
[image: image]




[image: image]






Dedication

From Armen to Dede, the love of my life for going on forty-five years, and to

our grandson Brooks and granddaughter Kaia, our two new bundles of joy

From John to my son, Jack, my reason for everything I do, and my mom,

Kathie, who has encouraged my writing career every step of the way





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication


Prologue

Chapter 1: The Old King I

Chapter 2: Michigan Man

Chapter 3: Oppenheimer

Chapter 4: The Prince

Chapter 5: Calling Collectives

Chapter 6: Raising Arizona

Chapter 7: The Summit

Chapter 8: Macy’s I

Chapter 9: A Brave New World

Chapter 10: The Quarterback

Chapter 11: The Rise and Fall of Jimbo Fisher

Chapter 12: Unrealistic

Chapter 13: Trying Times

Chapter 14: Michigan Man II

Chapter 15: The Power Broker

Chapter 16: Macy’s II

Chapter 17: The Agent

Chapter 18: One Last Ride

Chapter 19: The Old King II

Chapter 20: Michigan Man III

Chapter 21: Dominoes

Afterword: A New Model

Acknowledgments

Notes on Sources

About the Authors

Also by Armen Keteyian and John Talty

Copyright

About the Publisher






Prologue

JIM HARBAUGH LOOKED OVER AT Nick Saban, seemingly incredulous that he had gone there.

The press conference the day before a playoff game was typically awkward, with most of the game’s storylines long played out and everyone just ready to get on with it, but this one especially so. The Michigan sign-stealing scandal loomed over the Rose Bowl, inflamed by Alabama players saying earlier that week they had changed their pregame preparation out of fear their iPads could be hacked. It was yet another impugnation of Harbaugh and his Michigan Wolverines, who had become college football’s biggest villains that 2023–24 season.

Saban and Harbaugh had a complicated history. There was mutual respect for what the other had accomplished, but not much warmth between them. Harbaugh’s 2015 barnstorming camp tour of SEC country irked Saban, who said it was “bad for college football.” Harbaugh returned fire, posting, “Alabama broke NCAA rules & now their HC is lecturing us on the possibility of rules being broken at camps. Truly ‘amazing.’” When they later met in the 2020 Citrus Bowl, some believed Saban was trying to send a message when he let running back Najee Harris score a touchdown with twenty-six seconds left in a game that had already been decided in the Crimson Tide’s favor.

Against that background, Saban and Harbaugh mostly played nice, sitting a few feet apart from each other as journalists lobbed general game questions at them. Then, with the last question of the press conference, a reporter asked Saban if he was concerned about Michigan’s sign-stealing scandal. After initially saying that he wasn’t particularly concerned, Saban started off on the “integrity of the game,” as Harbaugh fidgeted listening to the Alabama head coach talk about his program. Saban wrapped up his answer this way: “We just have to adapt to how we communicate with the quarterback, and we’ll change it up and try to not put our players at a disadvantage in any way.” At those words, Harbaugh turned to his right, looked at Saban, and smirked over the Alabama head coach even dignifying the question. Saban had a chance to shut down the sign-stealing talk and instead said Alabama was adapting to it so it wasn’t at a disadvantage. It was one more arrow, one more indignity, for the black hat of college football.

The next day, the sun-dappled San Gabriel Mountains proved the perfect Southern California backdrop for a battle between a feared dynasty led by an aging king and an iconic Midwest program boasting the most wins in college football history—undefeated No. 1 Michigan versus No. 4 and once-beaten Alabama playing for a shot at a national championship in the sport’s most iconic venue.

It had been a harrowing journey to Pasadena for both head coaches and their teams. Saban’s Crimson Tide had been left for dead after an early season home loss to Texas and a slipshod win over South Florida, only to recover and reel off ten straight wins to sneak into the College Football Playoff over Florida State for the final spot. Many believed it was Saban’s finest coaching job in seventeen seasons in Tuscaloosa.

On the other side stood a head coach who found himself in the middle of one controversy after another. Forced to serve two separate three-game suspensions, the face of the notorious sign-stealing scandal was adamant he had done nothing wrong. Harbaugh claimed he was guiding “America’s Team,” yet it seemed like everyone, from the NCAA to the Big Ten to an administration losing its patience with his irregular ways, was lining up against him.

As the teams readied for kickoff, Saban and Harbaugh skipped the usual pregame pleasantries. Saban seemed to truly enjoy the pregame handshake, the one moment inside a football stadium you could reliably find him smiling and looking like a normal human being. But on this day, there would be none of that. It was time for battle. By the end, one was headed to the national championship and the other to an uncertain future.

The Rose Bowl offered a perfect snapshot of what college football had become. On the surface, it was as strong as ever, with the marquee Alabama-Michigan matchup delivering ESPN a monster 27.2 million viewers, the most for a college football game in a decade and the highest-rated non-NFL sporting event since 2018. Dig a little deeper, though, and even the sport’s most successful coaches, like Saban and Harbaugh, were questioning their place in it. The last four years had taken a serious toll on coaches who insisted on control and hated change that disrupted their organizations. From the COVID-19 pandemic, which eliminated all semblance of normalcy, to the transfer portal and name, image, and likeness combo that hit college football like a nuclear bomb, coaches had been on their heels and couldn’t keep up.

“There’s no rules, no guidance, no nothing,” said Clemson head coach Dabo Swinney, who has won two national championships. “It’s out of control. It’s not sustainable. It’s an absolute mess and a train wreck, and the kids are going to be the ones who suffer in the end.”

It wasn’t just the coaches either. The disruptive change the sport faced impacted athletic directors, compliance staffers, athletic trainers, and on and on. To many inside the system, it felt like college football was coming apart at the seams.

“The unhappiness and dissatisfaction level are off the charts,” said one high-level crisis management consultant with a broad base of college clients. “I’m going to project eighty percent of my presidential clients, commissioner clients, AD clients, and my coaches are miserable.”

The misery of the adults was a financial boon for the college students. Never had players more power or freedom or more ability to capitalize financially on their skills and transfer without consequence time and time again in what had quickly turned into free agency, with the NCAA increasingly unable to stem the tide. It was about time, after the damning decades-long refusal of NCAA leadership to share an abundance of commercial riches with the very body largely responsible for that wealth, the athletes themselves.

It was against this backdrop that the authors of this book spent more than a year reporting deep inside college football—from the Nick, Kirby, Jimbo, and Lane show in the SEC, to Harbaugh’s way and the sign-stealing scandal (and much more) in Ann Arbor, to a bustling beach town outside San Diego and rare access to the recruiting of one of the top high school quarterbacks in the Class of 2024. We traveled from one coast to the next, one corner of the sport to the next, from inside the collectives taking advantage of a brave new world to an embattled enforcement staff trying to stop them, conducting more than two hundred interviews to understand how one of America’s most popular sports got to this moment and what its fragile future might hold. It tells the story of the toll being paid—financially, physically, emotionally, and psychologically—by every single soul who cared about the game.

Welcome to The Price and what it takes to win in an era of chaos in big-time college football.





Chapter 1

The Old King I

ON THE OTHERWISE QUIET NIGHT of May 18, 2022, all it took was seven words out of Nick Saban’s mouth to set the college football world on fire.

