
• Senior linebacker Cale Garrett is the 
ultimate team player, but off the field, 
he tends to travel alone. Whether he's 
hiking up Pikes Peak or tracking down a 
running back, Garrett is always thinking 
about what happens next, what will get 
him to the top of his game. 
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He is fluent in Spanish. He has completed the 
rim-to-rim round-trip traverse of the Grand Can
yon. He has scaled Pikes Peak. He has traveled 
to London and back. He is learning to play the 
piano. He fears vegetables, though that's a story 
for another time. 

In h is day job, Cale Garrett is a tackling 
machine, the Missouri Tigers' All-SEC linebacker. 

"A lot of guys live for football, and I do too," says 
Garrett, a senior from Kearney, Missouri. "It's 
been my passion for as long as I can rem ember. 
But for me to be successful in my passion, I don't 
think it's sustainable if you only focus on one 
thing. You're going to end up hitting a wall." 

And so he has driven thousands of miles in 
pursuit of his excellent adventures, with the aim 
of clearing his mind, to get away from it all, to ex
plore and appreciate nature and everything it has 
to offer. He often goes it alone, as he did when he 
drove to the Grand Canyon in January 2018 with 
the endorsem ent, albeit tepid, of Mizzou coach 
Barry Odom, BS '99, M Ed '04. Some people mo
tor up Pikes Peak. He climbed the mountain in a 
day - 12 miles up, another 12 miles down. "There 
are a lot of ways to get to the top," Garrett says. 

He could just as easily be talking about his rise 
from snubbed recruit to star linebacker in the pre
mier college football conference in the land. 

• Garrett always dreamed of playing in the SEC, al
ways wanted to be a Tiger. "For as long as I could 
rem ember." Kearney High School has been good 
to Missouri football over the past decade - Tommy 
Saunders, BGS '08; Brock Christopher, BA '09; 
Beau Brinkley, BGS '12 - but even as a star and 
four-year starter there, Garrett didn't attract 
much recruiting interest. Fact is, he wasn't draw
ing any interest from Power Five programs. The 
only offer of note had come from the U.S. Naval 
Academy. 

For a kid whose passion was football, it was an 
especially stressful time. Sure, he got attention 
from a lot of schools - everything but an offer. 
"Teams were messing with you to the point that 
they wanted you to be interested in them but may
be they weren't necessarily interested in you," 
Garrett says, noting how Oregon, for one, had 
mailed him 50 letters, sometimes five in a day. 

Now with his senior season ramping up, he was 
in a hurry to get places. And that was the issue. Yes, 
Garrett would knock your head off, but he didn't 
possess the speed that major college programs 
look for in a linebacker. "Most people wanted to 
see if I was fast enough," he says. "And to be hon
est, I wasn't very fast." 

So he committed to Navy, finished his h igh 

school career with a bang and graduated in De
cember 2015. He had been to Annapolis, Maryland, 
for an official visit, resigned this would be his best 
opportunity yet excited about everything the acad
emy had to offer - football and otherwise. 

But everything changed on the last Saturday 
in January 2016. The recently promoted Odom 
had been in charge for less than two months, and 
when a recruit backed out of his commitment, the 
Tigers suddenly had an open scholarship. Assis
tant coach Andy Hill reached out to Greg Jones, 
Garrett's coach at Kearney, with the offer. Garrett 
was working as a trainer at 9Round fitness gym, 
so Jones drove there to deliver the good news. Al
though excited, Garrett was understandably bitter. 
Why had it taken so long? 

"My heart was hurt, but I knew where I wanted 
to go," he says. "The rational side of m e said, 
'Well, I can stay at the Naval Academy, one of 
the best institutions in the world, academically, 
leadership-wise, preparing you to be a successful 
person.' So passing that up was hard. But the pri
orities are a little different there. It's military first 
and then education and then your sport. Whereas 
here, your education is really important, but you 
come here to play football. You're in the SEC." 

