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			FOREWORD

			Committed to Winning

			Bill Belichick, Head Coach, the New England Patriots

			“Committed to winning.” It sounds so simple, but over thirty years in  coaching I’ve seen so many coaches, teams, and programs get off-track. For any team, company, or individual striving for success, there  are an incredible number of factors to weigh, obstacles to overcome,  forces with which to contend. It is all too easy to get distracted or be  defeated. But Nick Saban’s commitment to winning is as pure and effective as exists anywhere in the game. I know firsthand that he has  both a mastery of self-improvement and the management skills required to teach a large group of people how to adopt and implement  a single, coherent vision.

			So how does he do it?

			To begin with, he is exceptionally bright. Nick and I worked together for four years and have been friends and colleagues for two  decades, and there is no doubt that I have learned more from him  than he has from me. He is an extremely intelligent person—and that  extends well beyond football. Like any great coach, he understands  people first and foremost—he knows that different people respond  differently to a management style.

			More than that, though, he has strength, tenacity, and energy.   Nick uses the word relentless when stressing to his team the necessary  approach to the game. In this profession, nobody demonstrates the  meaning of that word as much as Nick. One of the most amazing  things about Nick is, as relentless as he is, as detailed as he is, and as  much as he controls the pulse of every last aspect of his football program, he never looks or acts tired. It really is a special quality, one  that must enhance his stature as a leader.

			Nick is also extremely intense. In other words, he will never accept mediocrity. It takes a special person to be able to thrive in Nick’s  system, as he demands accountability and respects only people who  are willing to take responsibility for their actions at all times. And  even though he is as driven as any person in football, that intensity is  matched by the supreme respect he commands from those around  him.

			Maybe most important of all, Nick is all about focus—on one  thing. Whether it is the next opponent, the next practice, or the next  recruit, he has the ability—at any given time—to devote his absolute  attention and energy to solving the problem or challenge at hand before moving on to the next one.

			As you can see, Nick Saban is one of the most complete coaches I  have ever met. Most coaches have strengths in different areas, but  Nick is strong in virtually every aspect of the game: recruiting, motivation, knowledge of schemes and techniques, communication, and  managing personnel. He succeeds by at all times exhibiting traits crucial to any leader—among them intelligence, strength, tenacity, energy, intensity, and focus. He succeeds because, above all, he is  committed to winning. We can all learn some important lessons  about leadership from Nick—and in this book, you most certainly  will.

			Not only does Nick develop outstanding young men on the football field, but he has an impressive ability to develop young coaches  as well. He prepares them for anything, and once they arrive at the  NFL level, they have a definite advantage over the competition. Our  Patriots staff alone—a staff talented and fortunate enough to have  made its team the world champion last year—has three coaches  groomed by Nick, proving that his professional lineage thrives. And   Nick was absolutely instrumental in developing the criteria we use  for scouting and drafting defensive players. A large share of the credit  for the Patriots’ drafting of defensive players is a result of the player  profiles we created in Cleveland.

			So enjoy this book, and pay attention: This is real wisdom from a  true leader.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Fairmont, West Virginia, is listed as my hometown, but we actually  lived between the towns of Fairmont and Clarksburg. It really didn’t  matter, though, since most coal mining towns looked the same. It had  been that way for generations. Ever since the hills of West Virginia  were opened up by miners, men have come from around the world to  earn a living from the earth. In my earliest days, I saw men of all  shapes and sizes, races and nationalities, come together every morning at dawn to spend twelve-hour shifts five hundred feet below the  surface. There was the promise of good pay, stability, and solid working conditions—and there was the reality of low pay and early death.  Fires, cave-ins, and lung disease picked men off just like they scoured  coal from the earth. Most never smiled before they took the shaft  down in the morning, and if they smiled on the way up at dusk, you  couldn’t see it on their ash-covered faces. Mining is what men did in  these parts. And it is what their sons did, too, when they could.

			Who knew back then where my life’s journey would take me? In  fact, the path that started in West Virginia led me to Akron, Syracuse,  Morgantown, Columbus, Annapolis, East Lansing, Houston, Toledo,  Cleveland, back to East Lansing, and, finally, to Baton Rouge. With   my wife, Terry, by my side, and my two children, Nicholas and Kristen, in tow, I have enjoyed the journey in so many ways. There have  been exhilarating wins and humiliating losses, adversity and achievement, frustration and success.

