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Alabama in unfamiliar territory — out of contention

By JOHN ZENOR
AP Sports Writer

Bryce Young was 9 years
old the last time Alabama
played a regular-season game
without national champion-
ship implications.

That was five national ti-

tles ago.
Now, thanks to two ever-
so-slender defeats — by a

total of four points — Young
and the 10th-ranked Crimson
Tide (7-2, 4-2 Southeastern
Conference) are almost cer-
tainly back in that scenario
for the first time since that
2010 team went 10-3.

Downright disastrous by
the stratospheric standards
of Nick Saban’s ‘Bama teams.

“I know people have kind
of written us off to some de-
gree,” Saban said on Monday.
“But at the same time, I think
we have a lot of pride as an
organization. I think we need
to focus on what it takes to
win games. Play the game,
win the game, prepare for the
game.”

Alabama must regroup in
time to visit Lane Kiffin and
No. 11 Mississippi (8-1, 4-1)
on Saturday.

FanDuel Sportsbook has
installed the Tide as 11
1/2-point favorites, but both
losses have come on the road.
LSU is in the driver’s seat
of the SEC West with essen-
tially a two-game lead thanks
to wins over Alabama and
Ole Miss.

Rebels coach Kiffin doesn’t
want to hear any of the “dy-
nasty is over” chatter, saying
that two plays are separating
Alabama from coming in un-
beaten and ranked 1 or 2.

“We're talking about two
plays, two teams on the road
in two of the hardest environ-
ments — over 100,000 fans
— to play in,” said Kiffin, a
former Saban offensive coor-
dinator at Alabama.

“This is a great team and
the best coach to ever do it.”

The Tide figures to be heav-
ily favored in its last two
games. against Austin Peay
and struggling rival Auburn.
Now, the challenge isn’t play-
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For the first time since 2010, the Nick Saban and Alabama Crimson Tide will play regular season football games without national title impli-

cations.

ing with the pressure of stay-
ing in the national title hunt,
it’s playing well without that
prospect.

“I think it’s a challenge,
but at the same time I think
we've still got a lot to play
for,” defensive end Byron
Young said. “We’ve got to play
for the name on the back of
our jerseys. We've got to play
for the ‘A’ on the front of it.

“And we've got to play for
everybody that’s beside us be-
cause I'm gonna come in here
every single day and work
just like I’'m going to play for
a national championship next
Saturday. And that’s what I
expect everybody else to do.”

Alabama has played in 171
regular season games with
national championship impli-
cations since 2008 and only
three without, a note that
was culled from the team’s
game notes this week. Those
three came in the 2010 sea-

son.

Alabama has posted dou-
ble-digit wins every season
since Saban’s 2007 debut and
needs to win three of four to
keep that string going, count-
ing a bowl game.

The Tide, which lost
to Georgia in the national
championship game last sea-
son, returned as the favor-
ite to win a seventh crown
under Saban. Alabama, after
all, had arguably the two best
players in college football re-
turning, probably for only one
more season: the Heisman
Trophy-winning Bryce Young
and linebacker Will Anderson
Jr. Both are highly rated NFL
prospects ahead of next year’s
draft.

The second loss had Saban
complaining about the unfair-
ness of placing such expecta-
tions on his team “before they
ever have a body of work.”

“But I think that’s kind of

the nature of the beast in this
day and age,” he said. “But
I think being able to handle
that, not putting pressure on
yourself to try to live up to
that expectation, sort of cre-
ates a lot of anxiety in some
cases.”

Saban said he wants his
players to experience joy, not
relief, from winning.

“I think I've done a pretty
average job of getting our
players out of that mode,” he
said.

This team never really was
the consistently dominant
group many expected. The of-
fensive line has struggled at
times to protect Young, and
he hasn’t had go-to receivers
like Jameson Williams and
John Metchie III last season.

The defense has given
up some big plays, includ-
ing LSU quarterback Jayden
Daniels’ 25-yard touchdown
run in overtime.

Alabama won squeakers
against Texas and SEC West
cellar dweller Texas A&M,
meaning four games have
gone down to the wire.

Saban was asked to evalu-
ate the performance of the of-
fense and offensive coordina-
tor Bill O’Brien, and didn’t di-
rectly answer the latter part.

“Look, there’s things that
we need to do better in every
part of our organization,” he
said. “I'm not going to ana-
lyze somebody publicly, good,
bad or indifferent. We're all
working hard together. We're
all responsible for what we
do. Do we need to play bet-
ter on both sides of the ball?
Absolutely.

“There’s not a coach or a
player in this organization
that can’t do things better to
help our players have a better
chance to be successful.”

Logano wins at Phoenix to earn 2nd NASCAR championship

By JENNA FRYER
AP Auto Racing Writer

AVONDALE, Ariz. — Pen-
ske Perfect.

From the first NASCAR
race with the new Next Gen
car, the Daytona 500, the
IndyCar championship and
now the NASCAR Cup title,
it’s been about as close to a
perfect season as possible for
Roger Penske.

Joey Logano won his sec-
ond NASCAR championship
on Sunday with a victory in
the winner-take-all finale at
Phoenix Raceway — a win
that gave Penske the Cup
title and IndyCar title in the
same season for the first time
in 31 attempts.

