 

but he’ll also find a crease and 

split the safeties. He can go 80 

on you in a hurry.

CF: Ole Miss has counted on  

a very aggressive, stingy 

defensive front, with guys who 

are as good as there are in the 

country playing those positions. 

I think that’s going to be tested 

big-time. So you come out, what 

do you do? Dalvin should be 

fresh, should be rested. I think 

you unleash him.

KH: I think this is potentially the 

best game of the opening 

weekend because of what’s at 

stake. You know both of these 

teams feel like they have big,  

big aspirations for 2016.

THE WEEK OF THE CENTURY

FSU VS.  
OLE MISS
SEPT. 5, 8 P.M. ET, ESPN, ORLANDO

COLLEGE 
FOOTBALL
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RB Dalvin Cook, FSU



crowd lining up for lunch, playfully waves 

him off. 

“Oh, just a real live person with all bad 

habits,” he jokes.

Ford comes to Dyar’s nearly every day, usu-

ally around noon. It’s about a five-minute 

drive from his farm, the land he secured as 

part of his second coaching contract in the 

early 1980s. He calls the waitresses honey, 

they call him Danny, and his regular table is 

located just beneath a 36-by-20 photograph 

of his younger self crouched on the Clemson 

sideline more than 30 years ago. 

That enduring adoration is why Perry 

Tuttle loves Clemson too, calls it the best 

thing ever to happen to him, other than his 

wife, his children and his faith. But it’s com-

plicated when you’re still seen as the 22-year-

old in a tear-away jersey catching touchdown 

passes. It’s why he stopped wearing orange 

on his return trips to Pickens County. It’s why 

he signs every Jan. 11, 1982, issue of Sports 

Illustrated handed to him but won’t display 

one in his own home. Tuttle is writing a book 

he’s calling My Next Season, a self-help man-

ifesto on how to get “unstuck,” he says. 

“My lead title is Perry the Catch, or Perry 

Sports Illustrated … and I’m OK with that,” he 

says. “It just takes people a while to really hear 

you when you have something else to say.”

And that’s the real catch: There is no out-

running history for Tuttle, or for Ford, or for 

their team, until a new generation shows 

them the door.

HOLDING COURT IN the space between 1981 

and now is Dabo Swinney.

“We need to enjoy this moment,” he says 

before the start of his annual media golf out-

ing in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Moun-

tains. The heat index is creeping toward 

triple digits, and he’s still a long-running 

pregame speech come to life. “This journey, 

this practice, this game, this bus ride, this 

meal … This is the best of times.” 

The best of times at Clemson has always 

meant one coach and one team and one era. 

But he has a point. In 2015, Clemson claimed 

a No. 1 ranking for the first time since finish-

ing there in 1981.

“There’s always been this longing for the 

’80s, you know? Everything was, ‘Well, we 

haven’t done this since the ’80s. We haven’t 

done this since 1991. We haven’t done 

this …’” Swinney’s arms flail a little, punctu-

ating each objection. “[But] when it gets to 

2020, we’re gonna look back and we’re gon-

na see this was the best decade in Clemson 

football history.”

For now, the two eras circle each other 

but tread lightly around each other. Ford 

attends nearly every home game but keeps 

his distance from the football offices. He 

doesn’t want to get in the way. Watson ad-

mits he would “get a 50” if pop-quizzed on 

the 1981 team. Jeff Davis needles Watson 

that “Homer Jordan won his” and lets loose 

a belly laugh. But in Davis’ day-to-day work 

with Watson, and with the team, he’s here, 

in 2016, and expects them to be too. “I 

don’t want that when they see me coming, 

they see ’81.” 

Swinney nods to the past with abandon 

but repeats his mantra that these are the 

good old days. He doesn’t want to recapture 

1981; he wants to reimagine it. For all its nos-

talgic glow, that era reached the mountain-

top, then dived headfirst off the other side. 

Swinney is after “uncommon consistency,” 

what he says distinguishes the Alabamas and 

Ohio States, so that when a down year inevi-

tably comes, the question is not if Clemson 

will regain its footing but when.

Five straight seasons with 10-plus wins, 

two ACC titles and a national championship 

appearance make Swinney a believer that 

the Tigers have reached that point. There 

are signs he’s not alone. 

“I don’t get nearly as many calls wanting 

to know why I don’t coach no more as I used 

to,” Ford says with a laugh, then winks. “They 

have semi-dribbled down to nothing.”

Ford will be back in Death Valley this sea-

son to watch the Tigers attempt another run 

at a title. Perry Tuttle will too.  Maybe he’ll 

raise his arms in celebration for Kanyon and 

his teammates. Clemson honored the 1981 

team’s 10th anniversary, its 20th, 25th and 

30th, but there are no formal plans this sea-

son to commemorate the 35th. 

The 2016 Tigers are focused on a celebra-

tion all their own. 

MATTHEW EMMONS/USA TODAY SPORTS70  ESPN 08.22.2016
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RECORD  

AS A STARTER  
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YARDS FOR 

FOURNETTE WITH QB 

UNDER CENTER:

1,384

YPC    6.8

… WITH QB  

IN SHOTGUN:

540

YPC    6.1

72  ESPN 08.22.2016

HE’S THE OFFENSE 
Only one Power 5 team relied more heavily on a running 

back last season than LSU did on Fournette. That team 

was Stanford. The back: Christian McCaffrey.

UNDER THE GUN OR 
UNDER CENTER? 
LSU’s dilemma? QB

Brandon Harris works 

best out of the shotgun, 

while Fournette shines 

in the I formation.

One for All, 
All Fournette

Just how good is Leonard 

Fournette? Last year the LSU 

running back led the nation 

with 162.8 rushing yards per 

game and totaled 1,953— 

second most in a single  

season in SEC history. But his 

Heisman chances, and the 

Tigers’ season, unraveled in a 

November swoon that included 

a 31-yard performance in a 

loss to Alabama. Regardless, 

the key for LSU to get back on 

track is to give Fournette the 

ball. Here are the numbers 

behind his run for this season’s 

bronzed, stiff-armed man. 

—DAVID CHING

Leonard Fournette LSU 38.6%  

Christian McCaffrey STAN       35.3%

Derrick Henry              ALA          34.3%

Ezekiel Elliott             OSU  33.2%

Dalvin Cook                 FSU         30.6%

Christian McCaffrey STAN 43.7%

Leonard Fournette LSU         42.0%

Justin Jackson NW     37.2%

Derrick Henry ALA         36.1%

Ezekiel Elliott OSU       35.9%

PCT OF TEAM’S 

RUSHING AND 

RECEIVING YDS

42.0

PCT OF TEAM’S 

FIRST DOWNS

38.6

EXPLOSIVE PLAYS
RUSHES OF 

10-PLUS YDS

RUSH/REC OF 

40-PLUS YDS

LONGEST 

RUN

T-1st59

1st*9

6th*87

“It’s all about 
team. The 
Heisman’s 
not working 
with me each 
and every 
day. They are. 
So it’s about 
them.” 
LEONARD FOURNETTE

PHOTOGRAPH BY DAYMON GARDNER

HEISMAN 

ODDS

5-1

2015 HEISMAN

POINTS

110 
(6TH PLACE)

*Among running backs
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MINUS YARDS

12.5% 20.2%

3RD-DOWN CONVERSIONS

53.8% 41.7%

THIRD AND COMING UP SHORT

STACKED AND PACKED 
Opposing teams knew what to expect from LSU’s 

one-dimensional offense. Fournette frequently 

faced more than eight men lined up to stop him. 

SWALLOWED BY THE TIDE 
Fournette was cruising toward a 

Heisman last season. Things went 

off course starting with Alabama.

TWO-HEADED MONSTER
Fullback J.D. Moore was injured for 

LSU’s final seven games. If healthy, 

he opens lanes for Fournette.

LAST 5FIRST 7 GAMES

TOP POWER 5 RUNNERS IN 

YPG AGAINST 7 TO 11 

DEFENDERS IN THE BOX

0

10

PER CARRY

AFTER CONTACT

BEFORE CONTACT

LEONARD 

FOURNETTE

127.8

CHRISTIAN 

McCAFFREY

110.6

DALVIN 

COOK

97.3

DERRICK 

HENRY

92.7

ALEX 

COLLINS

90.4

2-BACK 

SET

1-BACK 

SET

YPC FIRST   

5 GAMES

FINAL 7 

GAMES

8.7

5.1 5.1

5.4

THE WEEK OF THE CENTURY

LSU VS.  
WISCONSIN
SEPT. 3, 3:30 P.M. ET, ABC,  
GREEN BAY

Brian Griese: When you play Leonard 

Fournette, it’s not just about the front 

seven, it’s how the safeties support, and 

Wisconsin lost both of theirs. I think the 

cat-and-mouse game will really be with 

Justin Wilcox, who’s the new defensive 

coordinator at Wisconsin. 

Todd McShay: Obviously, schematically, 

you expect Wisconsin to load up and  

do everything they can to get as many 

guys in the box as they can and  

challenge LSU to throw the football.  

Will that be enough? 

BG: It’s time for LSU. We’ve been having 

these kinds of conversations: There’s  

no question that they have the talent,  

but do they have that killer mentality?  

Do they have the mental focus to take it  

week by week? 

TM: For me, just from a pro talent 

perspective, they’re right there with 

Alabama as one of the two most 

talented teams in the entire country.

Percent of carries on which 

Fournette was stopped for no gain 

or a loss, fourth highest among 

Power 5 runners with 1,300 yards.

Percent of third-down runs he 

converted into first downs, 

second lowest among Power 5 

runners with 1,300 yards.

When LSU needed 1 to 3 yards, 

Fournette converted well 

below the Power 5 average of 

67.3 percent.

Fournette’s yards when running 

left, Wisconsin’s weak side last 

year. If he goes left, he might find 

Vince Biegel (30½ TFLs since ’14).

Research by Jim Keller
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The Lightness o

All-purpose  

yards for  

McCaffrey in  

2015, an  

FBS record



f Being Christian McCaffrey

T H E  S TA N F O R D 
S TA R  H A S  A LWAY S 

K N O W N  W H O  
H E  I S .  I T ’ S  T I M E 

T H E  R E S T  O F  T H E 
W O R L D  F I N D S  O U T.

BY  A N D R E W  C O R S E L L O

08.22.2016 ESPN  75
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Don’t think. Just answer. Say it out loud—

commit to it.  

OK, next question: How confident are 

you in your answer—that what you say you 

see, and what you see, are one and the same?

One hundred percent, no doubt. Because 

the answer is as straightforward as the ques-

tion is stupid, right? He’s an athlete, after 

all, a visually explicit human being. Call up 

a YouTube highlight. The who and the what 

become obvious in five seconds.

At this particular moment, I happen to be 

watching a Christian McCaffrey high school 

highlight on YouTube … while in the pres-

ence of the living, breathing, real-time 

Christian McCaffrey. I’m doing this for two 

reasons. The first is that wherever you are 

and whomever you’re with, it’s always time 

for a McCaffrey video on YouTube. Known 

fact: McCaffrey highlights, without excep-

tion, are absolutely bananas. What’s more: 

They serve—again, without exception—to 

cheer you up and renew your capacity for 

surprise and make you a better person.