			As a football coach, I have been fortunate to have learned the  game from some of the great mentors: Don James, Earle Bruce,  George Perles, Bill Belichick, and Jerry Glanville. I learned, as well,  from my high school coaches, Earl Keener and Joe Ross, and from my  father, Nick Sr., who first ingrained in me the principles of the game.  As a person, I owe so much to my parents, Nick and Mary, my sister,  Diana, my grandparents, my in-laws, and, of course, Terry and the  kids.

			Since I have been on this earth fifty-two years and in coaching for  more than half of that, I have been able to take advantage of many  wonderful opportunities. I have traveled the nation and the world; I  played golf with Tiger Woods and spent time at the White House  with the president; I have interacted with Louisiana fishermen and  the CEOs of Fortune 500 companies. I have listened to some of the  great motivational speakers in the world and read the words of the  courageous. I have coached young men who exceeded their own expectations and who continue to have an impact on my daily life.

			It was these experiences that convinced me to write this book. As  a coach, a boss, and a parent, I have developed a belief system that I  hold firm to, an organizational method that works, and a strong admiration for those who have success doing things the right way. What  follows are lessons that I have learned through hands-on experience  and from watching others. Many of the stories and anecdotes I credit  to others, as I have been inspired by them through the years. This  book is about champions, and the characteristics that define them.  From leadership to motivation, from focus to dominance, I explore  some of the areas that set champions apart from others.

			How good do you want to be? That is the question to keep in  mind as you read through these pages. Do you even want to be successful? How committed are you? Are you willing to do what is necessary to be great?

			I wrote this book with the world outside football in mind. Yes,   there are stories from the field and from the locker room for the football fan, and those of you with an interest in my journey will surely  enjoy the pages. But this book is for all of us, no matter what our passions, hobbies, or careers. The lessons included in these pages will  hold true for the president of Ford Motor Company and for the  cashier at a local Wal-Mart. It doesn’t matter what you do, how long  you have been doing it, or even where you want to go. What matters  is how you go about doing what you do.

			The book is divided into three main parts. After reviewing our  2003 championship season at LSU, I lay out in detail my philosophy  for success for teams and individuals. Terms like adversity, work ethic, perseverance,  and teamwork dominate this section. In the second part of the book, I talk about leadership, communication, and  motivation, three vitally important concepts for anyone who wants  to be successful. Finally, I talk about my own journey as a man and as  a coach, emphasizing the value I place on family, education, and  doing what is right. The book concludes with a chapter that outlines  the little things that set champions apart.

			The principles and lessons you will find in the following pages do  not constitute a blueprint guaranteed to make you great. Reading this  book will not automatically get you a promotion at work or help a  college football team win a championship. What I do hope to do is inspire you, challenge you, and put you in a position to achieve your  own desires within the framework of your personality and interests. I  certainly do not have all of the answers. Winning the national championship was an incredible experience, but it didn’t make me a better  coach than I was the year before when we went 8–5. I have made my  share of mistakes in life: I’ve made poor decisions, neglected family  and friends, and failed as a leader. But by learning from those experiences, I have gained a good perspective—one I’d like to share with  you.  That’s what makes me qualified to write a book like this—not a  national title. But, hey, the title doesn’t hurt.

		

	
		
			PART 1

			THE MAKING OF CHAMPIONS

			THE 2003 SEASON

			Becoming a champion is not an easy process, and the 2003 season  is a great example of how it is done. By focusing on what it takes  to get there, and not on getting there, our LSU team was able to win  the BCS national title. All along the way, we as coaches imparted  ideas, philosophies, and practices that helped shape the team. The  story of our championship is exciting, but just as important are the  lessons we learned and taught along the way. To make sure these  stand out, I’ve highlighted them for you.

			Most people think that the Louisiana State University football  team won the national championship on the night of January 4,  2004, at the Nokia Sugar Bowl in New Orleans. They believe that because we were the better team that night against Oklahoma—because  we had better players making bigger plays and coaches making better  moves—we won the championship. But I tend to disagree. I think we  actually won the national title almost four hundred days earlier in  Little Rock, Arkansas.

