After being trounced

y Florida State for
two straight years,
Scott Pagano (left],
Christian Wilkins (42
and the Tigers held
the Seminoles to just
three second-half
points inthe 23-13
victary.
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DABDO SWINNEY

HURRICANE JOAQUIN is churning off the South
Carolina coast, and storms that will soon bring

historic flooding to the state are gathering. Still,

a few hundred people venture to the Wren High
football stadium on this gray Thursday evening. Everyone
is here for a junior varsity showdown between Wren and
Daniel High. Five dollars gets you in the door. Then you
find your team’s fans and cheer.

Midway through the second quarter the father of Daniel
High'’s starting slot receiver climbs the steps on the visitor’s side.
He has come straight from work, calling his wife for an update
on their son Drew during the half-hour drive from Clemson
to Piedmont. He is wearing a gray warmup jacket, plus a cap
emblazoned with a blue Daniel D. A familiar face catches his

“IWANT TO BE THE

“Boy, Phillips,” Dabo Swinney says, “you made it all the
way up these stairs?”

Jim Phillips was Swinney’s trainer at Pelham (Ala.) High and

1s now a regular around these parts during football season. He
laughs as Dabo smooches Kathleen, his wife of 21 years, before
settling in. Dabo didn’t think there was any way they’d play,
because it was pouring in Clemson. That’s where he coaches a
college football team that will play one of its biggest home games
ever in about 48 hours, a night that will go a long way toward
determining its national championship fate. “So,
Drew had a nice play?” Dabo asks Kathleen, who
confirms that their 15-year-old middle son made
a long reception up the sideline. Still, Daniel is
losing by a couple of touchdowns as a kickoff
lands in Drew’s hands.

Hit it, his father says, nearly to himself. Then
the ball pops out. A Wren player falls on it.
Dabo drops his head in his hands. “Oh, my
gosh, Drew,” he says. “Aw, he’s going to be sick.”

Two nights later, in a cascade of rain, Clemson
beat Notre Dame 24-22 in one of the most thrill-
ing games of the 2015 season, establishing the program as a College Football
Playoff contender. Afterward the Tigers’ sopping coach yelled that the game
was “B.Y.0.G.: Bring Your Own Guts,” yet another colorful phrase from his
ever-swelling archive. In the announcement of the initial CFP rankings a month

later, his team—ranked 12th in the preseason—will be No. 1. Dabo Swinney will
have plenty of opportunities to add acronyms to the football lexicon.

ILLIAM CHRISTOPHER SWINNEY, known as Dabo—a deriva-
tion of That Boy, which is what his older brother, Tripp, called
him—wanted to be a pediatrician like Edward Goldblatt, the
only physician he would see for his first 26 years. “Whenever
[ saw Dr. Goldblatt, I usually didn’t feel good, but he always made me feel
better,” Swinney says. “I just loved that. I wanted to do that.”

But after taking 2% years of premed classes at Alabama—and realizing it would
take another seven years to become a doctor—Swinney’s heart was no longer in
it. Still, it wasn’t until after he had won a 1992 national championship ring as a
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walk-on receiver and after he became the first
member of his family to earn a college degree
(in commerce and business administration)
that he figured out what he truly wanted.
After a week of working as a Crimson Tide
grad assistant, it hit him: He was happy. This
was what he was supposed to do.

Some 22 years later Swinney sits in an
office festooned with autographed footballs
and life-sized cutouts of former players, |
reminders that his instincts were correct. |
After beating No. 17 Florida State 23-13 last :
Saturday, he has the 9—-0 Tigers in position
to win a national title for the first time since
1981—a breakthrough for a man who has
always believed the best is yet to come, de-
spite plenty of evidence to suggest it won't.

Dabo was the youngest of three boys. His
mom, Carol, spent her first 11 years in a chil-
dren’s hospital, crippled by scoliosis and polio.
His father, Ervil, battled alcoholism and was
at times estranged from the family. Dabo
became the rock of the household at ayoung
age, playing three Sports at Pelham ngh 31}(1
| cutting grass or cleaning gutters to bl'lﬂtg n
money, He and his mom stayed with a friend

his senior year because they had been evicted




JUICED
Swinney won
a national
title with the
Tide (bottom
left, in red)
and now has
the Tigers on
track to do
the same.,