The other reason is, well … bear with me 

a moment. So McCaffrey the Actual is seat-

ed next to me on an hourlong flight from 

San Jose to Los Angeles. It’s a Wednesday, 

the 13th of July, and the running back and 

three of his Stanford teammates are attend-

ing tonight’s ESPYS. (McCaffrey, up for best 

record-breaking performance, will lose to 

Stephen Curry.) This flight is a chance for 

“some good one-on-one time,” as the team’s 

PR man has put it. Yet now that I’m here, I 

find there’s something about this moment 

I’m hesitant to disturb.

It began with the flight attendant’s safety 

announcement. Or, rather, the full attention 

McCaffrey gave to the man who was making 

it—a courtesy there, an acknowledgment, 

small but unmistakable. Then the an-

nouncement ended and the charts came out. 

Laminated sheets, dozens of them, each a 

diagram of a play that Stanford coach David 

Shaw has devised. Each laminate was ac-

companied by a separate piece of paper list-

ing a dozen or so words—mnemonics  

McCaffrey designed to embed the play and 

its call words in his memory. Shaw con-

structs complex, pro-style, run-first offenses, 

and this, apparently, is what is demanded of 

the keystone player. 

The intensity of this kid! There’s an im-

mersion and stillness and deep rhythmic 

groove he achieves as he traces with his right 

index finger the motions plotted out for him 

and his teammates while also quietly in-

canting their mnemonic tethers. White. 

Sixty. Ox. Robin. One row over, one of Mc-

Caffrey’s teammates, smirking, unburdens 

himself. It’s silent but deadly—a weapon-

ized, wet-velvet, all-but-visible wave of 

flatulence that warps the air of the cabin. I 

exclaim Save us from Satan while pulling 

my shirt collar over my nose and mouth. 

Others around me do the same (more or 

less). But not McCaffrey. No, McCaffrey is 

in his bubble, impervious, tracing, incant-

ing, learning, maintaining his rhythm: After 

“finishing” a given play, he moves on, then 

returns exactly five minutes later to test his 

retention.

It’s not the intensity that I’m loath to dis-

turb but the earnestness. It somehow seems 

of a piece with his regard for the flight at-

tendant making the safety announcement, 

Quick:  
What do  
you see 
when you 
look at 
Christian 
McCaffrey? 
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quietly touching in the same way. I table my 

voice recorder for the moment and open a 

notebook. Perhaps because McCaffrey hap-

pens to be a pretty good self-taught pop-

song pianist (again, see YouTube), I scribble 

this mincing fancy: Like a conservatory 

piano student working his way through a 

Chopin étude. The instant I do, though, an-

other, even less appetizing, phrase bubbles 

up to consciousness. That phrase.

He’s a student of the game.

You know it well. We all do, and what it’s 

code for: He’s white. Just as we know that 

he’s a great natural talent or he’s an instinc-

tive athlete means he’s black. In the past 

couple of decades, these codes—that linger 

and gnaw, undead, at the notion of sport as 

pure and blind to color—have been applied 

almost exclusively to quarterbacks and the 

false either/or proposition of old-school 

pocket passer vs. the newfangled read-op-

tion player. But now McCaffrey, as great a 

natural talent and instinctive athlete as 

you’ll ever see, a generational star, perhaps 

the best since Reggie Bush, has come along.

What he does on the field—breaking 

Barry Sanders’ collegiate single-season all-

purpose yardage record as a 19-year-old 

sophomore—defies the eye. It might seem 

presumptuous, an obnoxious projection, to 

say that the simple act of looking at McCaf-

frey, uplifting as it is, isn’t always as simple 

as it seems, that it’s in fact loaded, because 

of the way people, with varying degrees of 

self-awareness, mentally caption the sight 

of him with the words, “And he’s white!”

Indeed, it would be presumptuous and 

obnoxious if it weren’t for the fact that be-

fore he became a proven commodity, many 

people—football people, recruiters, ex-

perts—looked at McCaffrey and saw him 

wrong, got him wrong. Saw him as a poten-

tially useful general “athlete” who might be 

purposed in some specific situations. Even 

Shaw, who envisioned and recruited McCaf-

frey as a carry-the-team running back with 

world-class vision, power, quickness and 

breakaway speed, didn’t initially apprehend 

the scope of McCaffrey’s talent.

“Christian came to our spring camp be-

fore he came in as a freshman,” Shaw recalls. 

“I thought I knew this kid. I had it in my 

mind that, ‘This kid is different, this kid is 

special.’ But after four runs in camp, I 

thought, ‘Oh my god, I haven’t seen that on 

this field since Glyn Milburn. Or maybe 

even Darrin Nelson.’ Do you understand? 

This was freaky stuff, scary stuff, OK?”

This is the second reason I’ve paired the 

superhuman highlight-reel Christian Mc-

Caffrey in front of me with the real-time 

studious Christian McCaffrey next to me. A 

thought experiment to help ascertain what 

it means—with an awful racial static alive 

in the national air—to think, and commit to 

paper, and possibly even publish, the facts 

that Christian McCaffrey is “a student of the 

game,” a “great” and “instinctive natural tal-

ent.” (“And he’s white!”)

All that said, it boggles the mind that any-

one tasked with recruiting could ever view 

the highlights I’m now watching and not 

exclaim, Unto us the next Marcus Allen is 

given. Mon dieu! And yet it happened.

The signature moment occurs three min-

utes in. A ridiculous end-zone-to-end-zone 

touchdown run. McCaffrey waits, waits, 

Shaw (above) saw in 

McCaffrey a runner 

who could carry the 

entire program.

COLLEGE 
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explosion that is Christian McCaffrey.

Later, I describe this moment to Shaw. 

On the one hand, there’s the student of the 

game ensconced in his carrel. On the other, 

the natural talent going nova over entire 

defenses. Which one explains Christian Mc-

Caffrey? Which one is the there there? 

“The answer to your question,” he says, “is 

yes.” 

“I HONESTLY BELIEVE I’ve never looked at 

anyone’s skin color and judged them that 

way, or even thought of them that way, like, 

waits for the hole, shimmies once, twice, 

then breaks into open space. The announc-

er’s alarmed voice glissandos up a whole 

octave in the time he observes that, “He’s 

pickin’ up speed …” The screaming begins 

then. A girl in the stands. An unjaded teenage 

love scream shot through with incomprehen-

sion and surrender, the kind that greeted the 

Beatles when they first deplaned at JFK—a 

scream whose time, you’d have assumed, had 

passed. All in all, it seems like both a per-

fectly understandable reaction and the best 

description I’ve encountered of the human 

‘You’re white’ or ‘You’re black’ or ‘You’re 

brown.’ Ever,” McCaffrey says the day after 

the ESPYS. 

“I know that everybody thinks that about 

themselves. Or most people do, until you 

get old enough to learn that race affects your 

perceptions of people in all sorts of ways 

that you’re not always aware of. We all see 

color. We do. And anyone who says he 

doesn’t see color is confused or isn’t telling 

the truth. Except … and I know how this 

sounds, but I can’t remember any point in 

my life where I saw other people and 

thought of their color.”

Not only didn’t judge it, but didn’t even 

think of it, or consider it?

“Yes … Maybe at some level, even at an 

early age, without ever being aware of it, I 

was reacting to something. To people judg-

ing me based on how I looked instead of 

what I could do.”

In other words, a kind of pre-emptive 

psychic projection of the Golden Rule onto 

the world and everyone in it: I don’t want 

people judging me by my skin, so I’m not 

going to judge anyone else that way. I’m not 

even going to look at the color of their skin.

“I don’t like to focus on this,” McCaffrey 

adds. “The only reason that all that stuff 

even came up is because someone asked me 

a question on it, asked me if there was a mis-

conception that white athletes can’t do what 

other athletes can do. I was cued to say 

something about it.”

In May, McCaffrey pointed out to Sports 

Illustrated the tendency of sports journal-

ists to call white skill-position players like 

him “tough,” as opposed to “explosive” and 

“athletic.” People, he said, “underestimate 

me.” The genie was out. The internet ex-

ploded. McCaffrey says the discussion was 

“rescued” by Stephen A. Smith.

“He’s right,” Smith shrugged on the air. 

“He’s a white guy not receiving [respect] 

because of the color of his skin and the posi-

tion that he plays.”

“It was a relief,” McCaffrey says. “I 

couldn’t have said it better.”

It’d be easy to chalk up the way others mis-

read or downgrade McCaffrey generally to 

“haters” or “trolls.” But he thinks it’s simpler: 

HEISMAN ODDS

5-1
2015 HEISMAN 

POINTS

1,539  
(2ND PLACE)

McCaffrey’s 
simple  
view of  
why people  
misread  
him and his 
abilities:  

“A lack of 
imagi nation.”
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“More like a lack of imagination.” Shaw puts 

it in a neuroscientific context, citing virtual 

reality headsets he uses to train quarter-

backs, which are designed to accelerate 

players’ journeys to the proverbial 10,000 

hours required for mastery.

“The technology teaches us that whatever 

your eyes serve up, your brain takes for real,” 

says Shaw, in LA, a couple of days after I fly 

down with McCaffrey. “And if all you’ve ever 

seen, if all you have as precedent, is guys 

who look a certain way being the only ones 

who can play a certain way, you may liter-

ally not be able to see it when the guy who 

breaks the mold comes along.”

An excellent case in point is a quote that 

appeared last November in the New York 

Post: “[McCaffrey] is one of the few players 

that I’ve been around that you can really say, 

‘Man, he can do everything well.’ I could see 

the Patriots taking him and making him the 

next Wes Welker or Julian Edelman. He can 

run a million option routes.” Welker, Edel-

man—natch. Thing is, the quote came from 

Lance Taylor, the Cardinal’s own—McCaf-

frey’s own—running backs coach.

David Shaw is also exceptional: He is the 

Pac-12’s only black coach, and if the Cardi-

nal were to take it all the way, he would be 

the first black coach to win a Division I foot-

ball national title. Yet when I ask if it was his 

race or background that let him see in Mc-

Caffrey what so many others didn’t—that is, 

to see past color, or to not see it at all—he 

bristles. Kind of. And he uses the royal “we” 

to discuss a subject he seems to consider, if 

not trivial, then perhaps manufactured.

“We never considered or addressed it,” he 

says. “Football coaches, I’m not saying we’re 

better than anybody, but we have to be pure. 

We have to be able to see ability. And this 

kid, as quick as he is, as athletic as he is, and 

just as tough as he is and physical as he is, it 

was obvious.”

Shaw, his eyes fixed on mine, lets an em-

phatic silence form: Got it? “It” being: Shaw 

can correctly read and recruit guys like Mc-

Caffrey not because he’s a black coach but a 

good one—and to suggest otherwise is to 

make the same mistake with him that others 

have made with McCaffrey.    

“He walks the talk about developing men 

as well as football players,” says Cardinal 

defensive lineman Solomon Thomas. “He 

doesn’t do ‘coachspeak.’ He pays attention.”

The same individualized, moment-by-

moment attention I saw on that airplane as 

McCaffrey tuned in to the attendant’s in-

structions on seat belt mechanics.

AMONG THE MANY crazy things about McCaf-

frey is the rare position he has been in all his 

life to watch world-class athletes up close, 

to observe the ways other people perceive 

those athletes and to note what those people 

do and don’t get right. 

Which inevitably brings us to the other 

subject McCaffrey is loath to discuss but 

knows he must: his family. The subject has 

been beaten to death, and McCaffrey bris-

tles at the way any emphasis on his athletic 

lineage is an implicit de-emphasis on his 

unwavering work ethic, the degree to which 

he has created who and what he is. What’s 

more, he looks like no one else in his family. 

