
WELCOME TO OUR HOUSEWELCOME TO OUR HOUSE
Well-constructed defense leads Well-constructed defense leads 
charge for Falcons into new charge for Falcons into new 
stadium, tough region battlesstadium, tough region battles

Celebrations, surprises in Celebrations, surprises in 
store for 100th Irish seasonstore for 100th Irish season

Long-shot Crusaders won't back Long-shot Crusaders won't back 
down from stiff challengesdown from stiff challenges

New coach, young talent have New coach, young talent have 
Raiders excited for fresh chapterRaiders excited for fresh chapter

Defending champs, top players Defending champs, top players 
carry big expectations into 2022carry big expectations into 2022

INSIDE...INSIDE...



Offseason highlights: Coaching moves, thorny 
reclass process bring big changes to area, state

into 2021 to launch a full reclas-
sification rather than conducting 
a simple mid-cycle tweak. 
 The somewhat bungled pro-
cess, with plenty of controversy 
and politics mixed in, yielded a 
structure statewide that's differ-
ent from any the association has 
ever had in place... or ever will, 
as the GHSA – under pressure 
from the state legislature – has 
already announced plans to con-
dense  rather than expand clas-
sifications next time around, for 
the 2024 school year. 
 At original issue was not the 
GHSA's class structure, which 
all throughout remained at sev-
en levels with a subdivided Class 
A separating the smallest public 
and private schools, but haggling 
over several other rules matters. 
 One of two key changes 
forced into effect over some ve-
hement objections was an in-
crease to the state's multiplier 
(which counts out-of-district 
students more than once for 
classification purposes) from 2 
to 3. The measure, designed and 
implemented on a more limited 
basis years earlier to help mit-
igate competitive advantages 
held by charter and city schools 
and those private schools above 
Class A who did not fall under 
the division's public-private 
split, forced many schools to 
compete one or several classes 
higher than otherwise. 
 The second, of particular ag-
gravation, was a rule to extend 
restrictions on eligibility for 
out-of-district transfers to also 
include private schools, with 
each assigned a designated at-
tendance zone that – like public 
schools – newcomers would be 
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 To call it an eventful offsea-
son might be an understate-
ment. 
 Even though not a football 
was snapped between state 
championship week last Decem-
ber and the first of spring prac-
tice in April, the span of about 
four months had some major 
developments for high school 
football programs around the 
Heart of Georgia, and the state 
as a whole. 
 Some pieces of news were 
expected, as with the case of two 
local stadiums that underwent 
renovations or rebuilds. And the 
same was true for the GHSA's 
biennial reclassification, though 
no advance announcement of 
could have predicted the con-
troversy and politics that com-
plicated the process and led to 
seismic shifts in the landscape 
of high school sports across 
the state's two major associa-
tions. And under the category of 
downright unpredictable were 
head coaching changes at three 
different midstate schools that 
each made the playoffs, and – 
with the amount of local coach-
ing stability in recent years – the 
last you'd expect to be in transi-
tion when the 2021 season left 
off. 
 Here, to catch you up, are a 
few of those notable offseason 
happenings across the area and 
state: 

 Coaching moves... 
 • West Laurens: This 
change was an unexpected one, 
after Kagan McClain turned in 
his resignation in early March 
after spending five seasons at 
the helm (32-24) and 10 total 
with the school since 2011, when 
he first joined the staff as an as-
sistant under predecessor Stacy 
Nobles. And McClain, coinci-
dentally, made the same move 
Nobles did five seasons earlier, 
stepping down to become an 
assistant on the staff of Bleck-
ley County's Von Lassiter. Both 
head coaches won a region title 
with the Raiders. 
 The initial heir apparent 
was offensive coordinator Ja-
son Respert, who had prior head 
coaching experience (2012-15 at 