“A&M bought every player on their team,” the Alabama head football coach said almost nonchalantly. He was speaking to a group of wealthy supporters at a downtown Birmingham, Alabama, restaurant. The evening, featuring Saban, Alabama basketball head coach Nate Oats, and NFL Hall of Fame quarterback Joe Namath, who failed to show, was meant to raise awareness for the World Games, a second-rate Olympics that would later turn into a financial boondoggle for the city of Birmingham.

Few were at the restaurant for the World Games. Instead, this was an opportunity for Alabama fat cats to sidle close to the Crimson Tide’s resident football genius and hear how good his upcoming team would be. No one in the room, including the University of Alabama system chancellor Finis St. John IV, expected Saban to go nuclear on Texas A&M, an SEC rival.

There were some nervous chuckles and acknowledgments as Saban’s comments hung in the air. Then he kept on rolling, pondering aloud about the ramifications of Texas A&M “buying” every player in a recruiting class ranked as the nation’s best.

“We didn’t buy one player,” Saban continued. “I don’t know if we’re going to be able to sustain that in the future, because more and more people are doing it.”

The comments, initially disseminated by AL.com reporter Mike Rodak, spread like wildfire. At first, there was disbelief that the words were real until the accompanying video showed that, yes, Saban really did go there. For Saban to publicly accuse not only a fellow SEC school, but a member of his coaching tree, felt like a Mafia boss breaking omertà, an unspoken vow of silence to never rat out a fellow member of the family. Said a senior NCAA investigator: “The SEC has a code and the code is that we do not turn each other in.”

Saban’s blowing off steam that night resulted from a long buildup, including months of private complaining over what he believed to be blatant disregard for the sanctity of the sport. He even privately lobbied ESPN commentators Stephen A. Smith and Paul Finebaum to call out what A&M and other programs were doing behind the scenes.

Those efforts hadn’t materially impacted anything the night he walked into the Fennec for the World Games fireside chat. Jim Dunaway, a local radio host leading the Q&A portion of the night, went over every question ahead of time with Saban. The Alabama head coach knew the Name, Image, and Likeness—NIL—question was coming at the end and was ready to unload on the issue. Local media was supposed to stop filming after the first fifteen minutes of the event, but they kept the cameras going when no one asked them to leave. What they saw was the king of college football noticing a rising threat just beyond the palace wall. He was already dealing with his former protégé Kirby Smart of Georgia riding high off defeating him in the national championship game four months earlier, challenging him for college football’s throne. Now he had to deal with Jimbo Fisher of A&M securing the top recruiting class ever . . . and off an 8-4 season. Saban couldn’t accept that. Not the Saban who once told his Alabama boss he was “a horseshit football coach, but nobody will out-recruit me.” Now he was losing the recruits he wanted—the lifeblood of his program—to what he saw as an inferior program and inferior coach because he refused to match what in his mind he believed to be illegal offers. He didn’t face any internal punishment because his bosses knew what he was up against and supported his efforts to raise awareness.

“Using NIL as a recruiting inducement is a clear violation of NCAA rules on NIL, and we know it’s happening because we are being asked to match A&M,” said a high-ranking Alabama source.

Saban didn’t expect his comments to go as wide as they did, but those familiar with his thinking believe he had two goals in purposefully sharing the unvarnished truth that night. First, he was trying to rally the troops, to remind the wealthy benefactors in attendance that all the good times and championships they’d enjoyed over the years wouldn’t continue if they didn’t start contributing more money. Saban saw the writing on the wall and knew if he couldn’t fire up his base to give, shake off the complacency, and realize that success is always ephemeral, his program would start to slip.

In Nick Saban’s kingdom, everything always came back to recruiting. He knew better than anyone that the best-laid plans could only be achieved with the right players to execute them. He traversed the country, putting in thousands of hours each year to find the best players who best fit his system. He knew that as good a coach as he was, if the supply of top high school players around the country to Tuscaloosa every year was disrupted, everything he built could be dismantled. At seventy years old, he was in legacy mode, even if he’d never admit it publicly, and he knew the end was far closer than the beginning.

The second thing he hoped to do that night was send a message to Southeastern Conference commissioner Greg Sankey that the conference—and the sport’s leaders at large—needed to step in and do something. Mike Slive, Sankey’s predecessor, had stopped all the conference infighting and established a spirit of “We keep things in-house,” but Saban’s private complaints within the conference had gotten him nowhere. According to those familiar with his thinking, he thought that if he started getting louder and louder about it on this night, only a mile and a half away from SEC headquarters, Sankey would have to do something.

And Sankey did step in, though not in the way Saban wanted.

IN COLLEGE STATION, TEXAS, JIMBO Fisher, the man accused of buying his incoming class, exploded in outrage. Fisher and Saban, who had worked together at LSU in the early 2000s, were always deferential to each other publicly, but they had a strained relationship. Each was a hard-charging alpha personality with doctorate-level mastery of obscenities and putting up with zero bullshit. The two were a powder keg ready to blow by the end of their four years together in Baton Rouge. On that May night, Fisher seethed that a man he knew had never done anything to stop wealthy LSU boosters from paying players back in their days together was now calling him out as a cheater in front of the whole world. Former players, those who received money while playing for Saban and Fisher at LSU, couldn’t believe Saban went there either.

“As soon as I heard Coach Saban say that I was like ‘What is he doing?’” said former Tiger Elice Parker. “Does he really think the same thing isn’t happening at Alabama? Shit, it happened at LSU.”

Parker, a Zachary, Louisiana, native, was the old man of Saban’s early LSU teams. He spent four years with the Marine Corps after high school before coming to play football for LSU in his early twenties. He was never a star at LSU—he excelled on special teams but was a backup on offense—but still benefited financially from the tremendous local interest in the Tigers. It was common practice, he said, for players to get taken care of, and everyone knew the deal when one of the stars started driving a new SUV. After LSU games, boosters would come into the locker room and reward players who performed well.

“I had multiple times where I got the nice game handshake,” Parker said. “The bigger-named athletes just got a healthier handshake than what I did. It wasn’t a million dollars, but it was a whole lot of money to us as college kids.”

Saban understood the dynamics around big-time college football. In one of his first staff meetings at LSU, he had laid out his expectations with his staff.

“If any of you are ever caught cheating, you’re immediately fired,” Saban told them. He waited for a beat and said, “But, of course, we can’t control what the boosters do.”

Fisher was there for that meeting and, more than twenty years later, was ready to bare it all, to let everyone know the Saban he knew, the truth about a man who had won seven national championships. He vowed to his deputies he wouldn’t back down from a fight with the big bully over at Bama and demanded a next-day press conference to set the story straight. Texas A&M athletic director Ross Bjork and Creative Artists Agency (CAA) superagent Jimmy Sexton, Fisher’s agent, pleaded with him to stand down, to take the higher road, but he couldn’t hear it. Fisher believed it was a vicious personal attack, and the only way he could respond would be to go scorched earth.

At the press conference, an incensed Fisher unloaded on his former boss. He went completely off script from the talking points his A&M colleagues had prepared for him. “It’s despicable that a reputable head coach can come out and say this when he doesn’t get his way or things don’t go his way,” Fisher said. “The narcissist in him doesn’t allow those things to happen. It’s ridiculous when he’s not on top. The parity in college football he’s been talking about? Go talk to coaches who’ve coached for him. You’ll find out all about the parity. Go dig into wherever he’s been. You can find out anything.”