Christian is a fireplug, with a low center of 

gravity, built for high rpm and rasslin’; his 

brothers, like their dad, are lean, long-

legged gazelles. 

So let’s dispense with the aunts and un-

cles for now and make note, first, of the ma-

ternal grandfather, David Sime, who was at 

one point the world’s fastest man, who won 

silver in the 100 meters at the 1960 Olym-

pics. Then the mother, Lisa, a soccer star at 

Stanford. Then the three brothers, one 

older (Max, an undrafted rookie receiver 

with the Raiders), two younger (Dylan, a 

quarterback committed to Michigan, and 

Luke, a sophomore quarterback, both at 

Valor Christian in Highlands Ranch, Colo-

rado). And then, of course, the father, Ed, 

the All-Pro receiver who played at Stanford 

before winning three Super Bowl rings.

The family: freaky stuff, scary stuff, OK?

Those family connections lead to a seem-

ingly innocuous remembrance by McCaf-

frey: “Some of my best childhood memories 

are of watching Terrell Davis with my dad. 

I used to hang out when I was, like, 4 and 5 

years old and play Power Rangers in the 

locker room with him and Shannon Sharpe 

Consecutive 100-yard games 

against Pac-12 opponents

All-purpose yards per game, 

tops in the FBS

All-purpose 

yards vs. Iowa,  

a Rose Bowl 

record and fourth 

most in  

bowl history
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and Rod Smith.” 

As one does. 

“And I loved Terrell. He was awesome. I 

can still say he’s the best running back I’ve 

seen live in person, and the best player live 

I’ve ever seen anywhere, period.”

A beat.

“You do know,” McCaffrey adds, “that 

Terrell Davis was a sixth-round pick, right?”

In other words, a stud of historic propor-

tions whom others, with expert eyes, exam-

ined as closely as they could and somehow 

failed to see.  

“There are a lot of 4.3s flipping burgers,” 

McCaffrey says. “Even as a kid, I kind of 

understood that it takes so much more than 

being athletic. You need a time and a place 

and the right eyes on you. You have to figure 

out how to stand out in a positive way.”

THAT LAST BIT, that bromide about standing 

out in a “positive way”—does it register as a 

little bit sweet, or even pat?

If so, fair enough. But here’s the thing: 

McCaffrey isn’t just a student of the game. 

He’s a smart guy, straight up. An Academic 

All-American, in fact. He does think about 

how language affects perception, and vice 

versa, and of the many different things 

“Christian McCaffrey” symbolizes and sig-

nals to many different people. He would 

probably do this if he weren’t Christian 

McCaffrey, because he’s a thoughtful guy. 

But as Christian McCaffrey, he’s obligated 

to ponder his own semiotics, because going 

up that he’s striving to be this way. And there 

you have it: There’s no subtext with this guy. 

He’s plain, in the Amish sense of the word, 

which is to say frank, never clever or cute, in 

the way he presents to the world. 

Part of Pac-12 media days takes place in 

the courtyard of a teeming mall. A woman 

about to interview McCaffrey on camera 

spots three teenage girls strutting by and gets 

an idea. With one hand, she beckons them 

over, with the other she passes the mic to Mc-

Caffrey. The girls respond to the attention 

with a marvelous narcoleptic insouciance. A 

funny thing about Christian McCaffrey: He 

imparts a far more detailed and lasting vi-

sual impression when he is in motion (even 

if he’s just walking) than he does when he is 

still. This is true of most people, more so of 

athletes. But the degree to which this is so 

with McCaffrey is truly striking. Even his 

face seems more faceted and lapidary—and 

arrestingly handsome—when he’s in mo-

tion. It’s almost as if some small but vital 

part of his existence becomes negligible 

when he’s at rest. These teens barely even 

look at him.

“How do you think Stanford football is go-

ing to do this year?”

“Fine,” says the tallest of the three. Her 

friends agree: “Of course, very fine.”

“And how good do you think Christian 

McCaffrey could be this year?”

“Oh,” says the tall one with a flick of the 

hand, indicating she’s considered the ques-

tion. “Very, very good, I think.”

It’s difficult to convey the delight McCaf-

frey gets from this moment, chatting with 

these girls who have never heard of Chris-

tian McCaffrey and are entirely unaware 

that they’re in the presence of a person who 

is about a lot of things to a lot of people, in-

creasingly so every day. 

And it’s delightful to witness McCaffrey 

freed, if just for a moment, from carrying 

himself, from the burden of his own sym-

bolic weight. The smile on his face has a  

caption, something McCaffrey said to me 

several hours before: “There are certain 

things that people love to do, and they can’t 

really explain it. That’s me and football. The 

game gives me hope. It lets me be myself.” 

into fall 2016 he unquestionably is one of 

America’s greatest college football stars.

It transcends football, the McCaffrey fris-

son. Just two nights before at the ESPYS, 

Julius Erving, Dr. Julius Erving, spotted 

McCaffrey across the room and chirped 

“Hey!” He walked up, shook the young 

man’s hand, introduced himself and said, 

“I was just talking about you yesterday to a 

friend of mine!”

It’s inescapable, this aura. Going into his 

senior year at Valor Christian, McCaffrey’s 

teammates overwhelmingly voted him team 

captain. McCaffrey just said no; football, he 

explained, was a team sport. A rotation of 

seniors subsequently served as captains.

Like his athleticism, this way of being 

comes naturally to him, but he also works at 

it. He believes athletes can and should be 

role models and carry themselves accord-

ingly, and he is perfectly happy to say so. 

Though he doesn’t use the term, McCaffrey 

adheres to the old-school ideal of the stu-

dent-athlete as someone who should, as he 

says, “put light out into the world.” (To this 

end, he repeatedly, un-self-consciously, un-

fortunately quotes a John Mayer lyric about 

how “the heart of life is good.”) 

Coming from McCaffrey, these senti-

ments register as lofty and wholesome. And, 

inevitably, a bit quaint—again, because they 

come from McCaffrey, who hails from a very 

well-off family and attends one of the na-

tion’s most academically elite institutions. 

(And don’t forget: He’s white!) Stanford may 

well be the only school in the top 20 where 

it is possible to see past the fact that college 

football is a billion-dollar enterprise that’s 

turned the aspirational “student-athlete” 

into an ugly joke.

You converse with Christian McCaffrey, 

watch him interact with others over the 

course of an hour, a day, several days, waiting 

for the false note, for that moment when you 

glimpse the seams in the CGI. You try to see 

through to the calculation and manufacture 

taking place beneath the magic. And yet it 

never comes. 

There are two simple reasons for this. The 

first is that McCaffrey really is this way. The 

second is that McCaffrey will tell you straight 

“Do you 
understand? 
This was  
freaky stuff, 
scary stuff, OK?”
DAVID SHAW, ON WATCHING MCCAFFREY RUN FOR THE 
FIRST TIME BEFORE HIS FRESHMAN YEAR AT STANFORD
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MB: I don’t think there’s really a 

chance USC wins this game. They’re 

going to be really good in the Pac-12, 

but using the first game to set the 

table for their season is a commitment 

to bad expectations. You don’t want to 

judge yourself on Week 1, not against 

Alabama. We don’t see dynasties  

in college football—that they’ve won 

four out of the last seven national 

championships is absurd.

SW: I don’t think Alabama coach 

Nick Saban ever takes a step back 

and goes, “Oh! Look at all we’ve 

accomplished.” He doesn’t look at 

anything except what’s directly in 

front of him. If he doesn’t win a 

national championship, it’s a failed 

season. He has tried to say something 

to the effect of, “Well, everyone  

has expectations.” But the reality is, 

nobody has those expectations.

MB: Theoretically, they could get  

away with not winning a thing the 

next three years.

SW: You say that, but you don’t live in 

Tuscaloosa.

—INTERVIEW BY ANTHONY OLIVIERI

PRESENTS

How  
to Stop  
the Tide

THE WEEK OF THE CENTURY

USC VS.  
ALABAMA
SEPT. 3, 8 P.M. ET, ARLINGTON, TEXAS

SPORTSCENTER ’S MATT BARRIE 
AND SARA WALSH HAVE AN IDEA.

JUJU SMITH-SCHUSTER knows how 

to get open: Of his 1,454 receiving 

yards for USC last season, 91.1 per-

cent came before first contact.

MATT BARRIE: Just chuck it.

SARA WALSH: Chuck it and hope 

somebody in a USC uniform  

comes down with it. 

MB: This isn’t a methodical game plan 

type of game. There won’t be 10-,  

12-, 15-play drives. Bama just doesn’t  

allow that. The only way USC has  

a chance is to try to get them deep. 

Alabama’s secondary was susceptible 

last year. [Bama allowed opposing QBs 

to complete 42.5 percent of passes  

15 yards or longer, last in the SEC.] 

And USC has Adoree’ Jackson. He can 

create matchup problems against 

anybody on Alabama. You’re not going 

to “out-Alabama” Alabama. Michigan 

State tried that—pound it, pound  

it, pound it. It’s not going to work.

SW: Any time you play Alabama, 

they’re your measuring stick. You’ll 

find out where you’re at real quick. 

But it’s a huge challenge to get that 

measuring stick right out of the gate.
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On a late-June morning, Oregon Ducks junior wide receiver 

Devon Allen practices his starts in the 110-meter hurdles  

at Hayward Field. In two weeks, on July 9, he will take his 

mark on the same starting line when Oregon hosts the  

U.S. Olympic track and field trials. On that day, to become 

one of the few active college football players ever to make 

an Olympic team, he’ll have to beat some serious competi-

tion in Aries Merritt and Jason Richardson, the 2012 gold 

and silver medalists. “You can’t be starstruck when you run 

against them,” Allen says. “Hopefully they’re worried about 

me too.” If he makes the team, Allen will face a tough 

decision: Play with the Ducks or go pro in track post-Rio. But 

Allen isn’t one to get ahead of himself, and The Mag is there 

as he approaches his first hurdle : earning a ticket to Brazil.

If It 
Runs 
Like a
Duck
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At a football workout two 

weeks before the trials, 

Allen takes part in drills but 

skips seven-on-sevens.

DOUBLE TEAM

His football teammates  

say he’s a track star who 

plays football, but Allen 

insists he’s a two-sport 

athlete who isn’t ready to 

sacrifice one for the other. 

After winning his first  

U.S. outdoor title in the 

110-meter hurdles in 2014, 

Allen led Ducks receivers 

with seven TD catches as a 

redshirt freshman before 

tearing his ACL at the 2015 

Rose Bowl. “It took me 12 

months to feel 100 percent 

and confident again,” Allen 

says, crediting his football 

training with helping his 

track. “We train for 

explosiveness and strength, 

and that plays into 

hurdling.” With the trials 

only two weeks away, Allen 

refuses to allow fear of 

injury to keep him off the 

gridiron. “You can get hurt 

doing anything. These  

guys come to my track 

meets, and I like to be 

around the team.” Besides, 

he adds, “after the injury,  

I got faster.”

PHOTOGRAPHS BY BRUCE ELY
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Allen high-steps at track 

practice before a private 

power yoga session.

During a break, Allen and 

decathlete Mitch Modin 

play “finger swords.”

Louis Allen cheers  

as his son crosses the 

finish line.