Douglas County) and had been 
at West Laurens since 2016. But 
his recommendation was voted 
down by the Laurens County 
Board of Education, sending the 
search in a different direction, 
and ultimately to Kip Burdette, 
an assistant and coaching legacy 
at longtime rival Mary Persons. 
 The grandson of Dan Pitts, 
one of the state's winningest all-
time head coaches in 39 seasons 
with the Bulldogs, will look to 
make his own mark as he tries to 
lead a young team to some ear-
ly success and keep the Raiders' 
three-year playoff streak intact. 
 • Montgomery County: 
The Eagles' parting of ways with 
Tim Suttles brought back a well-
known name to the midstate in 
longtime Dublin assistant Don 
Vandygriff. 
 The Florida native made his 
name as defensive coordina-
tor for a state title and multi-
ple region crowns under Roger 
Holmes at Dublin during the 
mid-2000s and again in the ear-
ly 2010s. In the years since last 
roaming the Irish sideline, he's 
called defense in a variety of 
places, to name a few: Thomas-
ville, Crisp County and most re-
cently Cedar Shoals. But this will 
be his first head coaching oppor-
tunity since 2008, when he was 
1-9 in a single season with Stock-
bridge. 
 Suttles, a MoCo alum who 
went 19-13 in his three seasons 
in charge, landed on the staff of 
Lance Helton at Jeff Davis High 
School. 
 • Washington County: In 
perhaps the most controversial 
of changes, the Golden Hawks 
let go of Joel Ingram, who was 
132-59-1 in 16 years, only WA-
CO's second head coach since 
Rick Tomberlin's 14-year run 
dating back to the early 90s. 
 The obvious target was a for-
mer school legend who'd been 
a head coach in three other lo-
cations, and quite successful. It 
took some patient fishing, but 
they finally reeled in Riverwood 
head coach Robert Edwards 
to take over. The former Geor-
gia and NFL running back was 
79-55 with two region champi-
onships in 12 seasons between 
head coaching jobs at River-
wood, Greene County and Ar-
lington Christian. 

 The Golden Hawks will have 
a big mix of instability – sche-
matic changes, staff overhaul 
and limited player turnover – 
and stability, as they bring back 
one of their highest-recruited 
prospects since the Edwards 
brothers and Takeo Spikes in the 
1990s. But the biggest challenge 
for the program and its new 
head coach in moving forward 
will be overcoming the fallout of 
the contentious transition in a 
divided community. 

 Home improvement... 
 Joining the Shamrock Bowl, 
which debuted its new field and 
features last year, stadiums on 
both the East and West sides of 
the county have added artificial 
playing surfaces for this season, 
on top of some major upgrades 
at both that will make it hard to 
find a set of public school stadi-
ums in Georgia as nice collec-
tively as the three in Laurens 
County. 
 East Laurens, along with a 
new high school campus, built 
a shiny new stadium between 
the main school building and its 
existing athletic complex that 
seemed to spare little expense or 
attention to detail in its design 
or amenities. Headlining the 
complex are a new field house, 
concession stands, restrooms 
and press boxes that wowed visi-
tors to the Falcons' Aug. 5 scrim-
mage, and will again as it pulls 
out even more stops – between 
its cutting-edge sound system 
and Show Light package – for 
a regular season opener in Sep-
tember.
 West's SHU, in addition to 
the turf, added bricked sideline 
walls and wrought-iron fencing 
in a similar style to the Bowl's 
updates of the previous sum-
mer. 

 GHSA reclassification... 
 Much of the last year has 
been chaotic for the Georgia 
High School Association, which 
had initially intended its most 
recent class and region layout to 
remain in place for a four-year 
cycle. 
 But discontent among mem-
ber schools and some back-and-
forth on the state's executive 
committee led to a change of 
course, and the decision not long 
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OFFENSE: Wing-T / DEFENSE: 4-3 
2021 RECORD: 6-5 (6-2 region 4-A)
LAST PLAYOFF APPEARANCE: 2021 (lost to Turner Co. in first 
round)
RETURNING STARTERS: 5 offense / 6 defense 
KEY LOSSES: RB/DB J.T. Wright, RB/DB Qua Ashley, RB/LB 

Jeremiah Green, WR/DB Tyler Wright, 
OL/DL Caleb Hall, 
OL/DL Dennis Wilcher, PK John William Potter 
OPENER: Aug. 19 vs. Wilkinson Co. 
KEY BALLGAMES: Oct. 7 at Bleckley Co., Oct. 21 vs. Jefferson Co., 
Oct. 28 at East Laurens
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Milestones, mystery mark historic year for Irish