Citing their shared West Virginia roots, Fisher suggested Saban should have been slapped more as a child. Fisher said people like Saban “think they’re God,” but that he knew how the man they worship in Tuscaloosa conducts business. He practically begged the reporters assembled in the room to pack up their bags and investigate Saban’s behavior that very minute.

“We build him up to be the czar of football,” Fisher said. “Go dig into his past or anybody who’s ever coached for him. You can find out anything you want to find out. What he does and how he does it. It’s despicable. It really is.”

Fisher’s fiery comments came despite Commissioner Sankey explicitly warning Fisher not to cross the line in retaliating against Saban. This wasn’t the first warning the SEC commissioner had given Fisher about going after one of his SEC coaching peers.

Now Sankey, traveling back from an event in New York City, was nonplussed, to put it mildly, that Fisher directly disobeyed his request and turned his conference into a media circus. Texas A&M wanted Sankey to suspend Saban for his comments, but after Fisher returned fire, he was forced to reprimand both. He couldn’t believe Texas A&M came complaining, only to let Fisher do that.

“He came off like a buffoon,” said a high-ranking SEC official. “No one can control him at Texas A&M.”

As for Saban, he tried to call Fisher to apologize, but Fisher refused to answer and reiterated multiple times that he and his former LSU boss were done. Deep down, Jimbo was in pain. He couldn’t understand why a man he had given four of his prime coaching years to would take such an unnecessary public swing at his character. But Jimbo (like his former mentor) never backed down from a fight. Other members of that LSU staff were disappointed, albeit not surprised, that the two would let the intense desire to sign the top players torpedo their relationship.

“Just two fucking testosterone-ridden babies,” said one LSU assistant coach on the staff with Saban and Fisher. “If you got something you don’t like about the other guy, say it to the other guy. But they’re competitive as shit and emotions burn white hot with high-testosterone guys.”

Mark Emmert wasn’t surprised either. The NCAA president had hired Saban while serving as LSU’s chancellor and knew both men well. How each reacted played true to what he saw in Baton Rouge. “Nick doesn’t just launch things out into the world by accident. He’s very disciplined for the most part,” Emmert said. “Jimbo a little less so. Jimbo is a little more like the rest of us, I suppose; when he says things, he says things.” That Saban, Fisher, and the SEC became the focal point of the NIL discussion did amuse him though. The SEC, specifically Sankey, was the most difficult party to deal with, he said, when the NCAA futilely tried to create NIL rules. Now the problem had come home to roost in Birmingham. “To have two SEC coaches throwing rocks at each other was fun,” Emmert said.

Fisher had his share of supporters, but the coaching industry generally favored Saban in the hostilities. They thought the Alabama head coach was out of line calling Texas A&M out by name—he later publicly apologized for it—but Fisher’s vitriolic attacks on Saban’s character didn’t land much support.

“He fucked up when he attacked Nick personally,” said one SEC coach. “If they did like him, they wouldn’t admit it, because he went against the Godfather of college football.”

DESPITE GROWING UP ONLY ABOUT fifteen miles away from each other in West Virginia, Saban and Fisher were fourteen years apart in age and had never crossed paths before working together at LSU.

While working as Michigan State’s head coach in 1999, Saban watched film of a Cincinnati–Ohio State game while preparing his team for its game against the Buckeyes. Ohio State won, but Saban was impressed with how well Cincinnati played on offense, totaling 525 yards and 26 first downs. Knowing Cincinnati’s head coach, Rick Minter, had a defensive background, he became intrigued about the man behind the prolific offense and put Jimbo’s name on a list in case he ever needed an offensive coach.

That came in handy a few weeks later when Saban got the LSU job. He called Minter personally for permission to interview the Cincinnati offensive coordinator. Fisher not only had a burgeoning reputation as an offensive whiz, but he had experience recruiting the South as an assistant at Auburn. In thirty-four-year-old Jimbo Fisher, Saban saw a younger man who grew up like he had, including the accompanying hard edge. There was soon an Odd Couple feel, however, between the meticulous Saban and the easily distracted Fisher.

“Jimbo is like a mad scientist,” Minter said. “He’s chaotic and organized. He’s like an accountant . . . [whose] desk looks like crap but he knows where every folder is. He’s a brilliant mind, but he comes off as scattered.”

In addition to Fisher, Saban’s staff included two future NFL head coaches (Freddie Kitchens and Adam Gase), two future Power 5 head coaches (Derek Dooley and Mel Tucker), and well-known career assistants like Pete Jenkins, Rick Trickett, and Sal Sunseri. Saban himself was far from football royalty when he arrived in Baton Rouge. He was well respected within the coaching community but had never even won a bowl game as a head coach. He wasn’t a particularly popular hire at LSU despite coming off a 10-2 season in his final year at MSU, something he was well aware of. They’d even say it straight to his face that first year in Louisiana, according to members of his staff.

After he was officially introduced as LSU’s new head coach, someone came up to then chancellor Mark Emmert and informed him he had just hired an asshole. Emmert knew Saban’s reputation, saying he was “pretty gruff especially at that time,” but told the man he wasn’t concerned about it. “I’ve got people to go to dinner with,” Emmert told him. “What I really needed was a football coach.”

Saban became obsessed with outworking, outrecruiting, and outscheming every opponent. The pace was severe for everyone involved, especially those who had never worked with Saban before.

“He wasn’t much fun in 2000,” his defensive line coach Pete Jenkins said. “Mel Tucker and I got him the worst year of his damn career.”

Trickett, who had worked with Saban at West Virginia in the late 1970s, had a sense of what he was getting into. Saban, Fisher, and Trickett had all grown up in coal country with demanding fathers who had healthy appetites for work. “Big Nick” Saban, who owned a gas station in Monongah, was never one to offer his son many attaboys or pats on the back; instead, he always zeroed in on his mistakes. It shaped Nick’s worldview and set him on a never-ending pursuit of perfection. “Fear of failure, fear of having nothing, fear of your family not being able to provide,” Trickett said, explaining what powered all three of them. “Seeing how hard your dads worked and not having much.”

The stories of Saban’s time in Baton Rouge are part legend and part horror story. He was laser-focused on being the best and would keep pushing and pushing until he got there. The long hours didn’t matter. The punishing tempo at practices didn’t matter. Players throwing up in the 100-degree Louisiana heat? Get the next guy in there. It wasn’t malicious or vengeful; it was a man who thought he had the map to the palace and wouldn’t let anything slow or distract him from that journey. He had a burning desire to be great and put every ounce of himself into trying to elevate the people around him to accomplish that. You either got on board with the mission or you sought life elsewhere. Coaches and players from that era described him as a thoroughbred horse with blinkers on—it was all about what was ahead and not about anything else happening around him.

A famous example of Saban’s one-track mind, passed down from assistant to assistant over the years but never previously reported, occurred early at LSU. On a Tuesday morning in September, Saban and his defensive staff were game-planning for a Saturday home game against Auburn when he was interrupted. A secretary ran into the room and informed Saban that a plane had just hit the World Trade Center in New York City. Confusion started building in the room, but the work continued. Later, she ran back into the room and told Saban a second plane had now hit the second World Trade Center building. To many Americans, that moment on September 11, 2001, signaled that the country was under attack. In that LSU staff meeting, panic unfolded as the coaches tried to understand what was happening and what it might all mean.