			After we captured the Southeastern Conference (SEC) championship in 2001, expectations were obviously quite high in Baton  Rouge for our 2002 squad. We were led by strong seniors, including   Bradie James, and gifted underclassmen, including quarterbacks Matt  Mauck and Marcus Randall and receivers Michael Clayton and Devery Henderson. We certainly were going to miss the departed seniors’  abilities and leadership, but I thought we had a solid team, particularly  on defense. I’ve been coaching the game long enough to know that, as  defending SEC champions, we had a big red target on our back. We  knew that every SEC game would be a war. And, boy, were we right.

			Ranked #14 in the nation, we started off the season against #16  Virginia Tech in a nationally televised game in Blacksburg, in front of  sixty-five thousand screaming fans. It was a difficult environment to  play in, and we did nothing to help our cause. With eight first-time  starters in the game, our inexperience showed early and often. Fumbles, interceptions, blocked punts, and penalties gave us little chance,  and we trailed 24–0 before scoring in the fourth quarter. It was not a  great start to the season. But we rebounded and defeated The Citadel  and Miami of Ohio at home before winning our SEC opener against  Mississippi State, 31–13. Our confidence was high and, after routing  University of Louisiana-Lafayette the following week and dominating  Florida 36–7 at Gainesville, we were a team to be reckoned with. Except for one thing. We had lost starting quarterback Matt Mauck to a  broken foot in the Florida game. We managed to keep the winning  streak going with a win over South Carolina. We were 6–1, atop the  SEC and ranked #10 in the nation. But then we headed to Auburn.

			We fumbled on our first play from scrimmage, and it didn’t get  much better from there. We turned the ball over five times and lost  31–7. The following week against Kentucky, we won only by virtue  of the “Bluegrass Miracle,” when Marcus Randall connected on a  75-yard Hail Mary to Devery Henderson on the last play of the  game. Truth told, we probably should not have won. Alabama made  sure there was no miracle the next week, soundly trouncing us at  home, 31–0. After a fourth-quarter comeback against Ole Miss the  following week, we were in a position to win the SEC West again and  make a return trip to the SEC title game—if we could get past  Arkansas in the season finale. With forty seconds left in the game, we  led 20–14. The game was ours if we could simply stop Arkansas   from a full-field drive. We couldn’t. Arkansas quarterback Matt Jones   threw the ball over the top of our prevent defense to Richard Smith  for a 50-yard gain. A few plays later, he connected with receiver  DeCori Birmingham on a 30-yard touchdown pass with nine seconds  left. The extra point was good, and the wind was officially kicked out  of us.

			In my opinion, that’s when we began our march toward the national championship.

			After the crushing loss to Arkansas, we all  rededicated ourselves to the little  things. The awful feeling of that last-second loss had an  indelible impact on everyone in the LSU program. Never again would  we squander a lead; never again would we be outplayed in the fourth  quarter; never  again would we be outworked any  day of the year. It  was then that the championship team was born.

			Immediately after the Cotton Bowl loss to Texas, the coaches hit  the road—recruiting like never before—and the players hit the weight  room. They voluntarily worked out almost every day, often in large  groups, well before the official off-season conditioning began. In February, in the first official team meeting before off-season conditioning  began, I asked everyone in the room—players, coaches, managers—  to close their eyes and think about how they’d felt just months earlier,  in the moments after the Arkansas loss. I didn’t want them to forget  it. When team workouts began in earnest, there was a renewed optimism  and a clear sense of commitment  on the part of the players.  They arrived early for workouts and stayed late. They encouraged  one another and kept each other in line. In the winter of 2003, we enjoyed the highest attendance rate of any off-season. The work ethic  and positive attitude apparent in the strength and conditioning workouts continued into the spring, and the spring practices were more  impressive than I could have hoped. Every single man played as if  each down was his last. There was no letup.

			In the late spring, the seniors on the team gathered to set out the  goals for the 2003 LSU program. We had no outspoken or easily  identifiable leader on our team—there were even some worries that  there was an absence of the kind of strong, recognizable leader we’d  had in the past. Our concerns about a vacuum of leadership vanished  when the seniors presented me with the team goals.

