
SPORTS
B1 SUNDAY, OCTOBER 31 ,  2021

Michigan State running back Kenneth Walker III scored five touchdowns in Saturday’s 37-34 win against rival Michian.   Neil Blake, MLive.com
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E A ST L A NSI NG — The Paul Bunyan Tro-
phy is staying in East Lansing.

No. 8 Michigan State rallied from a 
16-point deficit in the third quarter to pull 
out a 37-33 win on Saturday against No. 6 
Michigan in East Lansing.

It was an epic rivalry showdown with 
both teams ranked in the AP top 10 while 
going head-to-head for the first time since 
1964 playing in front of a sellout crowd of 
76,549 at Spartan Stadium.

Mel Tucker continued his stunning 
turnaround job in his second season lead-
ing the Spartans (8-0, 5-0 Big Ten) and 
became the first coach in program history 
to start 2-0 against Michigan.

Michigan (7-1, 4-1 Big Ten) was off to its 
best start since 2016 but suffered consecu-
tive losses to Michigan State. 

Michigan State running back Ken-
neth Walker III made a huge case for his 
Heisman Trophy candidacy as he posted 
23 carries for 197 yards and five touch-
downs. Walker scored the go-ahead touch-
down with 5:08 to play and the Spartans 
sealed the win with an interception by 
freshman cornerback Charles Brantley in 
the final minute.

Payton Thorne was 19 for 30 passing for 
196 yards and two interceptions for Mich-
igan State while Jayden Reed and Jalen 
Nailor combined for 10 catches for 155 
yards.

For Michigan, Cade McNamara was 28 
for 44 passing for 383 yards, two touch-
downs and an interception while J.J. 

McCarthy completed three of four passes 
and threw for one score. Freshman 
receiver Andrel Anthony, from East Lan-
sing High School, had six catches for 155 
yards and two touchdowns while tight end 
Erick All had 10 grabs for 98 yards. Hassan 
Haskins and Blake Corum combined for 27 
carries for 104 yards.

With the rivalry played in East Lan-

sing for the first time since 2018, the road 
team started strong. Thorne was inter-
cepted by DJ Turner at the 2-yard line 
on Michigan State’s opening possession. 
Michigan cashed in with McNamara hit-
ting Anthony on a crossing route and he 
sprinted 93 yards for a touchdown. It was 
his first career reception and Michigan’s 
longest play since 2007.

After entering the game with only 
four interceptions this season, Thorne 
was picked off for the second time of the 
first quarter when defensive back Dax-
ton Hill deflected a pass that was hauled 
in by defensive lineman Mike Morris. The 
Wolverines took over at Michigan State’s 
30-yard line but were limited to a 26-yard 
field goal by Jake Moody for a 10-0 lead 
with 1:18 left in the first quarter.

On the first play of the second quarter, 
Walker had nowhere to run up the middle 
but bounced out to his left and ran for a 
27-yard touchdown as the Spartans pulled 
within three. Michigan’s ensuing drive 
stalled and resulted in a 38-yard field goal 
by Moody with 9:18 left in the half.

Facing fourth-and-1 from the Michigan 
48-yard line, Thorne connected with Jalen 
Nailor for a 40-yard gain. 

The Spartans went with tempo again 
and caught the Wolverines off guard as 
Walker ran for an 8-yard touchdown run 
as they took a 14-13 lead midway through 
the second quarter.

COLLEGE FOOTBALL   NO. 8 MICHIGAN STATE 37, NO. 6 MICHIGAN 33

A Paul Bunyan-sized battle

MSU coach 
Mel Tucker 
has won 
back-to-
back games 
against rival 
Michigan.
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E A S T  L A N S I N G  —  Heading into the Battle 
for the Paul Bunyan trophy, the Michigan and 
Michigan State football programs had accom-
plished all they could to establish position atop 
the Big Ten standings and national rankings. 

Following Saturday’s in-state rivalry show-
down, only Michigan State is on track for a 
potential berth in the College Football Playoffs.

The season’s inaugural playoff rankings will 
be released Tuesday.

Since its debut in 2014, the College Foot-
ball Playoff (CFP) rankings have resembled the 
Associated Press (AP) poll. Last year, the first 
CFP rankings had the same top-seven teams 
with only the third- and fourth-ranked teams 
getting swapped. 

Michigan was No. 6 in last week’s AP poll, fol-
lowed by Michigan State at eighth. The Spar-
tans undoubtedly will move up in the new AP 
poll when it’s released this afternoon.

How much depends on how other top teams 
fared on Saturday. 

Top-ranked Georgia, which has been the 
class of the collegiate football field this year, 
faced Florida; while other top matchups 
included No. 5 Ohio State at No. 20 Penn State, 
as well as Iowa at Wisconsin.

MSU, with the Paul Bunyan Trophy remain-
ing in East Lansing, could be looking at a top-
four playoff ranking come Tuesday.

Had rankings been released last week, Jerry 
Palm, of CBS Sports, had Michigan second 

behind Georgia. MSU was projected seventh. 
Palm ranked Alabama third and Ohio State 
fourth. 

“These rankings are top heavy with SEC 
and Big Ten teams only because they have not 
weeded each other out yet,” he wrote.

Michigan and Michigan State still have to 
play Ohio State and Penn State in the final three 
weeks of the regular season.

Last week, Michigan coach Jim Harbaugh 
was asked about the importance of Saturday’s 
game against the Spartans relative to winning 
the Big Ten and a national championship.

“It’s an elimination mindset, playoff mindset 
at this point,” Harbaugh said. 

“Win this game, it will help your chances.”

With trophy tucked away, teams turn focus to playoff chase

Michigan 
coach Jim 
Harbaugh 
fell to 3-4 
overall 
against 
MSU.

No. 8-ranked Spartans, RB Walker deliver knockout punch in win over rival Michigan

Michigan quarterback Cade McNamara delivers a pass in Saturday’s rivalry game at 
Spartan Staduim.   Jake May, MLive.com

Up next

Michigan: vs. Indiana, Saturday, TBA
Michigan State: at Purdue, Saturday, TBA

More online

For updated coverage from the Michigan/MSU 
game, go online at mlive.comsports


