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Whether lucky or good, Missouri
football finds itself heading to Atlanta
By Wade Livingston
December 1, 2014 | 9:53 p.m. CST

Darius White waves on the fans who rushed the field after the Tigers' 21-14 win over the Razorbacks on Friday at
Memorial Stadium. The Tigers are on their way to their second consecutive Southeastern Conference
championship against No. 1 Alabama on Saturday.   ¦  Tim Tai

COLUMBIA — It started with a little laugh.

On the sideline, right after Missouri defeated Kentucky on Nov. 1, the SEC Network’s Maria
Taylor told Tigers coach Gary Pinkel that Florida had just defeated Georgia, meaning Missouri
moved into first place in the Southeastern Conference’s Eastern Division — meaning Missouri
controlled its own destiny.

Upon hearing the news, Pinkel laughed.
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Perhaps the laugh was a touch awkward. At the very least, it
was atypical coming from a coach who maintains a card
shark’s poker face.

Regardless, the coach’s cackle signaled the start of a
monthlong series of high-stakes, all-in conference matchups,
during which Missouri had to keep winning to make the trip
to Atlanta and the SEC Championship Game. The Tigers
survived the three-game crucible when they defeated
Arkansas 21-14 on Saturday. Yes, they showed strategy and
resilience during the stretch, and yes, sometimes the cards
flopped in their favor.

“I think you create your own luck,” Pinkel said in Sunday’s
SEC pre-championship coaches' teleconference.

Here’s how Missouri (10-2, 7-1 SEC) climbed, clawed — and
maybe even lucked — its way to a second consecutive SEC
title game.

They’ve been dealt this hand before

Let’s rewind and look at 2013, when the Tigers traveled a
similar path to Atlanta.

That year, South Carolina — not Georgia — was Missouri’s
main foe in the SEC East.

In Week 9, after Missouri kicker Andrew Baggett’s would-be game-tying field goal clanged off
the north uprights, the Gamecocks crept out of Memorial Stadium with a 27-24 double-
overtime win over the previously undefeated Tigers. More importantly, South Carolina held a
head-to-head advantage over Missouri in the SEC East.

But there was one problem — or rather, two problems.

The Gamecocks came into that game with two conference losses. With four games remaining
for Missouri, South Carolina needed the Tigers to drop at least one game. That didn't happen.

Missouri won out and clinched the SEC East title with a home win against Texas A&M in the
final week of the regular season.
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Wildcards: Palmettos and Peaches

Strangely enough, Missouri has won its division while losing to the eventual runner-up in
back-to-back seasons.

In Columbia, there’s no love lost for the Palmetto State’s Gamecocks or the Peach State’s
Bulldogs, but Missouri fans can thank those teams for, in effect, knocking each other out of the
division title race early during the past two seasons.

Georgia beat South Carolina in 2013, and the Gamecocks returned the favor this year.

Each year, Missouri beat the winners of those affairs, both times on the road.

The Tigers’ win over the Bulldogs in 2013 was big: In effect, it eliminated any chance of a
three-team race coming down the stretch.

While Missouri’s 2014 win over South Carolina wasn’t as critical, the Tigers did beat Florida,
this year’s third-place SEC East team, on the road — something Georgia failed to do.

The joker: Freaky Florida

When Missouri visited Florida the night of Oct. 18, the Tigers mustered only 119 total yards of
offense. Missouri needed two special teams touchdowns and two defensive touchdowns to beat
a Florida Gators squad with a quarterback controversy and a coach on the hot seat. It was an
ugly win to say the least.

When it faced Florida on Nov. 1, Georgia would have been happy with a similar result. The
Bulldogs, who absolutely annihilated Missouri 34-0 on Oct. 11, watched an anemic Gators
offense pile up 418 rushing yards en route to their 38-20 rivalry game win.

Know when to hold ’em

Perhaps Pinkel’s and offensive coordinator Josh Henson’s biggest gamble of the year was
sticking with Maty Mauk, who has led — or endured — the Tigers’ transformation from a quick-
strike, high-flying offense to a ball-control unit, supported by a stellar defense.

In his first three conference contests, Mauk completed roughly 37 percent of his passes with
zero touchdowns and six total turnovers, but his backups never saw the field.

Lately, Mauk’s play has improved. He’s tossed eight touchdowns and just two interceptions in
his past five games. And the offensive line seems to be giving him more time to throw.
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The breaks

Of course, Missouri has caught some breaks over the past month.

At Texas A&M, the Aggies were without two of their starting defensive linemen, including
freshman phenom pass rusher Myles Garrett. A week later, Missouri didn't have to account for
Tennessee's star linebacker A.J. Johnson.

And on Friday, Arkansas quarterback Brandon Allen played banged up. As Razorbacks coach
Bret Bielema said in his postgame press conference, the Tigers defense frequently reminded
the signal caller of his condition.

Missouri’s defense has arguably been the one consistent unit on the team, and it’s happy to
have senior defensive end Markus Golden back at full strength. Golden, who almost doubled
his season sack total against Texas A&M and Tennessee, is regaining his form at just the right
time.

Kicker Andrew Baggett might be doing the same. After missing two extra points and a long kick
the week before, Baggett knocked down two 50-plus yard field goals against Arkansas.

Baggett’s field goals were the lone first-half points for the Tigers, and they allowed Missouri to
later call a tricky two-point conversion that tied the game and changed the momentum of the
matchup.

That roll-of-the-dice two-point play call was a dandy, but the Tigers will tell you it was all
execution — no luck whatsoever.

Supervising editor is Erik Hall.
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