from their home. Dabo’s life was effectively
contained in a storage shed. “You kind of
have this facade of everything is all together,
hut your life is a complete disaster,” Swinney
<ays. “I mean, you're going home and sleeping
on an egg crate on somebody’s else’s floor.”
Swinney had been a wide receiver in high
chool, and after watching three Tide games
\s a freshman, he turned to Kathleen, whom
¢ had known since first grade, and said, /
21 do this. He endured a walk-on weed-out
rrogram that involved 5:30 a.m. workouts In
 heated gym three days a week 1n January
ind February—“It was just a throw-up rou-
tine, bottom line.” he says—and became one
f just two from the original group of 42 to
“arn a spot for spring practice in March. AS
) 1 senior wideout he lettered on the national
hampionship team. (Carol, struggling to
ake ends meet while working at Kmart
ind other retail stores, was living in his
ff-campus apartment at the time.) Swin-
1ey ioined Gene Stallings’s staff as a wide
‘eceivers and tight ends coach, and except
lor three vears working in commercial real
“state after he was let go in 2001, he has
been on the sideline since.
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INterim cogch after Tney was promoted from an assistant head coach to
the full-time g Ommy Bowden resigned in October 2008, then landed
since 1990 or g Acgt Pecgmbe’r, The Tigers hadn’t had a 10-win season
Death Valley. They 1 title since "91, a{ld they were far from a mortal lock in
player on the curfe ave gone 50-11 since 2011 and 34-2 at home; only one
lost to a teagn i :llt roﬂster, .ﬁftb-year senior receiver Charone Peake, has
candidate in g 2'? 1dn’t finish in the Top 10. The Tigers have a Heisman
297 yards and sophomore qua‘rterback Deshaun Watson, who threw for
nation’s fourtha touchdown against the Seminoles last Saturday, and the

bt "£3HIEEd defense, which allowed just one TD.
bl unfna thmfg to say that Clemson is at the top of the college

Iverse this season—but it could have reached that perch in

other seasons this decade as well. There
was an 8-0 start in 2011, followed by
a 2—4 finish. Two years later the Tigers
opened 6-0 before getting routed 51-14
by Florida State. Yet for all of the losses
that might have twisted his perspec-
tive, Swinney has kept his approach the
same. “We’re going to have one of those
special seasons,” he says. “It’s gonna
happen. Maybe the ball bounces off the
guy’s head or whatever and lands 1n our
arms and we run for a touchdown. We’re
going to have that year.

“Am I happy where the program is? You better believe it. Very, very
happy. Am I satisfied? Not even close. I want to get to the top. I want to
be the best. But I want to do it the right way and to enjoy the whole deal.”

fo

N THE LOBBY on the west side of Memorial Stadium, a mural chroni-
cling Swinney’s tenure features nine pictures of him. He is smiling in
every one. There is no Pensive Dabo or Intense Dabo. Just different

:terations of Gleeful Dabo.
1t’s Wednesday—Family Night at Clemson. Coaches and their wives wheel

strollers through the stadium’s lobby and into the elevators, heading to the

fourth floor, where kids wrestle and high-five Tigers players, who arrive
to find a massive spread including fettuccine Alfredo, chicken cordon bleu

and crab cakes with rémoulade—their training table having been moved

upstairs. The teamm, the coaches and their families catch up while the stadium

d glows in the background.
Jes around the room and kisses an eight-week-old baby that
:¢o is holding, then points to a camera and tries to coax a smile. (He

:;Ses not get one.) Just before walking out, he spots a little girl and makes

t least three attempts at physical comedy to elicit a reaction. (He does not
:et one.) “The Coach Swinney y’all see is the Coach Swinney we see,” says

‘ Wavne Gallman, “pretty much all the time.”
sophm;:ien;a;;rbea;:ryon); sees dances a?ter victories. He doesn’t really know
whrlj::e moves he made after a 20-17 win at Louisville on Sept. 17, calling it‘ “a

A tion of the Whip and the Nae-Nae and the Stanky Leg and something
e Forks.” The pantheon of Swinney acronyms includes, for starters,
s ;te About Winning) and A.L.L.LN. (Attitude, Leadership,

PAW. (PasSIO " w Beginnings) and BY OE. (Bring Your Own Energy).
Legacy; Imy
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DABO SWINNEY

All this would be silly if it didn’t work like
a charm. How many times can teenagers hear
coachspeak before it becomes white noise? Dur-
ing the week before the Tigers faced the Fight-
ing Irish, Swinney saw a piece of grass growing
amid cement steps at Memorial Stadium and
fashioned a lecture around one of his favorite
aphorisms: Bloom where you’re planted. Do
your best given your circumstances, no matter
how challenging they are.

