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Part I: The Soil
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Chapter 1: Red Clay and Deep Roots

The humidity of a Mississippi August hangs heavy, like a damp wool blanket thrown over the shoulders of the thousands who call Oxford home. In this part of the country, time doesn't move in the linear fashion preferred by the rest of the world. Here, the past is not behind us; it is beneath us — in the red clay that stains the hems of white summer dresses and the cuffs of seersucker trousers, in the air thick with pine and the distant, half-remembered thunder of a crowd. Seasons change, coaches come and go, dynasties rise and crumble, but the red clay endures. It is the first fact of Ole Miss football, the substrate upon which everything else rests.

To understand what football means at the University of Mississippi — affectionately and exclusively known to its faithful as Ole Miss — one must first understand the land from which it springs. The connection between the people of Mississippi and their team is not a casual affinity, not the mild rooting interest of someone who attended a school for four years and carries an alumni sticker on their bumper ever after. It is something deeper and more difficult to explain, something rooted in the particular conditions of life in this state and in the long, complicated relationship between Mississippi and the rest of the country. You cannot understand Ole Miss football without understanding Mississippi, and you cannot understand Mississippi without understanding what it has meant, for most of its history, to be left behind.

The state has been, for most of its existence, at or near the bottom of the national rankings in education, income, infant mortality, and life expectancy. It has been poor in the ways that the rest of the country measures poverty, and it has been rich in the ways that resist measurement — in the depth of its music, the extravagance of its food, the fierce particularity of its storytelling, and the bone-deep loyalty of its people to one another. What Mississippi has never lacked, not for a single generation, is pride. A ferocious, sometimes irrational, occasionally magnificent pride — the pride of people who know exactly what the rest of the country thinks of them and have decided, collectively, that they do not particularly care.

Football became the primary vehicle for that pride. On a Saturday afternoon in autumn, when the Rebels take the field in cardinal red and navy blue, they carry with them the accumulated weight of every dismissal, every condescension, every cable news segment and magazine ranking and dinner table conversation in which Mississippi was discussed as a problem to be solved rather than a place to be understood. The stadium becomes a courtroom in those moments. The scoreboard is the verdict. And when Ole Miss wins — when the Rebels beat a ranked opponent, when the Grove empties onto the field, when the goalposts come down — the celebration is not merely sporting. It is existential. It is a people saying, once more, with feeling: we are here, and we matter.

Oxford itself is a paradox, and it wears its contradictions with the ease of long practice. It is a small city — barely twenty thousand permanent residents, swelling to twice that when the university is in session — that has produced two Nobel Prize winners in literature, housed one of the most important civil rights landmarks in American history, and maintained one of the most storied athletic traditions in the South, all within the boundaries of a county that many Americans could not find on a map. The Square, with its independent bookstores and white-tablecloth restaurants and the bronze statue of William Faulkner seated in contemplative ease outside the old courthouse, suggests a different Mississippi than the one that appears in the national imagination. Oxford is the Mississippi that Mississippi has always known it could be, given the right combination of resources and will.

* * *
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Faulkner is the presiding spirit of the place, and his most famous dictum — that the past is never dead, that it is not even past — is less a literary observation in Oxford than a statement of meteorological fact. History is atmospheric here. You breathe it. The university was founded in 1848, a decade before the state it served would participate in tearing the nation apart. Its oldest buildings, the Lyceum and the Barnard Observatory, are beautiful in the classical Southern manner, with their white columns and broad porticos. They are also haunted. The Lyceum served as a field hospital during the Civil War, and the blood of soldiers soaked into its floorboards in ways that no subsequent renovation has ever quite erased. Walking across the campus on a quiet weekday morning, it is possible to feel the full weight of what happened here and what continues to happen — the ongoing negotiation between a place's history and its aspirations, between what it was and what it is trying to become.

It is into this context that football arrived. The first Ole Miss football team took the field in 1893, wearing whatever uniforms could be assembled from available materials, playing on whatever patch of reasonably flat ground could be found near the campus. The game was raw and improvisational, more organized brawl than athletic contest by modern standards. There were no scholarships, no recruiting budgets, no coaching staffs. The players were students who had decided, apparently spontaneously, that they wished to fling themselves at other students from nearby institutions in the name of something they could not quite have articulated. But it was immediately, viscerally popular. In a community that had few outlets for collective passion and fewer still for the particular variety of competitive aggression that young men seem to require, the game provided both. The crowd that gathered to watch that first game was not large. But it was present, and its presence mattered — it established, from the very beginning, the relationship between the team and the community that would define Ole Miss football for the next century and more.

The early decades of the program were marked by the typical cycles of a small Southern athletic department finding its footing. There were winning seasons and losing ones, coaches who arrived with large ambitions and departed with varying degrees of fulfillment, moments of genuine excitement and stretches of genuine difficulty. The program was respectable without being remarkable, competitive without being dominant, which was, in the context of early twentieth-century Southern football, a perfectly acceptable condition. The SEC did not yet exist. The national infrastructure of college football was still being constructed. Ole Miss was doing something more fundamental and more important than winning championships: it was establishing the habit of football, the cultural reflex that would one day make Saturday afternoons in Oxford as inevitable and as necessary as the seasons themselves.

That reflex, once established, proved impossible to break. Through the Depression, when the university itself barely survived the economic catastrophe that swept the country, through World War II, when the campus emptied of young men who went to fight on the other side of the world, through the profound social upheavals that would convulse the state in the decades that followed, Ole Miss football persisted. It was not merely a game; it was a rhythm, a seasonal heartbeat that organized the life of the community around it. September meant the anticipation of the first game. October meant rivalry week and the particular electricity of an important afternoon. November meant everything — meant the SEC standings and the bowl picture and the long conversations in the barbershops and the diners and the law offices of Oxford about what the program was and what it could be.