CLOCKWISE FROM BOTTOM LEFT:  ROB BOOTH;  BRUCE ELY (2);  BILL FRAKES
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RUNNING HOME 

Over the past two weeks, 

Hayward’s green-and-yellow 

decor has given way to red, 

white and blue. “I practice 

here every day,” Allen says. 

“It’s a definite advantage.” 

At the July 9 final, the crowd 

offers Allen deafening 

support during his strong 

start; with three hurdles to 

go, he is even with the other 

leaders. “That’s when I 

knew,” he says. “My last 

hurdles are really strong.” 

As he crosses the line in a 

personal-best 13.03, Allen 

realizes he has booked his 

trip to Rio de Janeiro, where 

he will be favored to medal 

on Aug. 15. He bolts toward 

the crowd and leaps into the 

stands, where Ducks right 

guard Cameron Hunt hugs 

him and points him toward 

his family, uniformed in 

“Team Allen” T-shirts. 

Afterward, Allen says it all 

feels surreal. “I knew I could 

run that time. I knew it was 

in there. [But] it still hasn’t 

set in.”

Additional reporting by 

Chantel Jennings
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DRAWING UP A GAME PLAN FOR SOLITUDE IS  
A BIG-TIME CHALLENGE FOR BIG-TIME COACHES.

 “Out there … ” 
snip “ … Jim is a really big deal … ” snip snip “In here, in this chair, he’s still a big deal … ” 

snip snip snip “ … we just don’t treat him like one … we treat him like Jim.” Snip.

Bill Stolberg is talking, snipping, smiling, just as he has for the past four decades, 

holding court in the flatiron-shaped building at the crossroads of the University of 

Michigan campus. He’s talking about Wolverines coach Jim Harbaugh, whose haircut 

is crafted within this very Barbicide-anointed shrine, the State Street Barber Shop.

“He just comes in and sits right there,” says Stolberg, pointing to the window seat. 

“I don’t know when he’s coming. I don’t make a big deal out of it when he does. He 

BY  RYA N  M C G E E  • I L L U S T R AT I O N S  BY  T I M B A  S M I T S

and   

Turkey 
Shoots

Pontoon 
Boats

Haircuts



Two  irresistible  flavors

I can’t believe they’re making
a megastar like me do this.

Hey, I know those guys.

Winner Chocolate Category.

Survey of 40,000 people by TNS

reads the newspaper, and we talk about any-

thing but football … unless, of course, he 

wants to talk football. But I don’t think 

that’s why he comes here. He comes here to 

just feel like a regular guy for a few minutes. 

There aren’t many places in this town where 

he can do that.”

There aren’t many places in any college 

town where a headliner football coach can do 

that. Players come and go. The coach is the 

biggest star—and everywhere he goes, he’s 

on the job. Every grocery run includes free 

recruiting tips from dads picking up milk. 

The oil-change tech has suggestions on how 

to defend the spread. Every sandwich comes 

with a side of “Coach, can we take a selfie?”

And so it is that big-time coaches face the 

eternal search for an oasis, be it on a lake, in 

a corner booth, under a car, anyplace they’ll 

be mostly left alone—even if said refuge is 

covered in hair clippings. Here’s your exclu-

sive tour of the nation’s coaching hideouts.

CAN YOU HEAR HIM NOW? NO? GOOD.

North Carolina coach Larry Fedora finds a 

Purifying 
themselves in 
the waters of 
Lake Burton

Alabama’s Nick Saban hides at 

Lake Burton, in the northeast 

corner of Georgia, tooling around 

on his pontoon boat with wife 

Terry. Hugh Freeze of Ole Miss, 

who also has a place there,  

says Saban “just shows up at  

my place on his Jet Ski.” The 

five-time national champion 

explains: “I have two normals.  

I have football normal, and  

I have lake normal.” 



under  200  calories.

I don’t like the way people are looking at us.

I better be getting paid overtime for this.
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cloak of invisibility beneath his beloved ’64 

Corvette. “It’s a funny thing,” he says. “When 

I’m working on my Vette, my cellphone 

doesn’t seem to work all that great.” 

WALKING IN A BRIAR PATCH

When he arrived at Washington State in 

2011, Mike Leach took up walking to and 

from the office, usually even in winter. The 

solitary trek takes him 40 to 55 minutes, 

including a 10-to-15-minute hike through a 

field of garbanzo beans that leaves his socks 

covered in burrs. It’s also good exercise, 

Leach once noted: “Two birds, one stone.”

A 3-IRON AND A BUCKET OF BALLS

For Bob Stoops, entering his 18th season at 

Oklahoma, sanctuary is the far end of the 

university golf course driving range. In the 

offseason, he might sneak in nine holes be-

fore anyone notices that the most famous 

Sooner is going for the green in two. “You 

have to go somewhere other than the film 

room, and you have to go somewhere where 

there basically isn’t a football to be found.”

No one got between the  
Bear and his ham steak 

At the Waysider in Tuscaloosa, Alabama’s Paul “Bear” Bryant ate 

the same breakfast—ham steak and eggs—at the same table 

nearly every weekday morning. Back then, people wouldn’t bother 

him. Today, 33 years after his death, people still sit in that two-

seat corner table, now topped by the coach’s bust.



TAKE A SEAT AT THE TABLE OF TRUTH

Another OU legend, Barry Switzer, found 

peace at the “Table of Truth” at Othello’s 

Italian restaurant in Norman. The eatery’s 

owner is said to have established the table 

that, legend has it, will shake if you tell a lie 

while sitting there.

“OVERTIME ON RELAXING”

Frank Beamer, just retired from Virginia 

Tech, says he could never relax when he was 

coaching, so he’s working “overtime on re-

laxing now.” He was reacting to a recently 

tweeted photo of himself, from a parody 

account, being pampered in a salon with the 

caption: “[That feeling when] you give the 

exact same press conference for 28 years 

and then go get a pedicure and milkshake.”

LOSING HIMSELF IN BOOKS

Now-retired legend Steve Spurrier, widely 

known as the most competitive coach-

golfer, is also a ravenous reader who kept a 

huge library at home and in his coaching 

office, half football, half non-football.

MACK BROWN: THE JASON BOURNE OF DINING

ESPN analyst Mack Brown found himself 

under constant attention during his 16 

years at Texas. Eating out? Impossible. 

“There were places in Austin that would 

take care of us and get us a back room, but 

by halfway through the meal, word was out 

and people were lining up to ask for photos 

once we were done.” Even when dinners 

became largely take-home, arriving at 

home usually meant a fan or two waiting 

in the driveway.

HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT

Seattle Seahawks coach Pete Carroll said he 

had no such problems while leading USC 

from 2001 to ’09. “I have no idea how those 

guys in the South do it,” Carroll says. “When 

I was in LA, we could lose a game and I 

could go to dinner that night and no one 

would say a word. They were looking for 

George Clooney or someone from Friends. 

In Tuscaloosa or Austin, you’re George 

Clooney or the guy from Friends.”

A-OK WITH JUST A VCR

Ole Miss’ Hugh Freeze, a hard-core NASCAR 

fan, still has a VHS-tape library of races he 

recorded in the 1990s. When he wants to re-

lax, he pops in a tape from a favorite race—

especially those won by Jeff Gordon. 

REMEMBER ME?

Lake Burton, Nick Saban’s refuge, also was 

a hangout for longtime Georgia coach Vince 

Dooley. He still goes today, at age 83, but no 

longer has to hide. “You know, a funny thing 

happens when you haven’t been coaching 

for a while,” he says. “All those places you 

used to go and it felt like such a hassle when 

everyone would bother you ... now you catch 

yourself going to those places and looking 

around, wondering, Hey, does anybody in 

here realize who I am?” And therein lies the 

secret about the spotlight these coaches 

so long to escape. Deep down, they dig it. 

OR … JUST BLENDING IN

First-year Miami coach Mark Richt, who 

just spent 15 seasons burning like an ant 

under the magnifying glass of Athens, 

Georgia, says he has long found solace by 

retreating into normal life. Richt confesses: 

“There’s a lot of comfort in having other 

parents just treat you like another dad at 

the ballfield.” 

WHO WILL WIN THE HEISMAN TROPHY?

5%
Dalvin Cook,  

Florida  
State RB

8%
Baker  

Mayfield,  
Oklahoma QB

32%
Christian  

McCaffrey,  
Stanford RB

29%
Deshaun  
Watson,  

Clemson QB

26%
Leonard  

Fournette,  
LSU RB

Hey sports fans! Looking for an answer? Ask me your burning sports questions using #PULSEOFTHENATION

on SportsNation’s Instagram handle. Your question could appear in the September 5th issue of  

ESPN The Magazine with my answer. See you then!                                                                           – MICHELLE BEADLE

Florida State’s Jimbo Fisher wanders into the woods of southern 

Georgia to hunt turkeys. Says Fisher: “I have yet to have a turkey 

tell me what I should do to stop Deshaun Watson.”

COLLEGE 
FOOTBALL
PREVIEW

Dead turkeys don’t 
offer game plans



“ MY WISH IS TO BE A 

HOLLYWOOD STUNT DRIVER.”

Professional driver on closed course. Do not attempt. Prototype shown with options. Production model will vary. ©2016 Toyota Motor Sales, U.S.A., Inc.



The 2016 ESPN Power Rankings
1 ALABAMA 

2 CLEMSON

3 OKLAHOMA 

4 FLORIDA STATE

5 LSU  

6 OHIO STATE 

7 STANFORD

8 MICHIGAN 

9 TENNESSEE

10 NOTRE DAME 

11 OLE MISS

12 HOUSTON 

13 MICHIGAN STATE 

14 WASHINGTON

15 TCU 

16 USC

17 UCLA 

18 GEORGIA 

19 LOUISVILLE

20 OREGON

21 OKLAHOMA STATE 

22 BAYLOR 

23 IOWA

24 NORTH CAROLINA 

25 SAN DIEGO STATE
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09.03
USC (Arlington, Texas)

64.3%

09.10
vs. Western Kentucky

94.1%

09.17
@ Ole Miss

51.2%

09.24
vs. Kent State

98.8%

10.01
vs. Kentucky

93.8%

10.08 
@ Arkansas

71.2%

10.15
@ Tennessee

41.1%

10.22
vs. Texas A&M

72.5%

11.05
@ LSU
34.3%

HE SAID,  

SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH

Bama has won  
three of its past four 
games at LSU but all 

by a TD or less. 
SHARON KATZ

And the Tide have 
beaten the Tigers five 
straight overall. Still, 

a night road game 
against one of the 

country’s most 
experienced teams is 

tough, even for the 
defending champs.

11.12
vs. Mississippi State

84.7%

11.19
vs. Chattanooga

99.0%

11.26
vs. Auburn

77.7%

FPI’S  

PLAYOFF PATH
Alabama’s chances 

to win each game.

1 ALABAMA
  LAST SEASON 14–1 (7–1 SEC WEST)

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

Don’t expect a championship hangover in Tuscaloosa.  

With DE Jonathan Allen (12 sacks), LB Reuben Foster  

(73 tackles) and SS Eddie Jackson (6 INTs) all returning for 

their senior seasons before potentially entering the NFL 

draft, the Tide roll out my top-ranked defense once again. 

Offensively, they replace QB Jake Coker with first-year 

starter Cooper Bateman (71.2 completion percentage on 

57 attempts), but he’ll have a great supporting cast: 

Alabama has my No. 4 offensive line, No. 1 wide receivers 

(led by 1,000-yard wideout Calvin Ridley) and, despite the 

loss of Henry, my No. 12 group of running backs.  