Seeing the reaction of his staff, Saban said, “Boys, there are some screwed-up people in the world,” he said. “Now, what are we going to do when we’re in Cover Two against these routes?”

Saban continued with the regularly scheduled practice later that day, with some players on the team having no idea what was happening across the country because their head coach never addressed it. (Saban would later apologize to a newspaper for having his “head in the sand” in not addressing 9/11 with his team that day. He’d have to apologize again in 2007, when he clumsily compared an Alabama loss to 9/11 and Pearl Harbor.)

Years later, as Saban assembled his first Alabama staff in Tuscaloosa, his assistant coach Kirby Smart used the story to explain to the new coaches what they had just signed up for. “This guy is all football all the time,” Smart told them. “When he’s in the office, he’s not thinking about anything else.”

Saban never wanted to waste a second and fastidiously followed his schedule. “He’s very decisive and he doesn’t have any time for bullshit,” said one longtime staffer. “If he thinks something is a waste of his time, he’s going to treat you like it and walk out of the room.” In 2004, Saban’s final season at LSU, Louisiana governor Kathleen Blanco, the first female governor in the state’s history, came to talk to the team. Saban allotted ten minutes for Blanco’s talk. As a few seconds trickled past the ten-minute mark, Saban got up, stepped in front of the governor, and said it was time to practice.

“He cuts it off in the middle of the speech,” offensive lineman Steve Arflin said. “I’ll never forget that. Cut off the governor of Louisiana so we could get started because it was seventeen seconds into his schedule.”

The results were undeniable, but the pace was unrelenting. By 2002, Saban was on his third defensive coordinator in as many seasons. To survive the LSU era under Saban, you had to have thick skin, near superhuman stamina to keep up with the hours, and the ability to perform under pressure. “He was hard as hell to work for, but he outworked everybody on the staff,” Jenkins said. “His expectation level for his assistants is way the hell up there.” He was constantly cranking up the heat on his coaches, whether on the practice field or in the meeting rooms, but if you went in the tank when he got after you, then he lost all confidence in you. Fisher and a young Will Muschamp had the disposition to handle Saban’s antics and give it back to him, creating spirited practices and staff meetings.

Saban and Fisher were fiercely competitive, which often spilled onto the practice field. It was an elaborate chess match with the players as pawns, albeit with much more profanity than anything between Kasparov and Karpov. Saban, a defensive mastermind, and Fisher, the offensive mad scientist intent on showing off his brilliance, clashed often in those practices. Fisher actually liked to try to get under Saban’s skin.

“Jimbo was funny,” Arflin said. “He was a nice yin to Saban’s yang. Saban was always serious and rarely let loose at all. Fisher would do that a little bit.”

Saban and Fisher both had talent in another department. Saban “is one of the greatest cusser-outers of all-time,” said LSU offensive lineman Peter Dyakowski. “if not the greatest of all-time.” Only Fisher, who said “goddamn more than anybody I’ve ever met in my life,” according to Arflin, could vie with him.

There was a “real rivalry” between the two, according to Dyakowski, but the players believed it was mostly two highly competitive guys going at each other. Saban built a culture where every practice repetition was treated as if it were the most important thing, and everyone from the coaches down to the players had to buy into that philosophy. Early on, there was resistance. “We didn’t like him because practice was so hard,” said offensive guard Brandon Hurley. “Senior guys [would] have a countdown in their locker with how many more practices they had left.” Later, the team bought into the system when the results showed there was a method behind the labor demands.

“He had this talent for fostering incredibly well-conditioned angry men by the time it came to Saturday,” Arflin said. “You’re just pissed and you want to take it out on someone.”

Twenty years later, Jimbo Fisher showed some of those pissed-off feelings didn’t always go away.

TWO WEEKS AFTER THE SHOTS heard ’round the college football world, all eyes were on Saban and Fisher as they arrived in Florida for the SEC’s annual spring meetings. Everyone involved, from the SEC to the pair’s shared agent, Sexton, worked to tamp down the situation and ensure there were no fireworks on the beach. Still, it would be the first time Saban and Fisher had seen each other in person since the drama, and they had to share a meeting room with twelve other SEC coaches for the next day and a half.

Saban struck a contrite tone, according to those in attendance, realizing he created unnecessary headlines that overshadowed the real issues. Fisher, meanwhile, came in swaggering and unrepentant about his vicious words against the Alabama head coach. Saban seemed thrown by Fisher’s attitude. He said publicly that he had no problem with his former assistant but didn’t back down from the context of his comments. Fisher wouldn’t acknowledge the situation at all, taking a page out of Bill Belichick’s playbook, and repeatedly said “We’re moving on” when asked by reporters about his relationship with Saban. He did nothing to shut down speculation that the relationship between the two was irrevocably damaged.

How each handled the situation further illustrated the Godfather-like roles they played within the SEC. While the ages didn’t quite match, Saban was Michael Corleone and Jimbo was Sonny. Saban, who rarely held grudges, believed it was all business, not personal, when he called out schools using NIL as pay for play. For Jimbo, of course, everything was all personal, and he couldn’t help but react emotionally.

That night, in a swanky beach restaurant near the SEC’s meetings, the Saban-Fisher brouhaha dominated a dinner conversation. Behind the personality showdown were more complicated matters. A source intimately familiar with Alabama’s NIL situation explained the existential crisis that the Crimson Tide was facing.

“If Nick Saban retired tomorrow, we’re fucked,” the source said.

This person described Alabama’s NIL operation as trying to plug the leak on the Titanic. Alabama purposefully took a cautious approach to NIL in its first year of existence, but the program had quickly fallen dangerously far behind its SEC peers. Alabama was still recruiting at a high level because of the magnetic pull of Saban, who sold his track record of developing NFL player after NFL player, but it had nothing to sustain the program should he ever retire.

“As soon as Saban leaves, this thing is a house of cards,” the source said. “It’s all going to fall apart.”

And even the long-term benefits of playing for Saban didn’t always win against cold, hard cash. Alabama’s languishing NIL operation cost it top recruits, which is what had led Saban to air his grievances publicly in the first place. The top-end number Alabama could hit at that time, in the low six figures, paled in comparison to the seven-figure numbers thrown around by other schools for elite players. Things might have been different if Alabama was even in the NIL ballpark. Fisher’s all-star recruiting class was a clear shot across the bow about what Alabama was up against.

“I think Bama would probably have three or four more five-stars last year if NIL wasn’t a thing, which is pretty crazy to think about,” said Jackson Zager, an NIL agent who represented top recruits. “I know there were a few that would have gone to Bama.”

And if the NIL agents like Zager knew it, Saban did too.

The Alabama head coach was conflicted though. He desperately wanted to win but worried about NIL’s corrosive effect on his meticulously cultivated culture. As another top NIL lawyer said at the time, “They are really weird. They don’t really pay traditionally. They don’t do that.” The world had been turned upside down so much that not violating NCAA rules to pay players was now considered nontraditional.