DUBLIN FIGHTING IRISH

5 IRISH TO WATCH:
OL/DL Desmond Gilbert, Sr. / 6-3, 225 

 
 The biggest out of Dublin's aptly named "Big three" featuring 
himself, Ramontei Dardy and JaQuarius Evans, senior specimens 
and surefire college prospects who can all move... and move stuff. 
 Second-team all-region selection in '21 with at least three 
college offers. Runs a 4.7 40, which is eye-popping quickness for 
a lineman, and lifts bench and squat numbers almost through the 
roof of the Dublin fieldhouse. 
 Bulldozer as a pulling guard who cleans off the edges with 
clockwork execution. Rarely late making it outside, and usually gets 
around the end and upfield as quickly as the backs behind him. Also 
a devastating force blocking straight down. 
 Gets a lot of oomph in his licks, and shows the mark of a great 
lineman in that he typically pancakes the first defender, then moves 
on to another before the play's over. If he gets a body on you, you're 
out of the play... if not flying several feet before landing on your 
behind. 
 Moved between spots inside and out on the D-line as a junior, 
with 44 total tackles and one fumble recovery. Stops the run effec-
tively, but plays his biggest role in the pass rush by drawing double 
teams to free up teammates. 
 Brings explosiveness hitting holes and sneaking past blocks, 
as well as the power to blast one open and barge his way into the 
backfield, that opposing offenses can't afford to discount unless 
they plan on spending a lot of time behind the chains.  

OL/DL Ramontei Dardy, Sr. / 6-3, 230 
 
 Plays an almost identical two-way function to Gilbert, starting 
as the opposite guard on offense and the opposite end on defense, 
where he was a first-team all-region selection last year, at a pair of 
positions that are as indispensable for Dublin as any. 
 "When we've been good, we've been good in those spots," head 
coach Roger Holmes said. 
 Almost a mirror image of his counterpart physically, though his 
niche is more to the edge-rushing end of the D-line spectrum. 
 Plays with imposing edge as a blocker, and lightning quick at 
finding his lane and lowering pad level to get a hat on the near-
est defender. Much like Gilbert, also brings stout blocking to the 
front-line on kickoffs, which is why any opposing mistake on an Irish 
runback could mean six. 
 Has all the speed needed to clear blocks on the edge and cause 
havoc, plus the wingspan and ups to leap and challenge passes 
when not able to threaten a sack. Can also hold his own straight-up 
against a blocker if it comes to that, but most often opts to use feet 
and hands to go around you, rather than through you. Whichever 
route he chooses against any blocker with a size mismatch, it's only 
a matter of time.
 A rotation-regular on the D-line since his sophomore season 
with a flair for forcing turnovers. Caused two fumbles and recovered 
a third, racking up 40 tackles, six for loss, and three sacks last year. 
 Just as much a thumper as his teammate above. Tackles with 
the same low-to-high technique of picking up a blocking dummy 
that renders most dead-to-rights from first contact, and frequently 
plays into the authoritative stops that  – as the signature of many 
similar Dublin front-sevens of recent years – do a lot to break the 
spirit of opposing offenses.  

ATH/DB JaQuarius Evans, Sr. / 5-11, 165 
 
 Easily the most well-rounded starter returning for the Irish, with 
two prior years of playing experience at a variety of positions and 

exhaustive playbook knowledge. Body type and skill set, if it hadn't 
already, will turn him into a literal Jaq of all trades this fall. 
 Broke into defensive rotation as a sophomore playing a hybrid 
outside linebacker, last year adding some safety to the mix while 
picking up full-time duties at quarterback. 
 Proved more than capable of facilitating the Dublin attack, 
particularly with his arm, slinging the ball for 620 yards and eight 
touchdowns, with only three interceptions. Gets good air under any 
passes he can get his feet set for, and typically hits receivers right in 
the hands. 
 Excellent runner with a powerful build and 4.6 speed, similar to 
older brother Ja'Ques, though his 2021 production on the ground 
was less than 100 yards. A player Dublin plans to rely on heavily in 
the rushing attack, whether on QB keepers, or at other positions 
if coaches feel confident enough in the readiness of sophomore 
backup Micah O'Neal, off "a good spring and summer," to step in at 
points in games. 
 "He'll start at quarterback," Holmes said. "I don't know, he may 
end up being a running back before the year's over so that we make 
sure we're getting the ball in his hands a little bit more." 

WR/DB Trai Baldwin, Sr. / 6-1, 170 
 
 Likely the most underrated player on last year's Dublin defense. 
Developed and solidified a reputation for heads-up football over his 
first season as a starter at strong safety. 
 Not one who stood out on every single down, but came through 
on a lot of the momentum-swinging plays that turned key region 
games as he provided consistent security up top. Intercepted two 
passes, forced one fumble and made 31 total tackles.
 Not as fast or quick as every DB, but what he lacks in ability to 
cover field, he makes up for   by rarely being out of place or missing 
tackles. Expected to also move into starting role at split end, where 
in limited reps last year, he showed a similar ferocity as a run block-
er. A player coaches foresee turning a corner this year after going to 
great lengths to get better. 
  "He really has had an exceptional offseason," Holmes said. 