“Sometimes we make fun or pick at him for the
things he does, but we wouldn’t have it any other
way, says fifth-year senior offensive lineman

Eric Mac Lain. “We could be walking around on A.L.L.IN.
campus and we see someone pick up some trash, Swinney
and we’ll impersonate a Coach Swinney speech in can make a
front of the team, and everyone just dies laughing. motivational
It’s funny, but at the end of the day, this guy can phfra se aut
motivate anybody to get ready to play football.” o a! most
. ; . . anything—and
Swinney can lose his smile at times. After the h 3
. _ _ S players -
Tigers’ 43-24 win over Georgia Tech on Oct. 10, love him for it. 3

a reporter asked how this team has been able to
avold “Clemsoning”—that is, stumbling against
inferior opponents, as the Tigers have done in the
past. That prompted a 51-second screed during
which Swinney insisted the word be flushed from everyone’s vocabulary.
(Watching on TV, Mac Lain heard the query and cringed. “I was like, Aw, what
poor soul said that to him?”) Swinney kept his players on the field at halftime
of a 58—0 win at Miami on Oct. 24, calling the setup that forced both teams
to head to their locker rooms through the same tunnel “bush league.” And
Swinney’s part in comedian John Oliver’s epic anti-NCAA segment on Last
Week Tonight in March remains memorable: Oliver highlighted Swinney’s
comments that players should not be paid for their efforts and then derisively
noted the coach’s name is an anagram for Soybean Wind.
“You have to be at peace with who you are,” he says. “I’m not above re-

proach. I screw up. I don’t claim to be perfect. So when people point out 'm
imperfect, so what? That’s just who I am. If that bothers somebody, I can’t

worry about that. I don’t try to judge people. I just try to be who I am.”

ATE ON SUNDAYS, Swinney would pull out of the Clemson football
offices in his truck and call his dad. “What you doing?” he would ask.
“Oh, I ain’t doing nothing,” Ervil would reply. “What you doing?”
“Aw, just riding home, checkin’ on you,” Dabo would say.
Ervil would offer an opinion on Clemson football, or Dabo would ask
about the last game or the next opponent. When Ervil was diagnosed with
lung cancer for the second time last summer, he moved in with Dabo for
eight weeks of radiation and chemotherapy. The cancer, Dabo explains, was
a blessing, If it wasn’t for the disease, then father and son would have never
had time to sit around in their pajamas and chat al] night, or ride around
town in the truck, or go see the boys play ball. Ervil was never happier. He'd
remarried. He'd quit drinking. He'd quit smoking eight years ago, after the
hung cancer first appeared. He'd taken charge of a life that was out of control
for too long. Even as he fought the disease, Ervil was at peace.
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When the treatments were over, Ervil was
back at M&M Hardware near Pelham, the
store from which he ran a washer-and-drye
repair business, presiding behind the counter
solving all the world’s problems right there
Then, on Aug. 8, Ervil died at 70. “Just qu
breathing,” Dabo says. His dad had recentl
seen the heart doctor and talked all the tim
about how good he felt. He was gone, just lik
remarried and was still living in Alabama.

“Still got two or three voice mails I can
let go of,” Dabo says. “I miss him. When yc
lose a parent, it’s a strange feeling. It’s a ha
thing to get used to. I got all these pictur:
and voice mails from my dad, and it’s li
he’s 5peak;ingtomefr0mthegmve.ﬁml -
great peace at his funeral because I kno
where he is.Iknmvheisve:{yhappy.Hewas
ﬁghter.Hefﬁught.Iwasjustsommdof thi1s

High'’s stadium, Swinney laments:
distance to the only open concessi
stand, across the field. Yet heis fa
ished, having driven straight from practi
He 1s a God-fearing man, but he still f:
prey 1o temptation. “Popceorn, pickle, get
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, Slim Jim, 2 Diet Coke,” he says. “I love it.”
He loves all of this, really, especially the
halance. For years Swinney followed the
.ame pregame routine with his team. On
Friday nights he took the Tigers through
game prep and then to the hotel. There, they
had chapel and ate dinner. The last voice the
players heard before going to their rooms
was Swinney’s, when he closed a Friday-
night meeting with a motivational speech.