In the end, the decision was an easy one. He 
visited Columbia the day the offer was m ade, 
committed before he left town and signed his let
ter of intent the following Wednesday. The offer 
came with a curveball. Because Garrett had al
ready graduated, Odom wanted him on campus 
immediately. Like, yesterday. So less than a week 
after having no power-conference offers, Garrett 
was taking classes, navigating his way around the 
Columns and, oh, beginning his indoctrination as 
an SEC linebacker. Talk about speed. Life comes 
at you fast. 

"I'm so glad I came early because I needed 
that time to get adjusted," Garrett says. "It was a 
culture shock, going from a school my size to a 
campus like this." And about the football: "The 
athletes are a little more athletic. The big guys are 
a little bit bigger, and they're more athletic. Every
body is bigger, stronger and faster." 

• Yeah, faster. There would be no redshirt. His first 
game was at West Virginia. He played eight defen
sive snaps and on special teams in Morgantown. 
"It felt like bullets were flying everywhere," he 
says. "Everything felt so fast." 

And that's the way it went for most of his first 
two years. Garrett's playing time increased, and 
he became a full-time starter during his sopho
more season. He was quick to read plays, but his 
inexperience showed. Even as he piled up gaudy 
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t Garrett's first love 
has always been 
football , but he isn't 
married to the game. 
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tackling statistics, he would occasionally shoot 
the wrong gap or take a poor angle. A cynic might 
have suggested he was a step slow. 

Garrett, however, points out that it was the 
other way around, that the game started to slow 
down for him as a result of his trial-by-fire experi
ence. He was named a captain before his junior 
season, a testament not only to his talent but also 
to his work ethic and leadership skills. That's 
when the light bulb came on. He was still a tack
ling machine, only now he was shooting the right 
gap and taking the correct angle and making sure 
teammates were where they needed to be pre
snap. In this age of specialization, Garrett rarely 
left the field in 2018. "It doesn't matter what sub 
package, what speed package, whatever it is, 47 
is usually right in the middle of it," Odom says. 

And in a conference known for its defensive stars, 
Garrett shone brightly. Pro Football Focus named 
him first-team all-conference and rates him 
as the top-graded returning linebacker in the 
SEC. As those grades go, the margin is not par
ticularly close. 

"He's gotten better every year, and he's gotten 
better because he has worked," Odom says. "He 
loves to compete. He approaches everything he's 
doing with a chip on his shoulder." 

Coincidentally, it's not a stretch to draw par
allels between Garrett and Odom. Both were 
lightly recruited linebackers out of high school. 
Both ended up right where they were supposed 
to be. Both worked tirelessly to master their craft, 
though Odom is quick to say Garrett is a far better 
player than he ever dreamed of being. 

"He'll leave as one of the best to ever play the po
sition," Odom says. "He's a lot more talented than 
he gets credit for. He's got a higher skill set than 
people realize. His football IQ is off the charts. He 
is a student of trying to be the best." 

So why was Missouri so late to offer, and what 
did the other 64 Power Five programs miss? 

"When he came to camp here, he didn't test out 
very well," Odom says. "You look at some of the 
measurables, and you forget to look at the produc
tion and the competitor and the drive a guy's got. 
But then you turn on the tape and he played at a 
different speed than he really ran. He diagnosed 
things, always seemed a step ahead, was always so 
productive. And then you spend some time with 
the kid and you realize how focused he was. You 
could tell he was driven to prove people wrong." 

• The kid from Kearney has so proven people wrong 
that he could have had his pick of programs to play 
for this fall. Missouri, you probably have heard, 
was slapped by the NCAA early this year with 
harsh penalties for the actions of a rogue tutor who 
improperly assisted a handful of athletes in the 
football , baseball and softball programs. The 
penalties, which are under appeal, include a 
bowl ban, meaning seniors can transfer and be
come immediately eligible. Amid the shock and 
disappointment, Garrett gave it no such thought. 
He talks like a man who's on a solitary hike, grate
ful the home-state school took a chance on him. 