			Be a Team—Together Everyone Accomplishes More.

			Work to Dominate Your Opponent.

			Positively Affect Our Teammates.

			Individual Responsibility for Self-Determination.

			Be Champions On and Off the Field.

			None of the five goals says anything about how many games we  wanted to win or what titles we were striving for. No, these goals were about performance—on and off  the field—and they set the tone  for the 2003 season. We did indeed have some true leaders—and we  were proud of them.

			Come summertime, we had more players pass our summer conditioning tests than ever before. The players hung out together away  from the field and stayed out of trouble. They attended summer  school classes, did their work, and got along great. The older guys  welcomed the newcomers with open arms. When camp began in August, everyone involved—coaches, players, managers, and trainers—  was as focused as in any program I’ve been a part of. There was simply no  selfishness on this team. The upperclassmen helped teach  the freshmen, competitors for starting positions respected one another, and both sides of the ball took pride in their effort. Players  didn’t complain of the heat, and the coaches didn’t talk about the  long hours. We  shared a purpose; we all knew what we wanted to accomplish. And there was some additional inspiration. Our longtime  equipment manager and friend, Jeff Boss, had been battling cancer  and could not be with us. It affected all of us.

			As a coach, you are often more optimistic than realistic before the  first kickoff, but we had a lot of faith in the personality of this team.  Still, to be successful, you also have to be lucky. Could we stay injury-free this year? Would we avoid the off-the-field pitfalls that can break  a team apart? Would we get some lucky bounces and make the big  plays when we had to? You see, it’s not just about having the best  players—it’s  about being relentless in the pursuit  of your goal and resilient  in the face of bad luck and  adversity.

			On offense, we had Matt Mauck at quarterback, backed up by an  equally experienced Marcus Randall. Matt was intelligent and mature and athletic, and though he wasn’t the greatest natural passer on  the field, he commanded respect and the team felt comfortable with  him at the helm. In the backfield, there was a plethora of backs, from  Shyrone Carey to Joseph Addai to a trio of outstanding newcomers.  On the offensive line, All-Everything guard Stephen Peterman and  tackle Andrew Whitworth were joined by center Ben Wilkerson and  tackle Rodney Reed. It was the most experienced group we’d ever  had. The receiving corps was one of the best in the country, with  Michael Clayton, Skyler Green, and Devery Henderson leading the  way. So our offense was strong and armed with a number of weapons.

			Then there was the defense. The 2003 LSU defense looked like the  finest I have ever had the privilege of coaching. The defensive line included senior Chad Lavalais and junior ends Marquise Hill and Marcus Spears. Lionel Turner led the linebackers, and the secondary was  phenomenal, with safety Jack Hunt, corners Corey Webster and  Travis Daniels, nickel back Randall Gay, and freshman LaRon  Landry vying for playing time. We moved Eric Alexander from safety  to linebacker, and he did not disappoint.

			We opened the season, as I noted, ranked #14 in the country, but  that didn’t matter to us. The players and coaches were focused on the  daily practices and game planning, not who was on our schedule,  where we were ranked, or who on the team was going to the NFL  after the season. To the team’s credit,  the focus on the process of  being champions never wavered. And our opening game was a pretty  good sign.

			The offense amassed 474 yards and 23 first downs, and the defense allowed just one score in a 49–7 win over the University of  Louisiana-Monroe. A week later, on September 6, we traveled to the  Far West and took on Arizona on their turf. At the end of the first  quarter, we led 17–0. At the half, 38–0. After the third quarter, 45–0,  and the final score was 59–13. It was not perfect, as we fumbled four  times, but Matt and Marcus looked solid behind center. We had one  more nonconference game to go before opening up SEC play. Again,  we didn’t play great against Western Illinois, losing three fumbles and  suffering poor special teams, but we played well enough to move to  3–0 with a 35–7 win.

			We try to never look at the schedule or think about it in terms of  nonconference, conference, and postseason games, but, clearly, the  SEC games raise the stakes. We want our players to treat Western Illinois the same way they would approach Georgia or Auburn or  Florida. After all,  the opponent should never determine your  level of competitive spirit. Still, I can tell you we were very excited on September 20 to welcome Georgia to Baton Rouge.