FB/LB DeMari Foster, Jr. / 5-9, 185
 
 Similar to many teammates, a young player with experience on 
defense who's relatively new to the offensive side, particularly at 
running back where Dublin is devoid of any depth. 
 Second-team defensive selection in the region last year, finish-
ing as the team leader in solo (39) and total (53) tackles, pinning six 
carriers for loss and sacking a quarterback twice. 
 Will be asked to contribute just as much this fall at fullback 
– ironically the only spot out of the three in the backfield where 
Dublin has any returning experience. Top carrier at the position in 
Jeremiah Green graduated along with wingbacks J.T. Wright and 
Qua Ashley. 
 Foster and backup Kam Hampton, who's got the most carries of 
any 2021 holdover, return to help lead a unit with an entirely brand-
new cast at wingback, headlined by the "physical, smart" running 
style of junior Malachi O'Neal, along with sophomore Xavier Bostic 
and junior Martravius O'Neal. Position group will be thin and young, 
but does have the luxury of a jam-up offensive line to run behind. 
 "It'll depend on how they come on," Holmes said, comparing 
this backfield to the one that replaced three starters prior to the 
2019 state championship season, behind an almost equally nasty 
group up front. "They had a great offensive line in front of them as 
they were getting better and learning to play, then about week 3, 
the light came on."

 Roger Holmes wasn't looking for any 
new reminders of his age, but while pe-
rusing historical records earlier this year 
in search of facts related to Dublin's up-
coming 100th season and 1,000th game 
celebrations, was a bit staggered to learn 
that his coaching tenure of 20 seasons 
and the 11 of predecessor Sam Barrs com-
bines to account for very close to a third of 
the school's football history.
 More than how quickly his portion 
of that chapter has flown by, the obser-
vation offered some fresh perspective on 
the breadth of what the program has ac-
complished in only the last 31 years, com-
piling over 250 wins, winning 13 region 
titles (nine of them under Holmes) and 
taking its all-time state championship 
count from three to five via rings in 2006 
and '19. 
 More recent generations of Irish, safe 
to say, have upheld and likely raised the 
high standard that the Green and Gold 
had already set three decades ago. 
 That's a satisfying feeling for Holmes 
as he leads Dublin into a new season 
that'll bring many reasons to acknowl-
edge the whole of that long-running tra-
dition, stretching over the 103 chronolog-
ical years since its first-ever game in 1919. 
 "I'm proud to be entering my 21st year 
at Dublin High School," he said. "A pro-
gram that rich in tradition, to be a part of 
it for 21 years has been phenomenal. I'm 
looking forward to it, and I'm entering 
year 41 for me as a high school football 
coach. That's why my hair's gray."
 Festivities to mark the milestones are 
planned for Dublin's home opener Aug. 
19 against Wilkinson County. But they're 
not the only source of anticipation for an 
Irish season that offers few advance clues 
what it might hold. 
 From year-to-year, especially at 
smaller schools, you can generally foresee 
a certain amount of what a football cam-
paign has in store. But this fall, for Dub-
lin, will be more on the unpredictable side 
with as many unknown quantities as have 
yet to be revealed. 
 The changeless Wing-T offense and 
4-3 defense will still serve as the basis 
of Dublin's identity. But in its makeup, 
there's sure to be a distinct new look as 
it breaks in an overhauled coaching staff 
and a lineup dominated by young, un-
proven names. 
 Aside from several real-deal return-
ing starters in seniors JaQuarius Evans, 
at DB and multiple positions on offense, 
and guard-defensive end combos Ra-
montei Dardy and Desmond Gilbert, this 
Dublin roster will feature a mishmash of 
guys who made their mark a year ago, and 
others who are absolutely brand new to 
varsity play. 
 Turnover, at around half the starters 
on each side, is only moderate, but the 
questions of which players will step up to 
fill needs at positions all over the depth 
chart are written very much in bold type 