BRAD EDWARDS’ PLAYOFF FORECAST

IN IF … the offense doesn’t leave it all on the shoulders of 

the new QB, no matter who gets the nod. Losing Henry 

(SEC-record 2,219 yards in his Heisman-winning season 

last year) is big, but replacing center Ryan Kelly, a 

first-round pick, might prove bigger. 

OUT IF … it can’t win at least two of its three big road 

games—Ole Miss, Tennessee and LSU. And in the 

ultracompetitive SEC West, even one loss to the wrong 

team could keep the Tide from winning the division.

 JUST BAMA BEING BAMA 
Oh, the drama in Tuscaloosa! “Who’s going to be 

Alabama’s quarterback?!” Yawn. The Tide won three of 

their past four national championships—including last 

year’s—despite QB questions in August. “But they lost 

defensive coordinator Kirby Smart!” Whatev. The Nick 

Saban coaching tree is perennially pruned, from Jimbo 

Fisher to Will Muschamp to Jim McElwain. The protégés 

who have gone elsewhere have had varying degrees of 

success; their old boss hasn’t suffered. “But Derrick 

Henry is gone! And have you seen the schedule?!” Shrug 

and shrug. Have you seen Bo Scarbrough and Damien 

Harris? OK, you probably haven’t, but you will. And yeah, 

the Tide open with a biggie (USC in Arlington, Texas)  

and have to travel to Oxford, Fayetteville, Knoxville and 

Baton Rouge—but it’s the SEC West, y’all. They see this 

kind of schedule every year. And as the story goes, Bama 

rolls over its schedule way more than its schedule rolls 

over Bama. —RYAN McGEE

12.3%

FPI PROJECTED 

CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE

FPI PROJECTED WINS

8.9

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN 

NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP

6-1

WR Calvin Ridley
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31.8%

FPI PROJECTED 

CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE

FPI PROJECTED WINS

10.5

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN 

NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP

8-1

2 CLEMSON  
LAST SEASON 14–1 (8–0 ACC ATLANTIC)

09.03
@ Auburn

70.0%

09.10
vs. Troy
98.6%

09.17
vs. South Carolina 

State
99.8%

09.22
@ Georgia Tech

87.7%

10.01
vs. Louisville

81.4%

10.07
@ Boston College

88.2%

10.15
vs. NC State

92.1%

10.29
@ Florida State

36.5% 

HE SAID,  

SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH 

Learning from their 
early mistakes in last 

year’s 23-13 win, 
when FSU’s Dalvin 
Cook ran for 157 

first-half yards, the 
Tigers should try to 
force FSU to throw 
from the get-go. 

SHARON KATZ  
They’re weaker at QB 

than Clemson, but 
the Noles’ top-10 D 
and special teams 

could be the 
difference.

11.05

vs. Syracuse
94.7%

11.12

vs. Pittsburgh
86.0%

11.19

@ Wake Forest
91.2%

11.26

vs. South Carolina
94.1%

FPI’S  

PLAYOFF PATH
Clemson’s chances 

to win each game.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

The Tigers put up 550 yards on Alabama’s third-best 

defense last year, the most by any Tide opponent. Of 

course, 478 of them came from one man, who returns 

to a stacked Tigers offense: QB Watson (47 total TDs 

last year), my pick to win the Heisman. The run game, 

led by Wayne Gallman (1,527 yards in ’15), is stellar, 

but it might actually take a back seat to the pass 

game, which returns four of the top five pass catchers 

plus WR Mike Williams (1,030 yards in ’14), who 

missed last season with a broken neck bone. The 

Tigers’ toughest games are on the road against 

Auburn and Florida State, but that FSU game is 

Clemson’s only one as a ’dog (+3). 

BRAD EDWARDS’ PLAYOFF FORECAST

IN IF … the Tigers can win in Tallahassee. Drawing 

Louisville at home helps, and the rest of their schedule 

is about as friendly as possible for a team with 

Clemson’s talent.

OUT IF … Watson gets hurt. Last year the O-line 

protected him well (15 sacks in 15 games, third fewest 

among full-time starters in the ACC), but with the 

amount he runs (207 carries in 2015, second most 

among FBS QBs), health is always a concern. FSU, with 

DE DeMarcus Walter (10½ sacks), won’t be the only 

losable game if Watson isn’t at 100 percent.

 ALL’S QUIET IN CLEMSON 
Despite nearly winning the College Football Playoff, 

coach Dabo Swinney can feel the blowback coming: 

gripes from fans that the likable coach and his pulpit 

sideline speeches are becoming bigger than the 

program he’s built. That’s why we haven’t heard much 

out of Swinney in the months leading up to his eighth 

full season as chief Tiger. But don’t expect it to last. 

“Coach, quiet? C’mon, man,” says a chuckling 

Deshaun Watson, the quarterback who will be on every 

Heisman short list. “He might try, but you know that 

isn’t going to last.” In fact, neither Swinney nor his 

record-breaking QB—the first in FBS history to throw 

for 4,000 yards and rush for 1,000 in the same 

season—will be able to stay under the radar for long. 

Even if the lid manages to stay on through September, 

it will pop off by Halloween, when Clemson travels to 

Tallahassee to face FSU in what might very well be a 

play-in for the playoff. —R.M

PHOTOGRAPH BY DAYMON GARDNER

RB Wayne Gallman
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OKLAHOMA
LAST SEASON 11–2 (8–1 BIG 12)

 DEFYING EXPECTATIONS 
In 2014, the Sooners were predicted to make the inaugural 

College Football Playoff … and they finished 8–5. In 2015,  

not much was expected—they were listed in the lower rungs 

of the preseason Top 25—and they made the playoff. 

“Expectations here are what they are,” coach Bob Stoops 

says. “I’m fortunate to be at a place with that kind of 

pressure, [rather] than somewhere you feel like you have to 

sneak up on people every year.” This year Boomer will sneak 

up on no one thanks to America’s most dynamic backfield 

duo, QB Baker Mayfield (Big 12 offensive player of the year, 

315.8 total ypg) and running back Samaje Perine (five 

100-plus-yard games, sixth most in the Big 12). There are 

questions downfield (Sterling Shepard, whose 3,482 career 

yards ranks second in OU history, was drafted in the second 

round) and on defense, where OU lost four first-team 

All-Big 12 players. And there’s little time to solve them, with 

Houston, Ohio State, TCU and Texas crammed into the first six 

weeks of the schedule. —R.M.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

Baylor lost its head coach and nearly half of this year’s recruiting class, 

so Oklahoma has the Big 12’s clearest shot to the playoff. Mayfield 

(3,700 passing yards last year) leads my No. 4 offense, with Perine and 

Joe Mixon, my sixth-ranked rushing duo, behind him. There is no 

drop-off to the defense either, led by CB Jordan Thomas (5 INTs last 

year) and the 135 combined tackles of SS Steven Parker and FS Ahmad 

Thomas. The catch? The past four times the Sooners have been  

ranked preseason top five, they ended at No. 15 or lower—including 

finishing unranked twice.

BRAD EDWARDS’ PLAYOFF FORECAST

IN IF … it can beat Ohio State and TCU. On paper, these are the 

Sooners’ toughest home and road games, respectively. Win those  

and OU can probably even afford to slip once (as it did last year in  

a loss to Texas at Jerry World).

OUT IF … the defense doesn’t carry its weight. Last year the Sooners’ 

defense more than held its own, ranking first in the Big 12 in scoring  

D (22.0 points per game). Mayfield and this offense can win most games 

(43.5 ppg last season), but somewhere along the line they’ll need help. 

09.03  
vs. Houston  

(NRG Stadium)
90.4%

09.10  
vs. UL Monroe

99.7%

09.17  
vs. Ohio State

81.0%

10.01  
@ TCU
80.4%

10.08  
vs. Texas (Dallas)

81.4%

10.15  
vs. Kansas State

95.2%

10.22  
@ Texas Tech

86.7%

10.29  
vs. Kansas

98.7%

11.03  
@ Iowa State

94.7%

11.12  
vs. Baylor

85.3%

11.19  
@ West Virginia  

75.5%

12.03  
vs. Oklahoma State  

73.6%

HE SAID,  

SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH 

Don’t count out the 
Pokes: They’ve upset 

top-20 OU teams 
three times since ’01, 

including a 38-35 
overtime win in 2014.

SHARON KATZ  
OU is the only team 
with at least a 70 

percent shot to win 
every game this 

season, but even at 
home, in-state rival 
OSU (17 returning 
starters, projected 

top-five offense) will 
be a challenge. 

64.4%

FPI PROJECTED WINS

10.4

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN 

NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP

10-1

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO 

WIN CONFERENCE

FPI’S  

PLAYOFF PATH
Oklahoma’s chances 

to win each game.

RB Samaje Perine
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09.05  
vs. Ole Miss  
(Orlando)

70.5%

09.10  
vs. Charleston 

Southern
99.7%

09.17  
@ Louisville

71.5%

09.24  
@ South Florida

89.4%

10.01  
vs. North Carolina

85.7%

10.08  
@ Miami

81.6%

10.15  
vs. Wake Forest

96.2%

10.29  
vs. Clemson

63.5%

HE SAID,  

SHE CRUNCHED 
MARK SCHLABACH  

The Noles passed  
for just 164 yards  

in last year’s  
Clemson loss. That can’t 

happen again.

 SHARON KATZ  

FSU’s biggest 
challenge: stopping 

Deshaun Watson 
(third-best QBR 

among returning FBS 
QBs), who’s 

surrounded by seven 
other returning 

offensive starters.

11.05  
@ NC State

87.6%

11.11  
vs. Boston College

95.5%

11.19  
@ Syracuse  

92.2%

11.26  
vs. Florida

85.6%

44.9%

FPI PROJECTED WINS

10.6 

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN 

NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP

7-1

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO 

WIN CONFERENCE

 A STATUS QUO WORTH 
MAINTAINING 
Looking for cute tweets of Jimbo Fisher 

climbing trees in recruits’ yards? Don’t 

bother. Been Googling “FSU satellite camp 

tour”? Forget it. “I don’t have any problem 

with any coach who feels like they need to 

do that stuff,” says Fisher, in his seventh 

season at the tip of the flaming spear. “I 

just don’t think we need to. Our approach 

has worked pretty well so far.” So well that 

its 10 wins in 2015—the team’s fewest 

since 2011—felt like a huge letdown. The 

same hefty questions from a year ago still 

exist: Who will be the quarterback (senior 

Sean Maguire, who passed for just 1,520 

yards last season, or one of two four-star 

freshman dual threats, Deondre Francois or 

Malik Henry)? And can any of them beat 

Clemson? Of course, solving both problems 

will be much easier if Heisman hopeful 

Dalvin Cook, who ran for 1,691 yards and 19 

touchdowns as a sophomore last season, 

maintains his torrid pace. —R.M.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

Last year FSU had the least experienced team in the 

entire FBS but still went 10–3 and nearly won in Death 

Valley. Add the fact that the Noles have averaged the 

third-best recruiting class over the past five years and 

that Fisher has a reputation as one of the best coaches 

at talent development and that’s quite a combination. 