In fact, Alabama had a chance to add a high-profile transfer, the kind of difference maker that the 2022 team needed, but Saban declined because of the asking price. “I’m not going to let some kid own my ass for a million dollars,” Saban told a confidant. He’d rather have a level playing field where every player on the team got the same base amount, and then the true star players could earn more based on the national platform playing at Alabama provided. It frustrated him that recruiting was devolving into just how much money was offered up front rather than the bigger, long-term goals he always successfully sold to top recruits.

It wore on Saban, who prioritized recruiting above all else. Consider that on his very first day as Alabama’s head coach, he called for a staff meeting to explain his vision of Crimson Tide football. He wanted everyone who worked in the building in any capacity to be there.

When the entire staff arrived, from coaches to janitors, Saban delivered the core mission to his new employees. “Everything we do,” Saban said, “is about recruiting. Everything we do.”

He advised that if a recruit—or a recruit’s parent—walked into the building and the bathrooms were dirty, it would reflect poorly on the entire program. It was the same if a secretary, who he explained was the first link to the football program, didn’t answer the phone a certain way. Every piece mattered, and it all impacted his recruiting efforts.

In his first year as Alabama’s head coach, Saban was so relentless on the recruiting trail that the NCAA changed the rules because of him. At the time, head coaches could go on the road in the spring to visit prospects. But after working constantly from the season to recruiting to spring practice, come May, head coaches weren’t exactly eager to hit the road. But Saban, knowing how badly he needed the right players to fulfill his vision of Alabama football, was everywhere that spring. Wherever he went, he might start with a recruit’s morning workout at 6:00 a.m. and then traverse the state, hitting as many as eight or ten schools that day. “No other coach in college football was doing that or wanting to do that,” said Geoff Collins, his first director of player personnel at Alabama. “He was a machine. He set the tone for everyone in the organization, because if he’s out there grinding like this, we need to be doing this or even more so.” After enough coaches complained about it, the NCAA banned head coaches from in-person spring evaluation in a rule change known as the “Saban rule.”

No one spent more time with Saban than Collins that first year. Before becoming a head coach at Temple and Georgia Tech, Collins was in charge of Saban’s recruiting department, a highly valued but rather stressful position. He’d start the day sitting in on defensive staff meetings with Saban, join him for the full staff meeting later that morning, then spend two hours going over recruiting tape together before practice. “It was relentless attention to detail, maniacal obsession with getting everything fixed and getting the process in place,” Collins said. “I’d have two hours, just he and I, every day, and you’d think after spending that much time, there’d be some levity and some light moments. I can’t say that there were. It was here’s how we are going to maximize every second of every day.”

After a nonstop sprint from Saban’s arrival in January, an exhausted staff was finally readying to go on its first vacation in July. NCAA rules prohibited coaches from calling or hosting recruits during that time, giving everyone a chance to get a brief break in before fall camp started in August. Saban, seemingly aware of the torture he just put his new staff through, made a big deal about wanting everyone to enjoy their time off, spend time with their families, and recharge, because when they returned to the building, it was on. He gave the same speech multiple times as vacation neared, promising not to call any of them during the break.

Finally, the first day of vacation was upon them.

Collins heard his phone go off and looked at the time. It was 6:45 a.m. The call, coming from a blocked private number, meant only one thing: Saban was on the other line. “I was like, ‘Dog, I thought you weren’t calling us during this break?’” Collins said. “I didn’t realize that conversation was not applying to me and my role. I talked to him like four or five times a day every single day during that vacation.”

This is who Nick Saban was. A man who willingly eschewed enjoying vacations—during which he watched recruit films—and always had football on his mind. It was rarely fun—the winning was the fun part he’d tell players after yet another grueling practice—but this is what he recognized was necessary to be the best. The results only emboldened him. After calling Collins every day during vacation, Saban and the rest of his staff signed a Julio Jones–headlined recruiting class that at the time was one of the best ever. From 2011 to 2021, Saban signed the nation’s top recruiting class nine times, including an unprecedented seven-year streak atop the 247Sports rankings. Saban annually signing the best players became the surest bet in sports. The one blip came in 2018, the first year of the early signing period, which allowed players to sign letters of intent starting in December instead of in February. Saban underestimated the impact that would have on the recruiting calendar and didn’t push to have recruits get on campus earlier, and it led to only the fifth-best recruiting class that year. The following year, Alabama adjusted its approach and again had the top group of prospects. Saban was inevitable.

This man had a tried-and-true methodology, from the types of players he targeted to how he recruited them, and believed he could control his destiny through recruiting.

But by 2022, he wasn’t sure he could anymore.

“If there’s one thing Nick likes, it’s control,” said Charlie Weems, the former chairman of the LSU Board of Regents.

Weems had helped hire Saban at LSU and became a close confidant during his time in Baton Rouge. After Saban left LSU for his brief tenure with the Miami Dolphins in 2004, it didn’t take long for Weems to hear from his friend about how different things were in the NFL. Saban told him that in college, if he needed a good quarterback or cornerback, he’d just go out and recruit the best one. And he loved how he could mold a player with his famous process. In Saban’s college kingdom, it was a true meritocracy. It didn’t matter where you came from or who you knew, the best-prepared player always won.

In the NFL, he had to deal with the draft, salary caps, and other complications that limited his success. It had been his dream to be an NFL head coach, but it didn’t take him long to realize where he could truly excel was back in college football. The NFL robbed him of his greatest gift: control.

“I can’t do everything that I can do,” Saban told Weems. “I’ve got guys you can’t motivate and have the same control over.”

The fear now keeping him up at night was that college football had become the same.





Chapter 2

Michigan Man

IT WAS A LITTLE PAST nine in the morning the Thursday before Memorial Day weekend. One hundred days before the 2023 season kicked off, and Jim Harbaugh was sitting in his office overlooking a pristine indoor practice field on the back side of Schembechler Hall, wearing a gray sweater and—you guessed it—khaki pants. He fidgeted a bit, the culprits, one suspected, the two soda cans taking up residence on a desk cluttered with paperwork and the smokeless tobacco he occasionally spit into a nearby trash can in defiance of a surgical procedure back in 2012 to correct an irregular heartbeat.

For most any coach the subject at hand was a heart attack in waiting: the chaotic state of the game. It was a subject in which this head football coach had long since decided, for better or worse, to take a stand. Fundamental to this stand was the belief that old school values of player development, 143 years of football tradition, 44 Big Ten titles, an iconic stadium, eleven national championships, backed by a prestigious U of M degree, and—how should we put this—an invested alumni base would win out over the short-term promises of the portal and NIL collectives.

“You’re telling me people are being distracted by it, people are losing their shit,” he said. “This game, football, has been the foundation of my life, done so much, taught me so much, and I’ve seen it be good for so many.

“Football is ninety-eight percent of what I have. Who I am as a person came from the game of football, a kid who made a sport of everything from five years old to fifteen or sixteen. A real nobody. To have a seat at the table now, all that came from football. The work ethic. The discipline.”

On this day, seven months shy of his sixtieth year of life, Harbaugh was nothing less than a Michigan Man on a mission, preaching principles destined to carry enormous weight against the headwinds to come in the months ahead.