Wwhen his oldest son, Will, earned a spot as
» receiver on the Daniel High varsity, Swinney
~alled an audible. Now his meeting with the
players OCCurs earlier on Fridays. Then the
Tigers goto a movie, and chapel takes place
n Saturdays. This allows Swinney to hustle
-ut and be a dad in the stands. He tailors the
iob that pays him in excess of $3 million a
vear to the rhythm of his sons’ games. “It’s
what I do, it’s not who I am,” says Swinney,
who also coaches his youngest son Clay’s
-ravel baseball team over about 10 weekends
hetween March and June. “That’s important.
You can’t let this job define you.”

At the moment his job is to watch jayvee
‘ootball and hope for a comeback. Momen-
~um soon turns in Daniel’s favor. A 55-yard
-ouchdown sends a jolt through the visiting
sideline. “There we go!” Swinney yells. “Bada
hoom, bada bing!” Daniel will score again
-0 take the lead. Then, in the fourth quarter,
the Lions begin a march to put away Wren.

with a little less than nine minutes to
slay and the ball at Wren’s 20-yard line, a
nass arcs high toward receiver Drew Swin-
ney, sprinting along the near sideline.

Dabo’s eyes track the ball and his boy.
“Go get it!” he says. “Go get it!”

The pass lands in Drew’s hands, and he
crosses into the end zone. It’s 30-21, Daniel.

It is a dagger touchdown, effectively obliter-

HORTLY AFTER being named
Clemson’s permanent coach,
Swinney attended a lunch banquet
in Spartanburg, S.C. He and sev-
eral other coaches were to give five-minuté
speeches, but when Swinney found his seat,
he couldn't believe it: He was next to Bill
Curry, his first coach at Alabama, who was

- Successfully rq

‘ Sf‘ﬂsgn’ . : )
laryjg,, 4, Mio ’*'md: seven of them from Power 3 conferences:
h??f, Minnesota, South C arolina, USC
£ 1 » 2 & N
ltme the carousel stops, as many as 30 FBS

w.l O - . i
Penings. Here's who could fill some of the top spots.

_ gﬂlﬂl}u ! Qut
ﬂ'ndldates GYE
CrIStDbaL T{]m

Predictin
He was the L iction Sch

Al Golden (fired)

g Schiano, Rob Chudzinski, Mario

Herman, Charlie Strong

, lano, now an ESPN analyst, is the safe pl

o . : e play.
defensive coordinator in 1999 and 2000, and he

-~ fij'uited In South Florida while at Rutgers.
¥ m-n? s ~ - - . B S
ﬁ ’ '_ : a:;;:al:::;t;“g / But St?va Spurrier [resigned)
w Predictior . y amart, Justm Fuerﬁxte. Tom Herman
/ 2k mart has long been considered the heir
coond _aban at_AIabama, where he has served as
rdinator for eight seasons. When Spurrier pondered

d
Own last year, Smart topped the Gamecocks' list.

defensive
stepping

i

i \\! USC / out Steve Sarkisian (fired]
- IR C?ndidates Clay Helton, Dan Mullen,
‘& Bill 0'Brien, Kyle Whittingham
- ‘* Prediction If interim coach Helton wins the Trojans’
remaining three games, embattled AD Pat Haden will give him a
long look. If not, the opportunity might be attractive enough for
Mullen to leave Mississippi State.
— N Virginia Tech / Out Frank Beamer [retiring]
EE. ./% Candidates Rich Rodriguez, Justin Fuente,
Tom Herman, Matt Rhule |
. - Prediction AD Whit Babcock has known Rodriguez
since they worked at West Virginia in the 2000s. Rodriguez, who
also played defensive back for the Mountaineers, would most
likely leave Arizona for a chance to coach in the geographic

region in which he's had his greatest success.

at Georgia State. Swinney wasn’t sure if Curry would remember

him. But Curry did, telling his former walk-on receiver how proud he was of
' ad become. Then, after some small talk, Gurry cut to the chase.
my advice,” he said, “but 'm going to tell

: i ] e found
- ouard, Swinney scrambled for something to write on. He

Caught .Off gu : ' and listened. Curry told him to find a good
- ' ven the volatility of the profession. He to}d him never
financial udvises, & for the job; that, Curry said, was his biggest regret.

- is family : :
to sacrific 1}: 1 very first piece of counsel that resonated most with Swinney.
; 1 i ' 1 Memorial Stadium. The date

12/19/08. To the left is the
cribbled next to a number 1
iding principle as he has

e scrap : :
: Th- n in blue ink at the uppet right corner
s writ derlined. And tWo words, S

» )
1o around it, have served as SWInnEy's 6%

nd soared. D
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