			As I’ve said, one thing about championship teams is that they’re  resilient. No matter what is thrown at them, no matter how deep the  hole,  they find a way to bounce back  and overcome adversity. And,  for us, no game throughout the entire 2003 season was more emblematic of that than our game against Georgia.

			The Bulldogs scored first on a Billy Bennett field goal in the first  quarter to go ahead 3–0. On our next series, quarterback Matt  Mauck dropped back to pass and was intercepted. Not only were we  trailing, but we’d just given Georgia a gift. But we bounced back. A  few plays after Matt’s interception throw, Georgia quarterback David  Greene fumbled the ball on our 8-yard line. We had escaped. On their  next offensive possession, Billy Bennett’s field goal was nullified by  offsetting penalties, and his second attempt was no good. Again, we  had dodged a bullet. He missed another field goal attempt in the second quarter. Our defense was giving up good field position, but our  offense was moving the sticks consistently to get that field position  back.

			We finally got on the board late in the first half when Matt connected on a 31-yard pass play to receiver Skyler Green and running  back Shyrone Carey scored on a 21-yard run with 3:10 left before  halftime, giving us a 7–3 lead. Unbelievably, Billy Bennett missed a  third field goal attempt late in the half. After all that we had done  wrong—the interception, the poor defense, the stagnant offense—we  still led a very good Georgia team at the half.

			We opened the scoring in the second half when Ryan Gaudet  kicked a field goal to put us ahead 10–3 and linebacker Lionel Turner  picked off David Greene shortly thereafter. We had the ball and the  momentum. But football is a crazy game and, just like that, we lost  both the ball and momentum when Ryan’s 31-yard field goal attempt   was blocked. The adversity continued when we got the ball back and  Matt fumbled inside the 25-yard line. I couldn’t believe what I was  seeing. This wasn’t the team that had dominated the first three games  of the season. On second and 13 from his own 7-yard line, David  Greene threw a screen pass to Tyson Browning, who did the rest—  running 93 yards for a touchdown to tie the game at 10–10 with just  4:25 left.

			To me, that was the defining moment of our season. We had just  allowed a huge play late in a big game after a critical turnover. How  would we respond? No one blinked—not the coaches, not the players, not the crowd.

			Devery Henderson returned the ensuing kickoff 52 yards, then  Matt hit Skyler for a 34-yard touchdown with 3:03 left to give us a  17–10 lead, which we did not relinquish. We won the heavyweight  battle not by dominating, but by exhibiting sheer determination and  resiliency. The tendency is to think that we won because they missed  three field goals, dropped some passes, and so forth; but it was our resiliency  that allowed us to overcome our  own errors and mistakes.  There was relief in the postgame locker room, but I also noticed a determination on the faces of the players. They weren’t satisfied with  the win—they knew they hadn’t played to their potential and they  knew that it was just one game. I liked that attitude.

			The following week against Mississippi State, we played much  better on both sides of the ball in a convincing 41–6 win, which was  tougher than the score indicated. With the 5–0 start, LSU had its best  start to a season since 1973. We were on a roll as we prepared to take  on rival Florida at home.

			The week leading up to the Florida game, something seemed to be  missing. We had a bye week after the Mississippi State game, so I  thought we would be eager and intense. But our focus as players and  coaches was not what it had been. Perhaps we all got caught up reading the newspapers, listening to talk radio, and getting pats on the  backs from friends and family. We had climbed to #7 in the country  and we were complacent in practice and preparation. For their part,  Florida came into Baton Rouge needing a huge win to save their season and seeking revenge for the previous year’s loss at home. I made   a mistake that week. When I sensed that the players were not as focused as they should be, I played to their fears by talking Florida up.  I told our team how good they were and what a difficult game it  would be. I never should have deviated from our philosophy of focusing simply on what we do. We are responsible for what  we create, not the other  team.