By CLAY REYNOLDS
Sports Editor
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forced to live in or move into to 
gain immediate eligibility after a 
move. 
 Both decisions did more to 
inflame growing dissatisfaction 
among the association's smaller 
private institutions, 13 of whom 
decided to make moves back to 
their former affiliation with the 
GISA. The exodus, announced 
just after the rules changes and 
tentative alignments came out 
in the fall, necessitated another 
sharp turn to repair damage to 
Class A-private, which lost a ma-
jor chunk of its membership. 
 Instead of starting from 
scratch, the GHSA scrapped 
only part of its realignment 
work, leaving classes 4-7 intact 
and re-distributing schools be-
tween classes A and AAA over 
four levels, rather than three, 
slicing Class A into larger and 
smaller halves, divisions I and 
II. All private schools in the as-
sociation were reintegrated with 
public ones in this new mix, with 
the affected ones dropped into 
any class from A up to AAAA 
based on their multiplied enroll-
ment. 
 As many schedules were al-
ready in the works at the time 
regions were re-shaken, the 
state's reversal of course sent 

non-region plans into disarray 
for schools in AAA and below, 
many of whom had to go to great 
lengths to wrangle matchups for 
all of their open weeks. 
 The biggest changes to the 
existing region landscape come 
for Dublin, East Laurens, Bleck-
ley County, Johnson County, 
Washington County and Dodge 
County, whose leagues will all 
feature a majority of new oppo-
nents this season, compared to 
last. 
 All the new regions are listed 
on page 11.  

 Welcome to the GIAA... 
 As interest grew in much of 
its old membership making a 
return, the Georgia Indepen-
dent Schools Association seized 
on an opportunity to rebrand 
and restructure its high school 
sports division, launching as the 
renamed Georgia Independent 
Athletic Association this fall. 
 The GIAA will add numer-
ous prior members of the GHSA, 
GICAA and GAPPS, notably a 
majority of Macon-area private 
schools, to boost its membership 
to over 75. The return of former 
GISA big dogs like FPD, Tattnall 
Square, Stratford and Mount de 
Sales will no doubt do a lot to 
restore competitive balance for 
the league in many sports. But 
will it have the same effect in 11-

man football, which has far few-
er statewide participants? Likely 
not. 
 Outside of the new AAAA 
class for the GIAA's largest 
schools, including those men-
tioned, most things will stay the 
same about the existing balance 
of power, where three-time de-
fending state champion John 
Milledge remains the dominant 
force in AAA and many of the 
same smaller programs populate 
the lower AA and A divisions. 
 One key exception is Trinity, 
which was long misplaced in the 
GISA's top-end AAA class. Go-
ing forward, the Crusaders will 
now compete with more of their 
peers: Brentwood, Edmund 
Burke, Briarwood, Covenant 
and Central Fellowship, though 
just one (CFCA) of their region 
rivals in most other sports is a 
football foe. 
 Like recent seasons, the 
GIAA will select the playoffs by 
statewide committee, with 10 
out of the 12 teams in AA quali-
fying (class alignments are listed 
on page 13). One main difference 
this year is that Trinity will stand 
much more of a fighting chance 
to reach the state tournament, 
though as it pertains to football, 
the rest of this offseason's mov-
ing and shaking proves that the 
more things change, the more 
they stay the same.

HIGHLIGHTS
Continued from page 2
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MEET THE COACH:

ROGER HOLMES / 21st season at Dublin

CAREER RECORD: 250-115-1
ALMA MATER: Middle Tennessee, Westmoreland High (Tenn.)
REGION TITLES: 9
STATE TITLES: 2 
PLAYOFF APPEARANCES: 25 
HC EXPERIENCE: Dublin, 2002-present (177-66-1); Beech, Tenn., 
1991-2001 (73-49)
FUN FACTS: 
• Was a baseball head coach with multiple MLB draft selections 
before becoming a head football coach 
• He wrote the book on the Wing-T offense, at least his version of 
it. Holmes became published as an author last summer with the 
release of "The Under Center Wing-T Coaching Manual." 
• Favorite all-time Tennessee football player: Condredge 
Holloway
• Favorite offseason hobby/activity: Fishing 