“I don’t treat my kids at home any different than players on the team or the players on the team any different than my kids at home,” Harbaugh said. “I got one goal for them: get to the point where they can take care of themselves, and aren’t afraid of any challenges, aren’t afraid to take on any new challenges. Once you get them there, then your mission is to make them the best version of themselves on and off the field, in their lives. That’s the way I was taught as a lad by my dad. That’s the way I was coached here at Michigan. Regardless of any adversity, distractions, you’re teaching young kids, college kids, to be steadfast. No matter what the changing winds, changing currents. Stay on your mission. Stay steadfast in your goals, your values, and your faith. The most important thing.”

Faith, Family, and Football. In many ways the preordained Holy Trinity for the youngest son of Jack and Jackie Harbaugh. His mother was a spitfire, the rock on which a family rested. His father, a football lifer who spent more than fifty years coaching under the bright lights of high school and college football—with pit stops at places like Perrysburg and Xenia, Ohio; Morehead State and Bowling Green, Iowa; Michigan (under Bo Schembechler); and Stanford, before accepting head coaching jobs at Western Michigan then Western Kentucky, where Jack won a Division I-AA national championship in 2002, in his fourteenth and final season at the school.

Oldest son, John, then in his seventeenth year as head coach of the Baltimore Ravens, and Jim (younger by fifteen months) shared the same bedroom growing up, a line of white athletic tape, quite naturally, dividing it in half.

In grade school John and Jim played sports year-round: basketball, hockey, football, wrestling, and baseball. Young Jim up and out by 6:00 a.m. on Saturday for wrestling, changing his clothes in the family car in time for a basketball game at 10:00. By the time he was eight, he kept statistics on his batting average in baseball, scoring average in basketball, and touchdowns in football.

Given their ages and combative DNA, John and Jim grew to be best friends and relentless competitors, never giving an inch in anything—basketball, baseball . . . or chess. As the story goes, Jack once woke up in the hospital, recovering from surgery, only to find his two boys arguing over a board at 2:00 a.m. During more restrictive winter months, they devised a test of wills using only a deck of cards. The rules were simple. If you turned up, say, a seven, it meant seven push-ups. A face card was ten, aces fifteen, and the Joker twenty. Depending on the draw, you could pull as many as four hundred push-ups in an hour.

AS PART OF A FEATURE on the Harbaugh family by ESPN’s Marty Smith prior to the playoffs, the origin story of “Who’s got it better . . .” was brought to life. It all stemmed from the day seven-year-old Jim and nine-year-old John stepped out of the house ready for a ride to school.

“Where’s the car?” asked Jim.

“No car today, boys,” his father replied. “We’re walking.”

So they walked. Basketball in hand, one hundred dribbles with the right hand, a hundred more with the left, back and forth, back and forth, traveling, so to speak, on their way to school.

At one point their father shouted:

“Who’s got it better than us?”

“Nobody, Dad! Nobody!”

AFTER A STELLAR CAREER AT Palo Alto High in 1982, the prodigal son returned to his Midwest roots. By the time his college career was over, Jim Harbaugh was an all–Big Ten quarterback, had set a school record in career passing yards (5,449), and finished third in Heisman Trophy balloting.

Drafted in the first round by the Chicago Bears in 1987, he would go on to play 177 games for four different teams over fourteen seasons in the NFL. In 1995 he earned Pro Bowl and AFC Player of the Year honors after leading the Indianapolis Colts to the AFC Championship Game.

Harbaugh once recalled his icy Windy City welcome. One fine spring day he walked into head coach Mike Ditka’s office in Halas Hall shortly after being drafted, only to have “Iron Mike” give him a team sweater and the cold shoulder.

“You know,” Ditka said, “we’ve got four other quarterbacks here already.”

“I really didn’t get the feeling he wanted me,” Harbaugh said. “From everything I heard, it seemed he wanted a different player.”

Three years later Ditka named him the team’s starting quarterback.

ENTERING HIS NINTH SEASON AS the Man at Michigan, Harbaugh had lost none of his famous fire. He loved his 2023 team—junior quarterback J.J. McCarthy, senior running back Blake Corum, starting guard Zak Zinter, defensive tackle Kris Jenkins, defensive back Mike Sainristil, leaders of a band of brothers that remained at Michigan when they could have gone pro or into the portal to try to capture an elusive national championship.

This devotion was underscored by the fact that just a few months earlier, Harbaugh himself had turned down the head coaching job and life-altering Walmart money from the owners of the Denver Broncos to remain in Ann Arbor—despite a perilous NCAA investigation hanging over his head, one centered around impermissible contacts with recruits and other sundry minor violations during a COVID-19 “dead” period, and the serious charge that Harbaugh had lied to investigators about two chance meetings with recruits and their families during that same dead period.

“I swear the only reason he turned down the Broncos was loyalty,” said a source with direct knowledge of the negotiations. “He had these guys coming back. He explained it to me. He was apologetic about it. ‘I owe it to these guys. These guys have every reason to expect me to be there when they come back, and I have to be there for them.’

“He wasn’t disregarding the [NCAA investigation] facts. ‘These are all possible outcomes, and none of them are good for me. One or two could be really bad for me. This opportunity at this stage in life is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.’ Nonetheless, he stayed. Only because of his loyalty to J.J., Blake, those other guys coming back.”

With the Broncos offer in mind, Harbaugh was asked how hard it would have been to leave Ann Arbor, better known to locals as A2. “Seems to be a pretty damn big magnetic pull here. Is that a fair assessment?” he was asked.

“Yeah. That is fair. That is more than fair,” he replied before offering a chuckle. “Who’s got it better than us? Nobody.”

THAT “BETTER THAN US” BOAST carried more than a touch of irony. In many precincts Harbaugh had long since been voted the runaway winner in any Most Polarizing Coach in America poll, alternately described as controversial, complicated, unique, unorthodox, idiosyncratic, and, more often than not, quirky. A highly intelligent road-less-traveled guy who delighted in pushing boundaries, exploiting gray areas, in zigging where others zag, in what Harbaugh himself once called “outsmarting the system.”

To wit: early on at Michigan, Harbaugh discovered there was no national rule on how many offseason summer camps a head coach could conduct. So in 2015 he set up the satellite tour—in reality, planting U of M recruiting flags deep in the SEC’s backyard, leaving the likes of Saban and other coaches fit to be tied; offered educational “team bonding” trips in early May to countries like Italy and South Africa at a cost of some $6,000 per man; and made the controversial hire of a high school football coach from New Jersey as the team’s director of player personnel and recruiting (Chris Partridge—remember that name), who just happened to influence the commitment of one of his star high school players and future pros to Michigan (safety Jabrill Peppers), before bringing another future NFL star (Green Bay outside linebacker Rashan Gary) along for the ride.

ATTORNEY TOM MARS GOT HIS first taste of this Harbaughian stew in the spring of 2018. At the time Mars was representing former Ole Miss quarterback Shea Patterson in his attempt to receive a waiver from the NCAA to transfer to Michigan and become immediately eligible to play. In the ensuing years, Mars would spend countless hours engaged with Harbaugh on an array of topics—eligibility, Netflix movies, abortion, politics, and, oh yes, his trials and tribulations with the NCAA.

“I think Jim is a complex person. In some ways they broke the mold when they made Jim Harbaugh,” Mars said. “I mean that in a good way. Some people have described him as quirky. I find personality traits that are unusual, endearing. I’d give him the highest rating in leadership, motivation, integrity. Definitely a principled guy. And loyal to a fault.”