			The game started off well for us, when, barely four minutes in,  Skyler Green returned a punt 80 yards to give us an early lead. But  just five minutes later, Gator quarterback Chris Leak, a freshman,  found running back Ran Carthon on a 22-yard touchdown to tie the  game. Their kicker, Matt Leach, kicked a field goal minutes later to  extend the lead to 10–7 and, in the second quarter, nailed a 50-yarder  to increase the lead to 6. Our offense could do little. Not only did we  commit penalties in the game, but poor execution created situations—first and 20, third and long—that we could not convert. In the  fourth quarter, Chris Leak found Ciatrick Fason on a 34-yard touchdown pass to give Florida the win, 19–7.

			Florida allowed us only 56 yards rushing the entire game. We  committed thirteen penalties, Matt threw two interceptions, Devery  Henderson gave up a costly fourth-quarter fumble, and we made  many errors in execution on defense. This time, the adversity was too  much to overcome. Our lack of intensity and focus in preparation,  our complacency, and my poor response to that attitude cost us a  game.

			You might be surprised that instead of going ballistic and being a  real SOB the following week, I was actually calmer and more supportive of the coaching staff and the players. We made sure everyone knew  that lapses in our effort and execution were to blame for our failure to  perform—and all of that started with our preparation. After a loss, you  usually do some soul searching, and we made some changes in our philosophy of the game.  But knowing yourself is important. Even though  both starting running backs were hurt, I thought we should feature a  heavyweight, physical running attack. The trade-off was that our wide  receiver corps might not be as productive. The risk was that we would  have to rely solely on two freshmen running backs.

			It’s always tough on the road, and South Carolina is one of the   most difficult places to play. But good teams find ways to make do,  and our fill-in backs did just that. Alley Broussard ran for 108 yards,  Justin Vincent ran for 77 more along with two touchdowns, Barring-ton Edwards added 37 yards, and we won 33–7. The trio of running  backs and the great performance of the offensive line helped us win,  but it was the dominating defense that really stepped up, limiting  South Carolina to officially 0 yards rushing. That’s right: zero.

			We were back on the winning track, and the attitude and work  ethic of the team continued to impress me the following week in practice. Auburn was coming to town, the preseason #1 team in the nation; they had lost twice this season already, but were still in the hunt  for the SEC title. It was a prime-time Saturday-night game. As the  teams warmed up on the field, a thunderstorm struck nearby and  lightning forced everyone back into the locker rooms. Interestingly,  the same situation had occurred before the season opener against  Louisiana—Monroe, so we knew what to do. In the locker room, we  emphasized this to the team, telling them that this delay did not affect  anything we’d do. After a thirty-minute reprieve, we came back out  onto the field ready to play and unaffected by the change in routine.

			Tiger Stadium was anxious and ready. Six plays into the game,  Matt Mauck threw a 63-yard touchdown pass to Devery Henderson;  the noise was deafening. When Auburn had the ball, we forced them  into a fourth and 1; they went for it, and we stuffed them. Just minutes later, we increased the lead to 14–0 when Matt hit Michael Clayton on an 18-yard pass. After the defense held Auburn again, Skyler  Green returned a punt 43 yards and Alley Broussard scored on a 5-yard run to make the score 21–0. All in the first quarter! The score remained that way into halftime.

			In the locker room, I was just as intense and focused as I would  have been if we trailed 21–0. After all, “Don’t  look at the scoreboard” is  one of my philosophies, and we asked our players to dominate their opponent for sixty  minutes. We won the game 31–7.

			There was no letup the following week in a nonconference game  against Louisiana Tech. It was 28–0 at the end of the first quarter,  49–3 at halftime. We allowed Tech just one touchdown and one field  goal the whole game, to win going away 49–10.

			At this point in the season, we were 8–1, ranked #3 in the country, and still very much in the hunt for a national championship. We  had three games left, against Alabama, Ole Miss, and Arkansas. Despite the potential for a conference and national title, we kept our  focus on the task at hand. We didn’t get caught up in all the hype  surrounding the program. We never talked as a team or as a staff  about championships. We simply focused on the process of becoming champions. And that meant approaching every day with the  focus and attitude we had sustained for the previous year. Playing  on the road in the SEC is never easy, and Alabama’s Bryant-Denny  Stadium can be ferocious. But we beat a very good Crimson Tide  team 27–3, racking up 470 yards of offense. Matt Mauck was 24 of  36 for 251 yards and two touchdowns, and our running backs ran  for 219 yards.