"My dream was to go out with confetti falling 
from the rafters at some bowl game, being able 
to hoist a big ol' trophy," he says. "But at the end 
of the day, trophies just collect dust and the con
fetti's going to get swept off the ground. It's about 
the memories you make, no matter where it is. If 
my last game is in Little Rock, Arkansas, I'm go
ing to treat it the same way if it was in the Cotton 
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t Garrett emerged as a leader and an anchor of the defense during 
a breakout junior season. 

Bowl. That's the way we need to approach every game. Every time you get 
a chance to do what you love is a blessing and is something that should 
never be taken for granted." 

It has been a whirlwind, but don't ask him to reflect on his remarkable 
rise just yet. There will be time for that later. Perhaps the hiker in him 
prompts him to say, "If you look too far ahead or if you're looking behind 
you, you're going to trip on something right in front of you." 

So he keeps his head down and goes about the business of getting better 
every day, knowing at least a dozen more opportunities await him and his 
fellow seniors to make a statement. After all, he knows as well as any
one that nothing is guaranteed. He has grown exponentially, right along 
with the football program he always dreamed of playing for. "The culture 

"He'll leave as one of 
the best to ever play the 
position," Odom says. 
"He's a lot more talented 
than he gets credit for. 
He's got a higher skill 
set than people realize. 
His football IQ is off 
the charts. He is a 
student of trying to 
be the best." 

has changed," he says. "The outlook on 
Mizzou football internally and exter
nally has changed. There is a lot more 
pride within our locker room to put on 
a Mizzou football jersey. We all want to 
represent this town and this state and 
this university the right way." 

For inspiration, he thinks of his 
mother, Lindi Burns, who raised two 
boys while working in sales. A com
mission job. Nothing guaranteed. "If 
she doesn' t sell," Garrett says, "she 
doesn't put food on the table." Taking a 
cue from Mom, he also motivates him
self by jotting things on his bathroom 
mirror. Front and center are seven 
words: It's bigge1' than you. Leave your 

legacy. Upset in the spring by an agent who told him how slow he was, he 
scribbled speed in every blank space he could find. Cale Garrett will come 
at you fast. Count on it. M 

About the author: Marh Godich, a 1979 graduate of the Missouri School of 
Journalism, is a senior editor at The Athletic and a forme1· seni01· editor at 
Sports Illustrated. 

This may come as a surprise to many, but Barry 
Odom needs to get something out there: 
Celebrated quarterback Kelly Bryant is not 
going to be perfect this season. 

"Kelly is going to make some really, really good 
plays," the Missouri coach says. "But he's going to 
throw an incomplete pass. The world is not ending." 

Bryant, the most sought-after grad-transfer QB 
on the college football market, left Clemson in 
October and committed to the Tigers in December, 
giving an early Christmas present to Mizzou fans 
who were wondering how the most pressing issue 
for 2019 would be addressed: Who would replace 
prolific passer Drew Lock? In fact, Lock's success 
last season under new offensive coordinator Derek 
Dooley and the way Dooley helped prepare him for 
the NFL factored into Bryant's decision. 

He doesn't spin it like Lock does, but in his 
one full season as a starter at Clemson, Bryant com
pleted 65.8 percent of his attempts with 13 touch
downs and eight interceptions in 2017. The added 
dimension he brings to the attack is the threat of 
the run. He rushed for 665 yards and 11 TDs in '17. 

And with the return of leading rusher Larry 
Rountree Ill, three starters on the line and a 
wealth of talent and depth in the receiving corps, 
Bryant will have all kinds of options as he looks to 
spread the ball around. 

"We have some unique skill sets," Odom says. 
"What's their role? I think we did a pretty good 
job of identifying that in the spring. Kelly made as 
much improvement as anybody in the 15 practices 
we had." 

The Tigers have 
appeared in early pre
season rankings for the 
first time since 2015. 

And with a schedule that 
sets up nicely, Missouri 
could well be favored 
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in its first eight 
games heading 
into a Nov. 9 Af!ZZOL/ 
meeting with 7 
SEC East favorite , 
Georgia in -,# • 
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Just 
know that 
Bryant will 
have thrown 
his first 
incompletion 
before then. 
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