That’s not to say, as Todd Anson, a Michigan law school grad and longtime friend and adviser, put it, Harbaugh wasn’t capable of taking his laser focus on football to comic extremes. Case in point: The time Anson was invited to stay at the Harbaugh’s new home in Ann Arbor shortly after Jim was hired, while Sarah and the kids were still back in California finishing out the school year. Arriving at the house, Anson said he discovered nothing but a blow-up mattress in a spare bedroom, not a bath towel or roll of toilet paper in sight, and a fridge full of nothing but cold air. A trip to Costco soon followed.

“At times,” said Anson, “Jim can be a very narrow human being.”

JAMES JOSEPH HARBAUGH OFFICIALLY ARRIVED on Michigan’s bucolic campus from San Francisco on December 30, 2014. By then he was in the twentieth year of a coaching life that began as an unpaid assistant under his father at Western Kentucky, scouting and recruiting high school athletes while still playing in the NFL. Upon retirement, a two-year stop as quarterback coach in Oakland (2002–2003), highlighted by a trip to Super Bowl XXXVII before taking the head job at the University of San Diego in the Pioneer League, where he won twenty-nine games in three years. Next stop: Stanford. Over four seasons Harbaugh firmly established himself as a turnaround artist, breathing new life into a struggling Cardinal program. From 4-8 his first season to 12-1 his last, with some very public clashes with his peers—like USC coach Pete Carroll—along the way.

Then the 49ers came calling. Over four seasons Harbaugh performed a bit of Bay Area magic, advancing to three NFC Championship games and Super Bowl XLVII against his brother and the Baltimore Ravens, before an ongoing battle with general manager Trent Baalke greased his exit.

Harbaugh’s return to Ann Arbor was hailed as nothing less than the revival of Michigan football. Two months earlier, Jim Hackett had been named interim athletic director, replacing a beleaguered Dave Brandon, who had resigned under pressure.

Hackett was not any interim AD. He had just retired after thirty years with the Grand Rapids–based office furniture giant Steelcase, becoming the youngest CEO in company history at the age of thirty-nine. After an eighteen-month stint in Ann Arbor, Hackett would later become CEO of the Ford Motor Company. His thinking about complex business problems and solutions was deeply influenced by the theoretical research coming out of the Santa Fe Institute, an independent nonprofit founded by several scientists who had previously worked at the Los Alamos National Laboratory helping develop the atomic bomb. The institute’s research was dedicated to the “multidisciplinary study of . . . complex adaptive systems,” not unlike an athletic department the size of Michigan’s.

Hackett’s first day on the job was October 31, 2014, a not-so-happy Halloween. Brady Hoke was in his fourth season as head coach of a generally underwhelming run—at least by Michigan standards—at the tail end of a dismal 5-7 campaign, including another blowout loss to Ohio State.

“I only see a few games, including the Ohio State game, and Brady’s contract is up,” Hackett said. “No one told me that.”

So, much like a Los Alamos scientist, Hackett did some deep thinking and decided he needed to make not a one-year but a five-year decision on his next head coach.

“That’s what led me to say I have to end the relationship [with Hoke] now,” said Hackett, “because I can’t give you a new contract. I’ll let the world know what kind of wonderful man you are, because he is, and I did that in a press conference, and then I started to work.”

As it so happened Hackett had been a reserve center on one of Bo’s teams when Jack Harbaugh was the defensive backs coach. Before practice when the centers and quarterbacks were working on exchanges and Harbaugh senior was working with the punt returners, they started to talk. A long-lasting friendship was formed.

“I hadn’t let Brady go, but I knew I was going to,” said Hackett, “so I called Jack and said, ‘I can’t tell you what’s going on, it wouldn’t be right, but let’s just say I found myself in a situation where I’ve got to deal with Brady’s contract and I don’t continue it,’ and he knew where I was going.”

Hackett told the senior Harbaugh he would like to speak with his son but only if there was hope. He didn’t need or want a media circus.

“Jim,” replied Jack Harbaugh, “I think if you’re interested in recruiting him, I think he would love that.”

That’s all Hackett needed to hear. He said his first call with Jim Harbaugh came right before the Ohio State game. Hackett’s telling, nine years later, is something out of a Saturday Night Live skit.

“He answered the phone. I said, ‘This is Jim Hackett.’”

Harbaugh: “Is this the guy who taped me in the locker?”

Seems young Jim had tagged along with his dad to quite a few Michigan football practices and—stop us if you’ve heard this before—was a complete pain in the ass. Running around, throwing the ball everywhere, creating the kind of havoc only a hyperactive four-year-old can create.

So one day some pissed-off offensive linemen picked him up and taped him inside a locker.

Hackett: “So I said to him, ‘No, man, I’m the one who cut you out.’”

After the laughter died, the two men started talking—and kept talking, every weekend for six or seven weeks. All the while Hackett was trying to figure out the “idiosyncratic” behavior people were talking about, trying, in his words, “to get to the bottom of the moral compass.”

“You’ve met some competitive people, they are so competitive, that’s why they’re dominant,” said Hackett. “I grew up with three older brothers. I have a brother like that. Here’s what you get in the package, they can’t lose, so what happens next? Do they cheat? How far are they willing to go?

“My book on Jim is he’ll go right to the line to see if you’ll catch him. He’s trying to be really clever . . . like the summer camp thing. Jim’s cleverness is not cheating. He just knows the rules better than you. [Former Cleveland Browns coach] Paul Brown was like that. Bo. Woody. Belichick. All those guys are like that. Jim fit a niche for me.”

Now all Hackett had to do was pry him away from the 49ers. Fortunately, Harbaugh’s battles with GM Baalke had reached a breaking point.

So Hackett got on the phone with Jed York, the 49ers’ young owner, told him he wanted Harbaugh, and worked out an exit strategy.

A month after the Ohio State game Michigan had their man signing Harbaugh to a seven-year contract.

SIX YEARS LATER, ONLY DEAR friends and the faithful believed Hackett, now running Ford Motor, had made the right choice.

In Harbaugh’s first five years his Wolverines lost between three and five games every year—including five straight to Ohio State—never ranking higher than 10th in the final polls. The sixth year, the COVID-19 pandemic shortened 2020 season, the maize and blue bottomed out, winning just two of six games.

“If you did a poll of Michigan fans, I’m not sure Harbaugh comes back,” said John U. Bacon, chronicler of all things Michigan athletics and author of Endzone: The Rise, Fall, and Return of Michigan Football. “People forget that pretty quickly.”

Certainly not Harbaugh. One cold December night he walked down a hill to his parents’ house and poured his heart out.

“I remember, it was about seven o’clock,” his father Jack told Sports Illustrated’s Michael Rosenberg. “He sat down on the couch with us. And he said, ‘I just want you to be ready. Tomorrow I could be fired. . . . I’m not going to be the coach at the University of Michigan. The reason I tell you is because when you see it, I want you to be prepared.’ And then he got up and went home. Walked up the hill.”

Faced with a problem of his own making, Harbaugh pivoted. He took stock and revamped his coaching staff—letting six older assistants go. In their place he hired younger coaches full of innovative ideas and recruiting zeal, landing the likes of five-star quarterback McCarthy.