as the Irish get going this fall. 
 Abating some of that un-
certainty is confidence in cal-
culated changes over the off-
season, namely on the coaching 
staff with the arrival of over a 
half-dozen new assistants like 
former Washington County 
head coach Joel Ingram. They've  
helped get things back on track 
in both the Irish weight and 
meeting rooms, where the ma-
jority of players and staff are 
now thinking alike, and working 
on the same page. 
 Those good things cooking 
have created a decided optimism 
about whatever mix emerges on 
the field this season, whether the 
rebuilding progress proves to be 
slow and steady or quicker than 
expected. 
 It wouldn't be the first Dub-
lin team in recent history to turn 
some unseen potential into a 
memorable season that few saw 
coming. If things come togeth-
er as hoped, this one may have 
some pleasant surprises, too. 
But only the real practices and 
ballgames will tell. 
 "We're hoping that will be 
the case," Holmes said. "Till 
you put pads on, and see how a 
young man handles discomfort 
and adversity, you're not going 
to know. Those are intangibles 

that sometimes are not coach-
able." 
 Beyond the handful of elite 
guys at scattered positions, 
tangible strengths on this Irish 
team are easily up front on the 
lines of scrimmage. Though 
guard and end roles are the focal 
point of both in Dublin systems, 
there's much more to its husky 
group up front than just Dardy 
and Gilbert. 
 The 6-foot-5 Na'Sir Johnson, 
who starts at center, and two-
way tackles Drew Rozier and 
Kelwaun Gilmore, both juniors, 
all bring back valuable size and 
experience. 
 It's not only a big line. It's 
also a talented and experienced 
one. And if you can't have those 
qualities anywhere else on a 
younger team, the line of scrim-
mage is great place. 
 Youth, especially drilling 
down past the first string, goes 
to all parts of the Irish depth 
chart. But there are unsungs 
who could be lying in wait for a 
breakout season everywhere you 
look. 
 Across the board, there are "a 
lot of kids competing for playing 
time," Holmes said. And he's got 
in mind a core several he knows 
he'll be able to depend on. How 
many of the rest can reach that 
point is typically what pushes an 
Irish season from merely com-
petitive to elite. 

 Their early search will be one 
for depth, which is more than a 
luxury when you play as many 
athletes as Dublin has to both 
ways. The biggest area of need 
looks like running back, where a 
backfield depleted by graduation 
is trying to restock.  
 "We're not deep anywhere, 
which goes along with being an 
A-type school," Holmes said. 
 The playoff climb, in the bru-
tal five-team 4-A Division I, gets 
a bit simpler, but also a good bit 
harder, against competition that 
includes two defending region 
champs and two other playoff 
teams. The schedule as a whole, 
Holmes calls "as competitive 
as we've had in a long time," 
though the flow of games from 
weeks 1-10 seem to set up ad-
vantageously. 
 Like any, this season's got 
potential for its twists and turns, 
and several surprises. Dublin's 
hoping a lot of those will be good 
ones for a team that nobody's 
really got pinned down yet, but 
holds a confidence in its ability 
to compete every Friday night. 
 If things turn out their best, 
the Irish may make some noise 
along the way in a season that'll 
be one for the scrapbooks, start-
ing with a 1,000th game celebra-
tion in its debut. 
 "That's gonna be a special 
night here in the Shamrock 
Bowl," Holmes said.

DUBLIN
Continued from page 4



The Courier Herald Thursday, Aug. 18, 2022 •6HEART OF GEORGIA FOOTBALL '22

MEET THE COACH:

BIN TURNER / 5th season at East Laurens

CAREER RECORD: 17-45 
ALMA MATER: Albany State, Swainsboro High
PLAYOFF APPEARANCES:  2 
HC EXPERIENCE: Rockmart, 2014-15 (6-16); East Laurens, 
2018-present (11-29)
FUN FACTS: 
• Broke into coaching as part of the 2000 state championship 
football staff at Swainsboro High School 
• Coached on the staff of McIntosh County Academy when East 
Laurens matched up with the Bucs in the first round the last time 
they made the playoffs, prior to last season. The MCA head coach 
at that time was Keith Gosse, who also led the Bacon County Red 
Raiders team that the Falcons beat last year to break a 49-game 
region losing streak. 
• Favorite music genre/artist: Alternative/Nirvana 
• Favorite all-time Georgia football player: Odell Thurman 

Build it, and they'll come: New stadium, 
facilities keep Falcons' momentum climbing

OFFENSE: Multiple / DEFENSE: 4-2-5 
2021 RECORD: 6-5 (2-3 region 2-AA)
LAST PLAYOFF APPEARANCE: 2021 (lost to Putnam 
Co. in first round)
RETURNING STARTERS: 7 offense / 8 defense
KEY LOSSES: RB/LB Omarion Guyton, ATH/DB 

Khanoski O'Neal, OL Colby 
McCoy, OL/DL Zorian Fordham, 
K/P Ben Brantley
OPENER: Aug. 19 at Washington-Wilkes
KEY BALLGAMES: Oct. 21 at Bleckley Co., Oct. 28 vs. 
Dublin, Nov. 4 at Jefferson Co.