			Then came a showdown for the SEC West title between us and a  very good Ole Miss team, led by Heisman candidate Eli Manning.  The game would be played in Oxford. The hype surrounding the  game was more intense than I could imagine. Television analysts were  making predictions about the outcome and the race for the BCS and  national title game. That didn’t faze us. But we did realize that a victory would help us get back to the SEC title game.

			If the start of the game was any indication of what was to come,  we were in trouble. On our first play from scrimmage, Matt’s pass  was picked off by Ole Miss defensive back Travis Johnson, who ran  it in 6 yards to give the Rebels a 7–0 lead before we even began to  sweat. Like earlier in the season, we proved resilient and didn’t let the  interception bring us down. Matt stepped back on the field and led an  impressive drive, capped off by a Chris Jackson 45-yard field goal to  put us on the board, trailing 7–3. Our defense rose to the occasion as  well, putting pressure on Eli Manning and stuffing the run. With  three minutes to go in the first half, Matt connected with Michael  Clayton on a 9-yard touchdown pass, and we had the lead going into  halftime.

			The third quarter was a defensive stalemate but we showed our resiliency yet again. Matt was intercepted deep in our own territory, but  on the very next play Corey Webster picked off Eli Manning to give   us the ball back. Then, just seconds into the fourth, Matt found Devery Henderson on a 53-yard touchdown pass; we were up 17–7. We  had the momentum, on the road, and our team had answered every  challenge. Eli was not an award candidate for nothing, however. He  came onto the field and led Ole Miss on a nine-play, 76-yard drive  culminating in a 10-yard touchdown pass to Brandon Jacobs. They  were within 3. We could not find our offensive rhythm in the fourth  quarter, and Ole Miss kicker Jonathan Nichols had a chance to tie the  game up with just over four minutes remaining, but he missed a 36-yard field goal, his second miss of the game. We sacked Eli on fourth  and 10 and knocked down his end-of-game Hail Mary to secure the  17–14 victory.

			The win was a total team effort. Justin Vincent led the offense,  which controlled the ball for thirty-five minutes; the defense contained Manning and the Ole Miss running game and made the big  plays when we needed them. Time and again, we bounced back, overcoming the three interceptions thrown by Matt. We were 10–1 with  just Arkansas left on the schedule. A win would clinch the SEC West  and send us to Atlanta to play for the SEC title. But remember, in  2002 we’d given up a late touchdown to the Razorbacks that had  knocked us out of contention. I was just hoping it would continue to  spur our commitment to success in 2003.

			After a 10–10 tie in the first quarter, it was all LSU the rest of the  way. We outscored Arkansas 24–7 in the second stanza and 21–0 in  the third to eventually win 55–24. We were headed to Atlanta as the  #3 team in the country. Georgia, Florida, and Tennessee all finished  with identical records in the SEC East, but based on a complicated  tie-breaking procedure, the Bulldogs got the berth and we were set  for a rematch in early December. It would be a great matchup. They  were ranked fifth in the country and had a high-powered offense, averaging 35 points per game, while our defense was tops in the nation,  allowing just over 10 points per game. We had already won eleven  games, tied for the most in school history with the 1958 LSU team,  which had won the only national championship in school history.

			Leading up to the game, we went about business as usual, trying  to keep our routine steady. We followed the same practice-week   schedule and traveled to Atlanta on Friday, like we would for any  away game. Yes, there were more distractions—the media, the ticket  requests, and, for me, more public appearances—but we maintained  our focus throughout the week. By the time we arrived in Atlanta on  Friday afternoon, we were ready.

			The coaching staff had watched tape on Georgia throughout the  week—not only our early-season victory over them, but most of their  recent games as well. We knew they would be seeking revenge, and  some of their players who hadn’t played in the first game were  healthy enough to play in this one. But we were different, too. Our  starting running back was now freshman Justin Vincent, who’d been  buried so far down the depth chart that he hadn’t even played against  Georgia the first time. We were more mature as a team and had  proved time and time again that we could overcome adversity.