Along with Cook (1,935 scrimmage yards), they have my 

No. 6-ranked WR corps and a top-three O-line. And on 

defense, FSU has my ninth-rated D-line, No. 12 LBs and 

No. 21 secondary. While the Noles face my 14th-tough-

est schedule, I have them favored in every contest, with 

the closest games being Clemson (-3), at Louisville (-3) 

and at Miami (-4). You heard it here first: FSU is my 

favorite to win this year’s national title.

BRAD EDWARDS’ PLAYOFF FORECAST

IN IF … QB play is an asset. The wealth of talent 

surrounding the signal-caller—whether it’s Maguire, 

Francois or Henry—will help shoulder the load, but the 

Noles must improve on last year’s middle-of-the-pack 

ACC QBR (66.0) to get over the playoff hump.

OUT IF ... FSU falls to Clemson at home. The Tigers are 

too talented (FPI rank: 5) and their schedule too light 

(FPI: 36) to hope for two conference losses elsewhere.

FLORIDA
STATE
LAST SEASON 10–3 (6–2 ACC ATLANTIC)

FPI’S  

PLAYOFF PATH
FSU’s chances to win 

each game.

S Derwin James (left),
RB Dalvin Cook
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21.9%

FPI PROJECTED 

CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE

FPI PROJECTED WINS

8.8

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN 

NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP

8-1

5 LSU  
LAST SEASON 9–3 (5–3 SEC WEST)

OHIO STATE
LAST SEASON 12–1 (7–1 BIG TEN EAST)

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH

Ohio State’s chances to win its 
toughest games.

09.17 @ Oklahoma 19.0%

11.26 vs. Michigan 51.6% 

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH Barrett is 

15–2 as OSU’s quarterback but 

will need help to outduel Oklahoma 

and Baker Mayfield in the powers’ 

first game since 1983.

SHARON KATZ The Buckeyes have 

an FBS-low six returning starters 

and had a mediocre offense (24th 

in efficiency) by OSU standards 

last season. Advantage: OU.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

The Buckeyes are the least experienced team in the country, 

but they’ve had the best recruiting class in the Big Ten each of 

the past five years, so talent isn’t an issue. OSU ranks very well 

in all eight position units: In particular, the LBs (10th best), 

QBs (11th), D-line (15th), O-line (10th), defensive backs 

(18th) and the special teams (11th) all crack the top 20 in my 

rankings. And senior QB J.T. Barrett will again provide a 

dangerous dual threat (22 TDs in 262 total plays last year). 

But they’ll be ’dogs at OU (+7), draw Wisconsin (-3) and Penn 

State (-6) on the road in back-to-back weeks and face MSU 

and Michigan in the season’s final two weeks.

BRAD EDWARDS’ PLAYOFF FORECAST

IN IF … it can stay unbeatable on the road. OSU is 18–0 in 

road games under Urban Meyer, but the Buckeyes travel to 

Norman, Madison, State College and East Lansing this year.

OUT IF … Barrett isn’t his 2014 self: His QBR dropped from 

87.1 in 2014 (No. 2 in the FBS) to 76.9 last year (No. 18).

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
LSU’s chances to win its toughest games.

11.05 vs. Alabama 65.7%

11.24 @ Texas A&M 67.4%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH Bama stuffed Fournette last 

season (1.6 ypc). It all depends on Brandon 

Harris (68.2 QBR) keeping the D honest.

SHARON KATZ But here’s why FPI still likes LSU: 

experience (17 vs. 11 returners) and home field.

FPI PROJECTED WINS 10.3

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN CONFERENCE 32.8%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP 8-1

QB J.T. Barrett
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7 STANFORD LAST SEASON 12–2 (8–1 PAC-12 NORTH)

 FPI’S 

PLAYOFF 

PATH
Stanford’s 
chances to 
win its 
toughest 
games.

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
Michigan’s chances to win its toughest games.

11.12 @ Iowa 66.3%

11.26 @ Ohio State 48.4%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH Michigan was throttled 42-13 (at home, no less) 

by a reeling OSU team last year. Going to Columbus this year? Oof.

SHARON KATZ There’s no denying Urban Meyer’s success at OSU 

(50–4 record) or against Michigan (4-0 as a Buckeye). But FPI 

accounts for OSU’s inexperience, making this game a toss-up.

09.24 @ UCLA 32.4%

09.30 @ Washington 31.4%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH If Washington wants to win the North, 

it should, uh, keep an eye on McCaffrey this time. He had 

300 all-purpose yards in Stanford’s 31-14 win last year.

SHARON KATZ A new QB and OL? Even with McCaffrey, that 

spells trouble on the road against FPI’s fourth-ranked D.

8.1%

FPI PROJECTED 

CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE

FPI PROJECTED WINS

7.4

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN 

NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP

40-1

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

After fielding a top-10 defense each of the past two 

years (just 295.4 yards allowed per game since ’14), 

Michigan enters 2016 with my No. 5-rated defense 

overall, led by my No. 10 defensive line and No. 8 

secondary. On offense, the Wolverines return their 

top four receivers, led by 6-3 senior Jehu Chesson 

(764 yards and nine TDs), and their leading rusher, 

De’Veon Smith (753 yards). Michigan should open 

the season 7–0 and likely will be ranked in the top 

three, but the team has a brutal stretch to end 2016: 

Its final three road trips are to Michigan State 

(toss-up), Iowa (+3) and Ohio State (+6). 

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

The Cardinal barely missed the playoff last year—and are even stronger now. The 

reason? Christian McCaffrey. The Stanford back broke Barry Sanders’ record for 

all-purpose yards in a season (3,864), and while QB Keller Chryst (nine career 

passes) and top WR Michael Rector (39.9 ypg) are not rated as highly, McCaffrey 

should be enough to keep the offense at pace. The Cardinal D was inexperienced 

in 2015—just three returners—but all three units on defense this year rank in 

my top 20. The schedule is tough, though: underdogs at Washington (+3) and 

Notre Dame (+3), along with toss-ups at UCLA and Oregon. 

BRAD EDWARDS’ PLAYOFF FORECAST

IN IF … it makes it through October unscathed. In the first six games, Stanford 

faces four teams in FPI’s top 20 (USC, UCLA, Washington and Notre Dame).

OUT IF … McCaffrey somehow isn’t a Heisman finalist. With a new QB, left tackle, 

left guard and center, Stanford will again need huge production from McCaffrey.

FPI PROJECTED WINS 10.3

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN CONFERENCE 35.7%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP 7-1

BRAD EDWARDS’ PLAYOFF FORECAST

IN IF … it can beat both Michigan State 

and Ohio State, a feat the Wolverines 

haven’t accomplished in 13 years. With a 

subpar schedule, they’ll need that résumé 

boost for a playoff shot.

OUT IF … Jim Harbaugh can’t work his QB 

magic. UM claims the best pair of 

wideouts in the Big Ten (Chesson and 

Amara Darboh) and perhaps the best TE in 

the nation in Jake Butt (12.8 ypc)—but 

those threats aren’t worth much without a 

quarterback who can find them. 

RB Christian 
McCaffrey
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9 TENNESSEE  
LAST SEASON 9–4 (5–3 SEC EAST)

NOTRE DAME
LAST SEASON 10–3 (INDEPENDENT)

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

Butch Jones has talked about the youth of his Vols team for three years now, 

but he can’t play that card this year—Tennessee is the most experienced 

Power 5 team in the country. It has 17 starters back, including QB Joshua 

Dobbs, the elite RB duo of Jalen Hurd and Alvin Kamara (combined 1,986 

yards) and a D that has three potential first-round picks in DE Derek Barnett, 

LB Jalen Reeves-Maybin and CB Cameron Sutton. The Vols are front-runners 

to win the SEC East and will be double-digit favorites in eight games. The key 

will be a four-game stretch (Weeks 4-7) in which they see Florida (11 straight 

losses to the Gators), travel to Georgia and Texas A&M, and host Alabama.

BRAD EDWARDS’ PLAYOFF FORECAST

IN IF … it can buck the trends. In addition to those 11 straight losses to 

Florida, UT has dropped nine in a row to Bama. And the East champ hasn’t 

won the SEC since ’08. Break each streak and Tennessee will be in the playoff.

OUT IF … it can’t close. All four of UT’s losses last year were by seven or 

fewer points, and three were blown leads in the final five minutes.

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
Tennessee’s chances to win its 
toughest games.

10.1 @ Georgia 55.8%

10.15 vs. Alabama 58.9%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH Georgia RB Nick 

Chubb’s season ended on his first carry 

against the Vols last year. UGa needs 

Chubb and Sony Michel (broken arm) in 

a game that might decide the SEC East.

SHARON KATZ This game has been 

decided by a TD or less four years in a 

row, and FPI expects another nail-biter 

in Athens this season.

N/A

FPI PROJECTED 

CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE

FPI PROJECTED WINS

8.6

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN 

NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP

20-1

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
Notre Dame’s chances to win its toughest games.

09.04  @ Texas 45.9%

11.26  @ USC 27.3% 

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH The Trojans could be reeling; they open 

November hosting Oregon, then travel to Washington and UCLA.

SHARON KATZ USC is the most talented team ND faces. If this 

game were in South Bend, FPI would still expect a toss-up because 

of USC’s edge when it has the ball (No. 7 O vs. No. 36 D).   

FPI PROJECTED WINS  

10.3

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE 

TO WIN CONFERENCE 

29.7%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN 

NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP 

12-1

DE Isaac Rochell (left), 
WR Torii Hunter Jr.
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34.4%

FPI PROJECTED 

CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE

FPI PROJECTED WINS

8.6

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN 

NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP

60-1

HOUSTON LAST SEASON 13–1 (7–1 AMERICAN ATHLETIC WEST)

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

The Cougars might just be the first Group of 5 team ever to 

break into the playoff. Houston returns Heisman candidate 

QB Greg Ward Jr. (17 passing touchdowns and 21 rushing 

touchdowns last year, with 3,936 total yards) to lead coach 

Tom Herman’s offense, which averaged 40.4 ppg last 

season (10th in the FBS). And the D has six potential 

all-conference candidates in its front seven, led by Steven 

Taylor, who had 10 sacks and 92 tackles in ’15. The Cougars 

face three of the AAC’s top teams on the road (Cincinnati, 

Memphis and Navy), and the only game I have them as 

underdogs in is Oklahoma (+10), a team that could well 

end up as Big 12 champ. But inexperience is an issue: They 

return just 11 starters.

BRAD EDWARDS’ PLAYOFF FORECAST

IN IF … it wins them all and gets a little help. Even an 

undefeated Houston isn’t a lock to finish ahead of a one-loss 

Power 5 champ, especially if opponents Oklahoma and 

Louisville aren’t highly ranked at the end of the season. 

OUT IF … it doesn’t win them all. That’s it. If the Cougars 

don’t beat OU in the opener, any talk of playoff contention 

will cease immediately. 

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
Houston’s chances to win its 
toughest games.

09.03  vs. Oklahoma  
(NRG Stadium) 9.6%

11.17  vs. Louisville 31.4%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH Ward, along 

with Herman, a rising star, should 

at least give Houston a chance to 

stun the Sooners, who have a 

history of underperforming as 

front-runners.

SHARON KATZ Yes, a 1-in-10 

chance for Houston seems low, 

but lost in Houston’s 13–1 record 

last year was a team that ranked 

outside the top 30 in offensive 

and defensive efficiency. OU was 

top 12 in both and returns two 

more starters than the Cougars.

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
Ole Miss’ chances to win its toughest games.