The Grove, that ten-acre cathedral of oak and elm at the heart of the campus, did not become the institution it is today overnight. It grew the way all genuine traditions grow — organically, imperceptibly, one family returning to the same spot year after year, one generation teaching the next how to set the table and fold the napkins and arrange the flowers, until what had begun as a casual convenience became a ritual as fixed and sacred as anything in the liturgical calendar. The chandeliers appeared. The silver came out of storage. The fine china that had survived three generations in a cedar chest was unpacked and carried to a folding table in a public park in north Mississippi, because that was simply what one did, because that was what had always been done, because the doing of it connected the present to the past in ways that felt important and true.

* * *
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To the outsider, the Grove can look like performance — an elaborate theatrical staging of Southern gentility, a costume party in which everyone has agreed to pretend that certain aspects of the present century have not occurred. This reading is superficial and largely wrong. The Grove is genuine. The people who gather there are not performing a version of the South for an external audience. They are living a version of themselves that they consider most fully realized. In the Grove, on a Saturday morning in October, with the light coming through the oaks and the smell of food on every breeze and the distant sound of the band warming up somewhere near the stadium, they are exactly who they want to be. The football game is almost secondary to this experience. Almost. Because beneath the china and the bourbon and the magnolias, the game matters ferociously. It matters in the way that things matter when they are bound up with identity — when winning and losing feel like verdicts on who you are, when every touchdown carries with it the freight of everything the scoreboard cannot record.

This is the Ole Miss that we must understand before we can understand anything else about the program — not the Ole Miss of the box scores and the recruiting rankings and the conference standings, but the Ole Miss of the red clay and the oak trees and the particular, stubborn, magnificent pride of a people who have been tested by history and have not been broken by it. This is where the story begins. In the soil. In the air. In the long, complicated, irreducibly human love between a community and its team. Everything else — the champions and the failures, the heroes and the villains, the moments of transcendence and the moments of humiliation — grows from this root. Pull on it, and you find it goes all the way down.

Chapter 2: The Grove — A Cathedral Without Walls

There is no place in American sports quite like the Grove. This is a claim made frequently about many venues and tailgating traditions across the country, and it is usually an exaggeration born of local pride and insufficient travel. In the case of Ole Miss, it is simply true, and the truth of it has less to do with the particulars — the chandeliers, the china, the absurdly overdressed crowd — than with the function the Grove serves in the larger life of the community. It is not a pregame party. It is a place of worship, conducted outdoors under the oaks, and the Rebel faithful approach it with the reverence that designation implies.

The Grove occupies ten acres at the heart of the Ole Miss campus, shaded by trees whose ages, in some cases, predate the university itself. The canopy they create is the first thing you notice — a natural ceiling of green in September, a cathedral vault of turning color in October, a spare and skeletal architecture in November that has its own stark beauty. The light inside the Grove is different from the light anywhere else on campus. It comes through the leaves filtered and softened, and it falls across the white tents in a way that painters have attempted and photographers have chased without, in the judgment of those who have been there, ever quite capturing. There are beautiful photographs of the Grove. None of them are adequate.

The tradition of gathering here before football games is older than it looks. In the early decades of Ole Miss football, fans would bring food to the campus on game days in the casual, improvisational way that all great traditions begin — without planning, without self-consciousness, without any sense that what they were doing would outlast them by generations. A family would find a spot they liked under a particular tree and return to that spot the following season, and the season after that, and gradually the spot became theirs in the way that spots in public places become privately owned through the unwritten laws of custom and repetition. Neighbors would arrive and set up beside them. Friends would join. The gathering grew.

Over decades, the picnics became more elaborate. The folding tables acquired tablecloths and then china. The paper cups gave way to crystal glasses. At some point — no one can say precisely when, because great traditions are not invented, they evolve — someone hung a chandelier from a low branch of one of the oaks, and instead of being thought eccentric or excessive, this was immediately recognized as correct, as exactly the right thing to do, as the natural culmination of a process that had been building toward exactly this moment. Others followed. By the latter decades of the twentieth century, the Grove on a home game Saturday had become one of the most extraordinary sights in American sport: ten acres of public university parkland transformed, twice a month in autumn, into an outdoor dining room of improbable elegance.

The logistics of the Grove are, on reflection, staggering. The families who occupy the best spots — the spots closest to the Walk of Champions, the spots with the most favorable shade, the spots with the best sight lines to the foot traffic that makes people-watching one of the Grove's great secondary pleasures — begin arriving on Thursday evening, sometimes earlier for the biggest games. They come with tent stakes and orange traffic cones and the polite but unmistakable determination of people who have waited eleven months for this Saturday and intend to be exactly where they have always been. By Friday night, the tent city is mostly assembled. By Saturday morning, it is complete: white canvas as far as the eye can see, the tents of the old families and the sororities and the fraternities and the alumni organizations arranged in the loose geography of long habit, like a small and exceptionally well-dressed city that appears every few weeks and then, by Sunday morning, is gone.

* * *
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Inside the tents, the preparations begin before dawn. The grills have been going since daybreak. The shrimp have been boiling since early morning. The deviled eggs — there are always deviled eggs, in quantities that suggest the host anticipates a siege — were made the night before and have been transported in containers designed specifically for this purpose, because if there is one domain in which Ole Miss tailgating has driven genuine commercial innovation, it is the transport of deviled eggs. There is pimento cheese on crackers and fried
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