			Chris Jackson’s 48-yard field goal attempt in the first quarter was  blocked, and the pro-Georgia crowd roared. But with great field position, the Bulldogs, behind QB David Greene, could not find much  room in the face of our attacking defense. When we got the ball back,  Justin Vincent went to work, taking a handoff and running 87 yards  for a touchdown, the longest run in SEC title game history. Unfortunately, Chris’s kicking woes continued as he missed the extra point.  Our defense and special teams continued where the offense left off,  and after the defense forced Georgia to punt from their own goal line,  Bulldog punter Ely Gordon-Kelso fumbled the punt snap and Alley  Broussard tackled him in the end zone for a safety, giving us an 8–0  lead and the ball.

			Matt Mauck hit Michael Clayton on a 43-yarder in the second  quarter, but somehow Chris missed another extra point. We led 14–0.  The defense put pressure on David Greene and forced him into making bad throws—we picked him off three times in the game. We replaced Chris Jackson with Ryan Gaudet, and he converted a 35-yard  field goal to extend the lead to 17–0. We gave up a 51-yard field goal  to Billy Bennett late in the first half, but otherwise held Georgia in  check. Remember, Billy had missed three field goals against us earlier  in the season.

			Billy Bennett connected again in the third quarter to close the gap   to 17–6. Georgia’s defense held us down and gave their offense the  ball back with a chance to make it much closer. But again, our resiliency showed. Lionel Turner picked off David Greene and ran the  ball back 18 yards for a touchdown, and we were on our way with a  24–6 lead.

			To their credit, the Bulldogs responded with a four-play, 72-yard  drive capped by a touchdown pass from David Greene to Ben Watson  late in the third. But we dominated the fourth quarter, as Justin  scored his second touchdown of the game and Ryan added a late field  goal to make the final score 34–13. We were the SEC champions.

			Now we had to wait. With a 12–1 record, a high ranking, and our  only loss coming to a tough Florida team, we felt good about our  chances to finish number 1 or 2 in the BCS rankings, thereby giving  us a berth in the national title game at the Sugar Bowl. Oklahoma  had lost handily earlier in the day in the Big XII Championship Game  to Kansas State, throwing things into flux. Like us and USC, they had  just one loss. How would the BCS standings come out?

			We had our answer on Sunday morning. Oklahoma, despite the  loss to Kansas State, finished first in the BCS rankings and we finished  second, ahead of USC—much to our delight and their angst. We were  headed to the Sugar Bowl in New Orleans, just an hour’s drive from  Baton Rouge, to play for the BCS national title.

			December is recruiting time for coaches and exam time for student-athletes, so we took two weeks off from practice and planning. The  coaches still watched Oklahoma film on their own time; I watched  film on a portable computer on the plane as I flew from city to city, visiting recruits. Most of the players stayed on campus after exams and  worked out, lifting and running. We met together as a team on December 18, almost two weeks after the Georgia game, to look ahead  to the Sooners.

			One of my messages to the team, beginning in that meeting, was  this: Every time you think of winning  the national championship— stop.  Instead, think of what you have  to do to dominate your opponent  for sixty minutes. I assured them their opponent would be the  best team they had ever played against. I repeated the message almost  daily for three weeks. Of course, Oklahoma did have outstanding   players, so I wasn’t exaggerating when I told our team that, but it really didn’t matter who the opponent was going to be. I think  champions take an attitude of dominance  everywhere they go. We didn’t  talk about winning a national championship, and we didn’t concern  ourselves with what everyone else thought. If we started today, December 18 and focused and worked to dominate—not to win the  championship—then we knew we’d have the best possible opportunity to prepare and focus to play the kind of football game we needed  to play to have a chance to win.

			We also knew that the ability to eliminate the  clutter would go a  long way in determining our success. There are always distractions for  the players during the regular season, and now things would be amplified a thousandfold. The players had the Christmas holiday, ticket  requests, girlfriends, media requests, travel plans, agents, agents’ runners—not to mention preparing for the best team we would face.  Starting from that Thursday in a meeting room in Baton Rouge, I  made it clear the clutter had to stop now. Players thinking of leaving  early for the NFL? Forget about it. Tickets? Not your problem. Girlfriends? See them after the New Year. I knew there would be so much  clutter surrounding the game that the team that could keep focused  would probably win.
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