09.05  vs. Florida State (Orlando) 29.5%

10.22  @ LSU 26.5%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH The QB play—Kelly threw for 

280 yards, ran for 81 and had four TDs against 

LSU last year—will decide this showdown. 

SHARON KATZ QB is the only spot where Ole Miss 

has an edge. Per FPI, LSU is a top-five offense 

and defense, and it returns seven more starters.

11 OLE MISS
  LAST SEASON 10–3 (6–2 SEC WEST)

FPI PROJECTED WINS 8.1

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN CONFERENCE 7.1%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP 40-1

QB Greg Ward Jr. (left), 
LB Steven Taylor
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MICHIGAN STATE  
LAST SEASON 12–2 (7–1 BIG TEN EAST)

WASHINGTON  
LAST SEASON 7–6 (4–5 PAC-12 NORTH)

TCU  
LAST SEASON 11–2 (7–2 BIG 12)

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

The Spartans are back to where they do their best work: 

disrespected and outside of the top 10, with a chip on 

their shoulder. Last year they entered as the AP’s 

fifth-ranked team and rose to as high as No. 2, but they 

were mostly unimpressive, playing best when facing a 

lower-ranked team or an underdog, and then got 

shellacked by Alabama in the Cotton Bowl. Sparty has 

just 10 returning starters, but Mark Dantonio has 

suggested that the defense could be his best yet. 

Running back LJ Scott could lead the Big Ten in rushing 

(699 yards last year as a true freshman). New QB Tyler 

O’Connor could put up similar numbers to Connor Cook’s 

2015 season (3,131 yards, 24 TDs, 7 INTs), especially if 

true freshman receiver Donnie Corley makes an impact.  

I have Michigan State as a 6-point underdog to Notre 

Dame and a toss-up vs. Michigan and Ohio State. Those 

two big home games against Michigan and OSU could 

make the Spartans the surprise team of the Big Ten.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

The Huskies are my surprise team to make the playoff. 

Last year they had just four starters back on defense 

but allowed only 18.8 points per game, the best mark in 

the Pac-12. They return 15 starters, including seven 

from the best overall defense in the conference (351.8 

yards per game allowed). The defensive backs, led by  

CB Sidney Jones and FS Budda Baker, rank third in my 

charts, while the linebackers, behind Azeem Victor  

(95 tackles), are sixth. Offensively, QB Jake Browning 

(2,955 yards) and tailback Myles Gaskin (1,302) are 

back as experienced sophomores. John Ross, who 

missed last year due to injury, is a game breaker at 

receiver, and they have a veteran offensive line with  

nine of the top 10 back. The Huskies get most of the 

toughest opponents at home, leaving them favored  

in 10 games, slight underdogs at Oregon (+1) and a 

toss-up at Utah. The Huskies might just have their first 

double-digit-win season since 1991.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

The Horned Frogs trail only Washington among my 

surprise teams in 2016. They lacked that tough Gary 

Patterson defense last season, allowing 398.4 yards  

per game after pacing the conference with just 340.3 

allowed over the previous three years. Last year’s unit 

brings back eight starters, putting the defensive line, 

linebackers and secondary position groups all in my top 

20. Though they lose QB Trevone Boykin, WR Josh 

Doctson and RB Aaron Green on offense, I do like the 

replacements. Kenny Hill, who transferred out of Texas 

A&M, where he threw for 2,649 yards in 2014, fits well 

with the offense, while Kyle Hicks figures to take over at 

running back after averaging 4.8 yards per carry last year. 

TCU is an underdog against only Oklahoma (+3), which it 

beat in 2014. If the Horned Frogs upset the Sooners 

again, they would have a clear path to the Big 12 title and 

a playoff berth, assuming they handle a depleted Baylor 

team in a toss-up game late in the year.

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
Michigan State’s chances to win its toughest games.

09.17 @ Notre Dame 33.0%

10.29 vs. Michigan 33.4%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH The Spartans won’t have to wait 

long for a chance to erase the horrors of last season’s 

38-0 loss to Alabama in the CFP semifinals. MSU is 6–2 

against top-10 opponents since the start of the 2013 

season but has dropped four of its past five games 

against Notre Dame.  

SHARON KATZ Michigan and Ohio State might  

be tougher opponents, but the impact of playing  

Notre Dame on the road cannot be overlooked. If  

the Spartans hosted the Irish, their odds of winning 

would jump to 48 percent.

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
Washington’s chances to win its toughest games.

10.08 @ Oregon 57.2%

11.12 vs. USC 55.0%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH Chris Petersen lost 12 games in 

eight seasons as Boise State’s coach. He lost that 

many in just his first two seasons at Washington. But 

this year, with Browning at quarterback, Gaskin at 

tailback and Ross receiving, Petersen’s team is primed 

to make a big jump. By November, he—and USC—will 

know for sure. 

SHARON KATZ USC might be a slightly stronger team  

in the eyes of FPI, but the Huskies have home-field 

advantage and a top-five defense, which could slow 

USC’s athletes down on offense. 

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
TCU’s chances to win its toughest games.

10.01 vs. Oklahoma 19.6%

11.05 @ Baylor 36.8%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH The Horned Frogs will have some 

time to break in Hill during the first month before playing 

the Sooners. Only a home date with Arkansas (also 

rebuilding on offense) should provide a challenge. Of 

course, bringing back an experienced defense is always 

a recipe for success under Patterson.  

SHARON KATZ The Frogs are expected to return to a 

top-10 D, but without Boykin, Doctson and Green, FPI 

questions whether TCU can score enough to keep it 

close against a well-rested Oklahoma team that will be 

coming off a bye.

FPI PROJECTED WINS 7.4

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN CONFERENCE 5.0%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP 40-1

FPI PROJECTED WINS 9.3

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN CONFERENCE 24.2%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP 30-1

FPI PROJECTED WINS 7.4

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN CONFERENCE 3.5%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP 30-1
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UCLA  
LAST SEASON 

8–5 (5–4 PAC-12 SOUTH)

USC 
LAST SEASON

8–6 (6–3 PAC-12 SOUTH)

GEORGIA
LAST SEASON 10–3 (5–3 SEC EAST)

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
UCLA’s chances to win its  
toughest games.

09.03 @ Texas A&M 39.4%

11.19 vs. USC 52.2%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH During an electric 

opening weekend, the Aggies’ game 

against the Bruins is among the  

most compelling in the country. 

Former Oklahoma QB Trevor Knight 

takes over the A&M offense, which is 

now under the direction of former 

UCLA O-coordinator Noel Mazzone.  

SHARON KATZ FPI sees this game as a 

toss-up on a neutral field, but a true 

road game in Week 1 puts the Bruins at 

a 3½-to-4-point disadvantage.

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
USC’s chances to win its  
toughest games.

09.03 vs. Alabama (Arlington, Texas) 

35.7%

11.12 @ Washington 45.0%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH Nick Saban doesn’t 

lose season openers. The Crimson Tide 

have dominated at neutral sites the 

past four years, dismantling Michigan, 

Virginia Tech, West Virginia and 

Wisconsin by an average of 20 points. 

SHARON KATZ Alabama has allowed 

the lowest Total QBR over the past four 

years. USC’s QB will be making his first 

career start. You don’t need a computer 

to tell you who has the edge.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

The Bruins’ defense, which played most 

of 2015 without its three best players, 

welcomes back nine starters, including 

LB Jayon Brown and DT Eddie 

Vanderdoes, who was injured for much 

of the season. Only four starters return 

on offense, but one of those is extremely 

talented QB Josh Rosen (3,668 yards  

in ’15). And the Bruins’ schedule is on 

their side: They avoid Washington and 

Oregon and have just four Pac-12 road 

games—three of them against teams 

with losing records in conference play 

last year. Don’t be surprised when they 

win the Pac-12 South this season.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

The Trojans play the toughest schedule 

in the country. In addition to their 

Pac-12 South foes, they face the top 

three North teams in Washington, 

Stanford and Oregon. But the Trojans 

do have some serious talent, ranking in 

my top 10 at running back (Justin Davis 

and Ronald Jones II), receiver (JuJu 

Smith-Schuster), offensive line (Zach 

Banner) and secondary. They are 

underdogs against Alabama (+10), 

Stanford (+7), Washington (+7) and 

UCLA (+3). All four games are away 

from home, where USC is just 15–13 

the past four seasons.

FPI PROJECTED WINS  

8.5

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE 23.8%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP 25-1

FPI PROJECTED WINS  

9.0

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE 29.1%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP 60-1

FPI PROJECTED WINS 8.9

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN CONFERENCE 11.4%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP 60-1

SS Dominick Sanders (24),  
RB Nick Chubb
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OKLAHOMA STATE  
LAST SEASON 

10–3 (7–2 BIG 12)

OREGON  
LAST SEASON 

9–4 (7–2 PAC-12 NORTH)

LOUISVILLE  
LAST SEASON 

8–5 (5–3 ACC ATLANTIC)

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
Georgia’s chances to win its  
toughest games.

09.24 @ Ole Miss 37.7%

10.01 vs. Tennessee 44.2%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH If the Bulldogs 

survive a tough opener against UNC, 

their trip out west to Ole Miss could 

decide whether they’ll return home as 

SEC East contenders under first-year 

coach Smart.  

SHARON KATZ FPI shows defense to be 

key. The Rebels rank eighth in defensive 

EPA over the past four seasons, while 

Georgia barely cracks the top 25. Factor 

in home-field advantage and the Rebels 

enter as roughly 4-point favorites.

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
Oregon’s chances to win its  
toughest games.

09.17 @ Nebraska 38.7%

11.05 @ USC 22.2%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH Not what USC 

wants to see: another transfer QB at 

Oregon. Dakota Prukop will try to pick 

up where Vernon Adams Jr. left off after 

Adams ripped USC for 407 yards and 

six TDs in last year’s 48-28 win.   

SHARON KATZ With 10 returning 

starters, USC should have one of the 

most explosive offenses in the country. 

That will cause problems for an Oregon 

defense that is expected to be one of 

the weakest units in the Pac-12.

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
Oklahoma State’s chances to win its 
toughest games.

09.24 @ Baylor 57.5%

12.03 @ Oklahoma 26.4%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH The Pokes have to 

do a better job stopping the run after 

allowing 186.9 ypg in 2015. In a 58-23 

loss to OU last season, the Sooners ran 

for 344 yards with five touchdowns.  

SHARON KATZ In last year’s defeat to 

OU, the Cowboys posted their worst 

defensive efficiency (6.5 out of 100) in 

the past 10 seasons. They might have 

trouble slowing the Sooners’ offense 

(third in FPI’s projections)—and this 

time they face OU in Norman.

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
Louisville’s chances to win its 
toughest games.

09.17 vs. Florida State 28.5%

10.01 @ Clemson 18.6%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH It’s only a matter  

of time before Petrino transforms 

Louisville into a Top 25 team again. 

With Jackson at quarterback, the 

Cardinals might have enough to scare 

the Tigers again.  

SHARON KATZ Louisville held Clemson 

to a season-low 1.4 points per drive last 

season, but that was before the Tigers 

hit their stride. FPI’s No. 2-ranked 

offense should give the Cardinals 

problems this year.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

Oregon’s problem is defense. The Ducks 

have some of the best skill players in 

the country in my third-ranked running 

backs and my fifth-ranked receivers. 