“It’s about time,” Penske
said. “Joey did a great job,
and for us to have two cham-
pionships in the same year,
that’s what we’re here for.
That’s the goal we have every
year. I think we’ve been close,
but we got it this year.”

It was the fourth win of
the season for Logano, who
opened the year with a Jan-
uary win in an exhibition
race at Los Angeles Memorial
Coliseum in the debut of the
Next Gen car. Less than a
month later, rookie teammate
Austin Cindric won the Day-
tona 500 on Penske’s 85th
birthday.

Will Power added the In-
dyCar championship to the
Team Penske trophy -case
in September and Logano’s
dominating run Sunday
closed out the banner year
for the organization.

“l knew going into this
thing that we’re going to win
the championship. I told the
guys we were the favorite
from Daytona, and we truly
believed it, and that’s the dif-
ference,” Logano said. “I had
a good team with a bunch of
confidence, and we had all
the reason in the world to
be confident. I've never been
truly this ready for a champi-
onship race, and yeah, we did
it, man. I can’t believe it.”

Logano was met after the
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Joey Logano’s win on Sunday at Phoenix locked up his second NASCAR championship.

win by his wife and 4-year-old
son, Hudson, the oldest of his
three children and only one
to make the trip to Phoenix.
Logano took Hudson by the
hand and ran up the banking
to collect the checkered flag.

His son skipped back down
the track, waving the flag and
holding his champion father’s
hand. Logano had promised
Hudson he’d win the cham-
pionship.

“We’ve had so many conver-
sations over the last couple
weeks before bedtime. First
was ‘Daddy is going to get a
pole, and he’s going to meet
me out here and we’re go-
ing to win the race, and I
couldn’t be a liar to my son,”
Logano said.

Logano then drove Hudson
inside the No. 22 Ford to the
championship stage.

“I always wanted to do that
with Hudson. He’s such a
little car guy,” Logano said.

Logano at 32 was the oldest
driver in the championship

four, as well as the only one
who is married with children.
The Next Gen equaled the
competition this season and
the Cup Series celebrated 19
different winners, including
five first-timers and two driv-
ers making their first ap-
pearance in the champion-
ship race.

Even with the parity, Loga-
no never doubted this would
be his season.

“Getting the bookends, the
first and the last race, means
a lot,” Logano said. “It’s just a
really special year for us with
our third baby, and 22 in ‘22, I
told you so!”

It is the third Cup cham-
pionship for Penske, who
won with Brad Keselowski in
2012 and Logano’s first title
in 2018. Logano joined Kyle
Busch as the only active driv-
ers with multiple Cup titles.

Logano won the pole and
was never really challenged
on Sunday as his Ford led
186 of the 312 laps, and he

was not the highest running
title contender for only one
lap. He’s the first Ford driver
to win two Cup titles since
David Pearson in 1968 and
1969.

It is the second Cup cham-
pionship for crew chief Paul
Wolfe, who won with Kesel-
owski in 2012 and admitted
to texting rival Ford crew
chief Rodney Childers for
strategy advice during the
race.

“I was texting him through-
out the race, ‘What are you
guys thinking? What would
you do?” Wolfe said. “I have
thoughts, but all the other
crew chiefs might think
something different. It’s good
to have another perspective.
There’s guys in the garage
you can trust and there’s guys
you can’t. I think Rodney and
I have a great relationship,
and I appreciate that.”

Ross Chastain finished
third in his championship
race debut, and Christopher

Bell was 10th in his debut.
Bell raced hours after Joe
Gibbs Racing learned vice
chairman Coy Gibbs, son of
the Hall of Fame team owner,
died in his sleep at 49.

“You wake up this morning
and you're racing for a cham-
pionship, you're happy, you're
elated, and then your world
comes crashing down,” Bell
said. “Whenever you get news
like that, it definitely puts
it in perspective that there’s
much more to this outside of
racing.”

Chase Elliott was spun by
Chastain early in the final
stage, his Chevrolet hit the
wall and he was immediately
out of contention. It snapped
Hendrick Motorsports streak
of two consecutive Cup titles.

“Just disappointed, ob-
viously, ended our day and
ended our chance at a win or
a championship. Just disap-
pointing,” Elliott said.

NASCAR’s most popular
driver won a career-high five
races this year and the regu-
lar-season championship, but
Elliott lost his shot at a sec-
ond championship when he
cut across the front of Chas-
tain and Chastain refused to
lift. The contact sent Elliott
spinning into the wall, he
dropped to 30th and down a
lap during the repairs, and
finished 28th.

“I feel like it was just hard
racing and I had position,”
Chastain said. “I got to the
left of (Elliott) and saw an
erratic move that he made to
turn left to cover it, but I was
already there. It’s not how I
want to race them or those
guys.”

Logano, who started his ca-
reer with JGR and spent five
seasons there before he was
fired after the 2012 season,
gave his regards to the Gibbs
family after the win.

“I don’t know what to think,
but obviously my condolences
go to the Gibbs family,” Lo-
gano said. “But just an in-
credible day for us, and kind
of mixed emotions at the mo-
ment.”