A control freak by nature, Harbaugh ceded more power to key players and coaches, particularly Biff Poggi, who took on the role of consigliere and conduit to the locker room. Perhaps most importantly, he doubled down on the man since hailed as the team’s X-factor: director of strength and conditioning Ben Herbert, a certified perfectionist with an inspiring spirit.

“In the weight room it’s like Nirvana,” said Harbaugh during our interview. “That’s the center of our player development, with Ben Herbert and his staff. I spend as much time as I can down there.”

Finally, seven years into his time in Ann Arbor, a revamped form of Michigan football emerged—bigger, stronger, mentally tougher, defensive minded, and far more versatile. At the same time that the team’s DNA was changing, Harbaugh retained his unique ability to own a room—whether in the locker room or when speaking to a recruit and his family in his office for two and a half hours about everything under the sun, be it his new lawn mower or leaf blower. To turn things up a notch, he added a “Beat Ohio” drill, an intense team workout that weeded out guys who, in Harbaugh’s words, didn’t want to “push the train.” The results became clear in 2021, when the Wolverines went 12-2 and recorded their first win over Ohio State in a decade, earning a spot in four-team postseason playoff.

Of course, that season also marked the beginning of the Name, Image, and Likeness era. Based on pure numbers alone Michigan should have dominated right from the start. It boasted not only one of the largest living alumni bases—an estimated 670,000 people—but more than 25,000 annual donors, and raised between $500 million and $700 million a year, among the top ten universities overall, including between $15 million and $25 million for athletics.

Despite those numbers, Michigan found itself stumbling out of the starting blocks, trailing Miami, USC, Ohio State, and a smattering of SEC schools—Texas A&M, Tennessee, Georgia—that shot out like cannons. Unlike other blue-blood programs housed under a single collective roof, Michigan had decided to take a shotgun approach: as many as a half dozen collectives or marketing groups eventually vying for donor money and influence, bearing names like Valiant, Champions Circle, Stadium & Main, and Hail! Impact.

Compounding the problem, according to multiple sources, athletic department staffers were reluctant to embrace the new normal, taking their cues from the athletic director Warde Manuel.

“For a good year we didn’t hear a thing out of athletics [about NIL],” said one senior university official. “It came from Warde. He stayed quiet on what we should do. You cannot steer a donor to a student-athlete. You cannot make those deals happen. We had no guidance really up until December 2022. Otherwise, it was I don’t know what to tell you. We’re neither for or against it. Warde’s silence made me think we were pretty much against it.”

Others in the know about Manuel, who played defensive tackle under Bo on the same 1986 team as Harbaugh, were less charitable, describing him as an obstructionist.

“There was an uprising by coaches against Warde,” said one university official. “Telling him ‘We can’t compete anymore, you’re killing me, I’m going to get fired, you won’t allow us to compete.’ NIL was number one in terms of tension.”

In our interview, Manuel pushed back hard on the notion he was reluctant to embrace NIL, saying he had been an outspoken proponent for student-athletes publicly and privately.

“In terms of collectives, I wanted to make sure whoever we developed the collective around, we did it the right way in terms of inducements for our student-athletes,” he said. “Some may say I was slow. But I’ve always worked and always had open communication with our collectives. I wanted to make sure our student-athletes were not taken advantage of. If I’m going to be blamed for that, then blame me.”

“Warde is very measured, methodical, and it hurts sometimes,” said one high-ranking athletic department official, “especially in today’s environment, where things happen with the snap of your fingers. It slowed us down.”

It wasn’t until the summer of 2023, nearly two full years after NIL became the law of the land, that Harbaugh got involved, crisscrossing the country in support of Champions Circle, by now the official NIL partner of U of M athletics.

“There are other people who are not sitting idle,” he told a group of donors at an event in Chicago in June. “We can sit here and go, ‘Hey, we’re Michigan. Let’s just be idle. We are in a great spot!’ Other people are not idling right now.”

Asked directly a month earlier about Manuel’s role and whether Michigan’s NIL structure had kept pace with other elite programs, Harbaugh dodged the question.

“I don’t know what you’re referring to,” he said. “It’s well documented. I have put something out there [support for Champions Circle]. I’m coaching the team. I have a little sign over there—just coach the team. Making sure they are getting an education, which I still think is the most powerful thing I can do for them.”

TENSION BETWEEN THE TWO MOST powerful people in most athletic departments—the AD and his head football coach—is nothing new. One side is keenly focused on keeping the entire ship afloat, the other, on the bright shiny object right in front of their face. Winning. Costs be damned.

Follow the U of M timeline back far enough and longtime staffers are among the first to point out Schembechler and nationally renowned AD Don Canham didn’t always see eye to eye during their twenty-year marriage. But Hall of Fame head coaches no longer command $150,000 a year in salary and bonuses as Schembechler did; instead they’re closing in on one hundred times that amount.

In addition, in 2023 alone Michigan’s football revenue topped $140 million. In short, the stakes had skyrocketed, and along with it the tension between two singular forces, particularly when one of those forces has, in Harbaugh’s case, a dance card marked with the Minnesota Vikings, Denver Broncos, Los Angeles Chargers, and Atlanta Falcons.

“We called it Harbuary,” said one former U of M administrator. “Every January we’d all watch Harbaugh to see what pro team he was talking to.”

For departmental detectives, the Harbaugh-Manuel relationship had long since devolved into something of a parlor game on social media and fan blogs featuring a rotating cast of characters. For example, when Manuel was hired in January 2016 from the University of Connecticut, Harbaugh’s choice was said to have been well-respected West Virginia AD Oliver Luck, the father of Andrew Luck, who had starred at quarterback for Harbaugh at Stanford. Manuel’s subsequent top-down reporting hierarchy discouraged drop-in visits. In addition, after the post-COVID season and ensuing lower football revenues dropped precipitously, Manuel cut Harbaugh’s guaranteed $8 million salary (plus incentives) in half. And even though he signed a five-year extension in 2022, it’s never really been about the money for Harbaugh, so much as the feeling of being wanted, having an outspoken advocate he could count on, that had his back with the Board of Regents.

Manuel called speculation he had anything less than an honest relationship with a head coach he called “smart, passionate, a great colleague” flat-out ridiculous.

“Jim and I, from my perspective, had a very open, great relationship in that there was communication,” Manuel said. “When I called, he picked up the phone. When he called, I picked up the phone. There was never the stuff that was out in social media that we don’t talk; all of that was ridiculous. Our relationship was very open, direct. There was never a time there was a break.”

Manuel was the first to admit he had little or no interest in taking to social media to calm the critics or rally support for his coaches.

U of M president Santa Ono turned out to be that vocal advocate. Just three months into his new post, following another stellar 13-1 season in 2022 and a second consecutive trip to the CFP, Ono, a man who enjoys the spotlight, took it upon himself to break yet another logjam of contract talks between Harbaugh and Manuel.

Among Harbaugh’s reported demands at the time: the desire to be the highest paid coach in the Big Ten—around $9 million per year plus up to another $3 million in incentives—and a large assistant salary pool of $8 million. Meanwhile, the dalliance with the Broncos continued.

Having successfully stepped into that breach, on January 16, 2023, Ono posted this tweet, perceived by some as a not-so-subtle dig at his athletic director.

I just got off the phone with Coach Harbaugh and Jim shared with me
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