But last year the defense allowed 485.3 

yards per game, and new defensive 

coordinator Brady Hoke won’t be able 

to transform the unit overnight. With 

five toss-up games—Nebraska, 

Washington State, Washington, 

Stanford and Utah—the Ducks might 

struggle to extend their nine-year 

streak of at least eight wins per season. 

For the first time since 2011, the Ducks 

are not favored to win the Pac-12.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

The Cowboys return 17 starters from a 

team that began 10–0 last season. QB 

Mason Rudolph is back, as is my No. 11 

receiving group, led by 1,000-yard 

wideout James Washington. Barry J. 

Sanders, who averaged 6.2 yards per 

carry in 11 games last year at Stanford, 

transfers in to play at his dad’s old 

school. OSU went 7–2 in the Big 12 last 

year but gained only 10.9 more yards 

per game than its opponents in those 

games. Underdogs against Kansas 

State, Baylor, TCU and Oklahoma, the 

Cowboys must win some tough road 

games to match last year’s record.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

Four of Bobby Petrino’s units are among 

the best in the country: QB, where 

Lamar Jackson ran for 226 yards and 

passed for 227 in a 27-21 Music City 

Bowl win over Texas A&M; receivers, led 

by Jamari Staples and James Quick;  

the second-best linebacking corps, 

spearheaded by Keith Kelsey  

(107 tackles); and my 23rd-ranked 

defensive backs. The Cards are 

underdogs to Florida State (+3) and 

take road trips to Clemson (+10) and 

Houston (+3), but they ride into the 

year with momentum, having won 

eight of their last 10 games in 2015.

FPI PROJECTED WINS  

8.7

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE 4.7%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP 60-1

FPI PROJECTED WINS  

7.4

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE 6.9%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP 50-1

FPI PROJECTED WINS  

9.3

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE 18.4%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP 100-1
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SAN DIEGO STATE  
LAST SEASON  

11–3 (8–0 MOUNTAIN WEST WEST)

NORTH CAROLINA  
LAST SEASON  

11–3 (8–0 ACC COASTAL)

IOWA  
LAST SEASON  

12–2 (8–0 BIG TEN WEST)

BAYLOR 
LAST SEASON  

10–3 (6–3 BIG 12)

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
San Diego State’s chances to win its 
toughest games.

09.10 vs. California 44.7%

09.17 @ Northern Illinois 48.7%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH If the Aztecs can 

knock off Cal at home and Northern 

Illinois on the road, they’re capable of 

finishing 13–0 and representing the 

Group of 5 in the CFP.  

SHARON KATZ FPI expects Cal’s 

defense, which held the Aztecs to a 

season-low half a point per drive in a 

35-7 win last season, to have the edge. 

Add in transfer QB Davis Webb and a 

bye week before the game and this one 

slightly favors the visiting Bears.

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
North Carolina’s chances to win its 
toughest games.

09.03 vs. Georgia (Atlanta) 38.1%

10.01 @ Florida State 14.3%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH Chizik has done  

an admirable job rebuilding North 

Carolina’s woeful defense, but the Tar 

Heels are going to have to keep trying 

to outscore opponents. Not a good 

recipe for success against FSU.  

SHARON KATZ UNC’s explosive offense 

(FBS-high 7.3 ypp in ’15) might be able 

to score on FSU. But stopping FPI’s 

top-ranked offense, starring RB Dalvin 

Cook, might be too much for the ACC’s 

worst rush defense last year.

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
Iowa’s chances to win its  
toughest games.

11.05 @ Penn State 44.0%

11.12 vs. Michigan 33.7%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH Jim Harbaugh still 

hasn’t settled on a quarterback—Wilton 

Speight and Houston transfer John 

O’Korn are the front-runners. The 

winner will have to keep an eye on 

ball-hawking corner Desmond King. 

SHARON KATZ The Hawkeyes had a 

better record than Michigan in 2015, 

but the Wolverines were the better 

team in terms of scoring margin and 

overall efficiency. Those factors make 

UM a favorite on the road.

 FPI’S PLAYOFF PATH
Baylor’s chances to win its  
toughest games.

09.24 vs. Oklahoma State 42.5%

11.12 @ Oklahoma 14.7%

HE SAID, SHE CRUNCHED

MARK SCHLABACH Without Briles, the 

Bears will have lost some of their old 

confidence. The Sooners will be more 

than motivated to avenge a 48-14 

home loss to Baylor two years ago.  

SHARON KATZ In a matchup of two 

projected top-10 offenses, there should 

be no shortage of points. FPI questions 

whether Baylor’s D, which allowed nearly 

three points per drive in a 44-34 loss to 

the Sooners in 2015, can slow down Baker  

Mayfield and Samaje Perine in Norman.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

For the Aztecs, a bad start is no reason 

to panic. Last season they opened 1–3 

before winning the last 10 games, and 

this year they face a tough test out of 

the gate against Cal and are a toss-up 

on the road at Northern Illinois. They’ll 

rely heavily on their defense, which 

allowed just 16.4 points per game last 

year. On offense, RB Donnel Pumphrey 

turned down the NFL to keep playing 

with the Aztecs and will break almost 

all of Marshall Faulk’s career records if 

he stays healthy. Don’t be surprised to 

see San Diego State in the Mountain 

West championship game.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

Under defensive coordinator Gene 

Chizik, the Tar Heels’ defense had the 

biggest improvement in the Power 5 

last year, going from 39.0 points 

allowed per game to just 24.5. UNC 

returns seven starters on both offense 

and defense, most notably RB Elijah 

Hood (1,463 yards and 17 touchdowns), 

and four players from my second-best 

offensive line. Mitch Trubisky steps in at 

quarterback after completing 40 of 47 

passes last season in limited time. UNC 

won’t match last year’s total of 11 

regular-season wins, but it could be 

favored in as many as nine games.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

The Hawkeyes rode their luck last year 

to come within seconds of securing a 

playoff spot. Luck might not be with 

them in 2016, but they might not need 

it. Iowa is a much stronger team, with 

one of the conference’s best defensive 

tackle duos in Nathan Bazata and 

Jaleel Johnson, who along with middle 

linebacker Josey Jewell combined for 

213 tackles. Iowa’s five Big Ten road 

opponents went a combined 10–30 in 

conference play last year—the 

Hawkeyes take on all of their toughest 

opponents at home. Fans can look 

forward to double-digit wins.

PHIL STEELE’S SHARP EDGE

The Bears dropped in everybody’s 

rankings after firing Art Briles in May 

and subsequently losing nine recruits 

and two quarterbacks. Interim coach 

Jim Grobe inherits a depleted roster and 

a shaky defense, but QB Seth Russell 

(29 TDs, 6 INTs) and running back duo 

Shock Linwood and Johnny Jefferson 

stuck with the team. Baylor has an easy 

start to the season and could open as 

strong as 6–0 if it can beat Oklahoma 

State. The Bears will need those early 

wins heading into a brutal second half: 

Texas, Oklahoma, Texas Tech and West 

Virginia—all away from home.

FPI PROJECTED WINS  

8.3

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE 4.9%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP 50-1

FPI PROJECTED WINS  

8.1

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE 9.3%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP 80-1

FPI PROJECTED WINS  

8.4

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE 8.9%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP 100-1

FPI PROJECTED WINS  

9.1

FPI PROJECTED CHANCE TO WIN 

CONFERENCE 20.2%

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN NATIONAL 

CHAMPIONSHIP 500-1
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T H E  T R U T H

The Ties That Bind What does it mean to be a team player? 
For white pros in post-Ferguson America, it means  
standing in solidarity with their black teammates.

nce, in the late 1950s—when the city of Milwaukee was so grateful for 

Braves baseball that fans offered players free dry cleaning, milk, eggs 

and, of course, cheese—Frank Torre had an awakening. Upon appear-

ing at the Milwaukee Athletic Club with a young superstar named Henry Aaron, Torre was 

welcomed warmly into the club. Aaron wasn’t allowed in. The club did not admit blacks. 

“‘He can’t come in?’” Torre recalled for me a few years ago. “‘But you cheer him every day.’”

Frank Torre died in 2014. The older brother of Hall of Fame manager Joe Torre, he was a 

Brooklynite accustomed to being around black people, but that day introduced to him the 

daily, humiliating hypocrisy that white society routinely practiced on black Americans, even 

the famous ones like Aaron. Former Cubs GM Jim Frey, a minor league teammate of Aaron’s, 

recalled his own awakening: When he was a youth in Bridgetown, Ohio, the family had to 

rush the black handyman who worked for his father out of town every afternoon, as blacks 

were prohibited from Bridgetown after sundown. In 1953, when Aaron endured some of his 

most racist moments at Class-A Jacksonville, Frey made it a point to stand by his side.

Perhaps in post-Ferguson America, similar awakenings are coming to white professional 

athletes across locker rooms in the 74-percent-black NBA, the 70-percent-black NFL, the 

37-percent-Latino/black MLB and maybe even the overwhelmingly white and international 

NHL—but only perhaps. Whereas white players have stood powerfully and publicly with 

their black teammates in the WNBA, white male players and coaches whose reputations and 

financial livelihoods have been built largely off the talent pools of people of color have stayed 

silent as police brutality—and the resulting devastating lack of justice—has become the defin-

ing issue of this generation.

Sports are filled with the language of overheated nonsense, clichés such as “family,” “us 

against the world” and “going to war.” The WNBA has refined the cliché into citizenship, as 

Breanna Stewart and Sue Bird, most notably, have adopted the pains, frustrations and alien-

ations of Maya Moore, Tamika Catchings and the other African-Americans who constitute 

70 percent of the WNBA. Maybe some white male players don’t believe it is their place to get 

involved, or maybe they don’t agree with the message, but on an issue so personal to many 

of their black teammates, they have sent a message with their silence: The trouble between 

law enforcement and the black community is not their problem. It is 

exclusively a black issue, to be fronted by LeBron James and Carmelo 

Anthony but not backed up by the high-profile white player, be it Aaron 

Rodgers or Rob Gronkowski, Kevin Love or Mike Trout.

Sports have lived with these unspoken fractures of race and class for 

decades, but the many recent killings—including Trayvon Martin, Eric 

Garner, Tamir Rice, Philando Castile—have exposed the divisions in the 

game’s dynamic: white ticket buyers, white media, white ownership, 

black players. Middle-class and college-educated white players are more 

likely to identify with the white, middle-class media and ticket buyers 

than with the experiences of their black teammates; most can’t relate to 

viewing the police hostilely or to having police view them with an equal 

hostility. For them, the solution is that great, uncomplicated luxury that 

has never been a guarantee for poor people: obeying the law.

But neutrality is no longer a satisfying public option, especially in 

sports, in which, unlike in society at large, white players are uncharac-

teristically in the minority. The challenge for them is the burden of the 

advantaged, whether it is whites on race, men on gender, the richer to 

the poorer: the difficult but necessary decision to fight an issue in which 

you are also the problem, its main symbol and beneficiary. 

Silence prohibits the critical payoff of the awakening: So many  

St. Louis Cardinals of the 1960s—Lou Brock, Bob Gibson, Tim McCarv-

er—believe to this day that their turbulent clubhouse conversations, 

when it felt as if the country was coming apart over civil rights, made 

them stronger. When it was World Series time, the players had forged 

an unintended solidarity, counting on and believing in one another, not 

because they agreed on the direction of the world but because they took 

the time to confront their divergent places within it. The payoff was 

becoming not only better teammates but better people. 

B Y 
H O WA R D 
B R YA N T
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