EAST LAURENS FALCONS There are some exciting 
things being built this fall on the 
Eastside, and a lot of them have 
nothing to do with a new school 
and stadium. 
 Both their freshly-built cam-
pus and field debuted in awe-in-
spiring fashion earlier this 
month, but if there's something 
the East Laurens Falcons are 
more thrilled about heading into 
the 2022 season, it's probably 
their football team and what it 
will have the potential to accom-
plish on it. 
 Anticipation for a new chap-
ter comes just at the right time 
to follow up the program's first 
winning season and playoff 
berth since 2012 last year, which 
also saw it end a 49-game region 
losing streak and turn the pro-
verbial corner in a years-long 
rebuild. The Falcons kept the 

momentum going in the off-
season, winning the AA state 
weightlifting title (to build on 
last year's runnerup finish) and 
making some noticeable strides 
after putting in a new offense 
and defense in spring practice. 
 Though the long-awaited fa-
cility upgrades took their time 
getting finished up, they still 
helped make the Falcons' chang-
ing culture become more infec-
tious over the summer, when 
their workouts saw not only 
great attendance, but exception-
al interest and buy-in. 
 "It has been a hot, and a 
hard and a long summer, but 
I'm gonna tell you what, I can't 
get the kids that I want to stay 
home just to stay home and 
leave me alone, because they're 
all addicted to it now,"said East 
Laurens head coach Bin Turner. 
"They're addicted to the nice-
ness that they're getting to move 
into. They're getting to see that 

we've got toys just as nice or nic-
er than everybody else around. 
So they just keep coming back, 
and keep coming back. And you 
know what? Some of them have 
turned into football players over 
the summer."
 If you didn't get a chance 
to lay eyes on the Falcons' new 
nest in their scrimmage with 
Trinity Aug. 5, you're like-
ly going to be blown away.  

 From the spectator ameni-
ties to those enjoyed by players 
in a spacious field house and 
weight room, it's a first-class 
venue that, true to billing, has 
few rivals. 
 "We are truly blessed with 
what I think are some of the fin-
est facilities you'll see anywhere 
in the state of Georgia, and we're 
just starting to break them in-
,"Turner said. "The county really 

went above and beyond when 
they built this. It was very well 
thought-out."
 The fall roster, East Laurens' 
first in years that seems to be 
as big as it is athletic, finally of-
fers what's needed to turn loose 
many players who, from both 
natural gifts and development 

EAST
Continued on page 7

By CLAY REYNOLDS
Sports Editor
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5 FALCONS TO WATCH:
 DL/LB Quintavious "Q.T." Adolphus, Sr. 

/ 6-1, 235 
 
 First-team all-region and all-state pick last 
year, and one of the county's most physically 
impressive defensive linemen in recent memo-
ry. Took things to a whole 'nother level this past 
offseason, pushing unreal weight maxes to 330 
pounds on bench, 500 on squat, 475 on deadlift 
and 300 on power clean. 
 Already ripped, but leaned up even more 
over last eight months to remove any resem-
blance to the thick, stocky player he was just 
four years ago. Weighs in just as heavy or 
heavier than last season, but has traded more 
fat for muscle, and now has the sleeker look of 
an outside linebacker. Flew all over the field 
making plays during spring and summer that 
also showed improved quickness, vertical and 
range. 
 "His body over the last three years 
has changed about as much as a body can 
change,"said head coach Bin Turner. "I didn't 
realize how chunky he was his sophomore year 
until I looked at a picture of the banquet a few 
years ago, and I was like, 'Oh my goodness.' He's 
added a lot of extra good weight. He's gotten 
faster, a lot stronger. There definitely has been 
a transformation."
 Rushes for speed, but proves just as much 
a sack and tackle-for-loss machine, if not more, 
when taking blockers head-on. A meance at 
creating penetration and messing with rhythm 
of a play by attacking gaps or driving folks back 
at the line. 
 Dominant in many games, and at least a 
headache for opposing offenses in the rest last 
year. Took a wrecking ball to both the run and 
the pass, pacing team in sacks (11) and stops for 
loss (23), while also wrapping up the year as the 
Falcons' third-leading tackler (67 total). 
 The only reason he may not improve much 
on those numbers this fall is because it's hard 
to put together a single season that's too much 
better. Will make it a long night for any team 
that doesn't have a workable plan for keeping 
him from disrupting the game. 

ATH/DB Kashmere Bryant, Sr. / 5-10, 175 
 
 Second-team all-region honoree, and the 
quintessential best athlete taking snaps as 
Falcons' starting quarterback last fall. By far the 
best fit at the spot for the time, and put togeth-
er an explosive year featuring over 600 yards 
passing and rushing, with four touchdowns by 
air and seven by ground. 
 Will migrate into more of an "ATH" role this 

fall as other younger players at QB come along, 
and the offensive scheme moves in a different 
direction, though East will still run packages 
that send him direct snaps on a frequent basis. 
 Would be premature to rule out a return as 
the main signal-caller, as things could change 
before the season gets going, though most on a 
long list of QB candidates including 2021 back-
ups Zaylen Boston and Tenard Carswell seem to 
provide improved passing skill the Falcons need 
to bring more of their deep receiving corps into 
its own. 
 As a skill player, will look to show his 4.5 40 
speed and trademark big-play dynamic catch-
ing passes, taking screens and carrying the rock 
as well as he did in the summer. Light on his 
feet, and quick with changes of direction. Agil-
ity nicely complements the burning speed that 
got him off to the races any time the defense 
couldn't hem him up in the backfield. 
 Extent of playmaking potential this year 
may be limited only by how many different 
mismatches offensive coordinator Jim Delaney 
can scheme up in his favor. 
 "We want to get the ball to him in a lot of 
different ways," Turner said. "We figured out 
how to do that. Plus, if he's not a quarterback, 
guess what. He gets to play corner for me all 
night. And he's a dang good cornerback." 

RB/LB Eli Downing, Sr. / 6-1, 210 
  
 Recovery from injury will likely delay his fall 
debut into September, though Turner ex-
pressed confidence the Falcons would have him 
good to go by region play. 
 Was a frontline tailback and quality line-
backer last year, honored with second-team 
all-region selection. Speed approaches the 4.4 
mark, and made a mockery of many defenses 
in 2021, when he blazed his way to big yardage 
and multiple touchdowns in several big wins. 
Reaches his top gear in a second, and teams 
without the horses to keep pace are flat out of 
luck.  
 Finished as the team's top rusher, at 941 
yards on 95 carries with 13 touchdowns, and 
averaged over 10 yards a pop. Added four 
catches and one touchdown receiving. 
 Knows how to have a big game, but against 
defenses who had success at keeping contain 
and forcing him to grind out key yards last year, 
struggled to make as sizable an impact. Role 
of hammer can likely be delegated to others 
in a straight-ahead attack this fall that will still 
be able to spotlight his ability to find the open 
field and threaten big runs. 
 Promises a game-changing impact if he 

returns fully healthy. 
 "We've got a lot of very good running 
backs, and we've got him,"Turner said. "You're 
talking about a kid who could be a D1 kid. It 
makes a big difference." 

ATH/DB Tylan Snead, So. / 6-2, 185
 
 One of three siblings, soon to be four with 
another currently in eighth grade, who play 
football for the Falcons and predictably run 
together a bit. Twins Kyan and Terrez, both 
juniors, and Tylan, a rising sophomore, will see 
the field in some capacity this year. 
 Ty may pop up in the most different places, 
and figures to play a big role for the Falcons 
both ways. 
 "He's a great athlete that plays about 10 
positions on our football team," Turner said. 
 Spot on offense is undecided, with his 
helmet in a crowded race at quarterback and 
part of the mix at wideout, where he would play 
alongside both older brothers.  Defensively, 
slated to take over a slot somewhere in the 
secondary, after action in spring and 7-on-7 
as both free safety anda  floating "rover," that  
functions as an extra linebacker and fifth defen-
sive back in certain personnel packages. 
 Moves fluidly and can challenge opponents 
with a nice vertical. Added special teams contri-
butions, a good likelihood he makes an impact 
somewhere early on. 
 

TE/LB Evan Thompson, Jr. / 6-3, 180 
 
 A rangy newcomer who, through spring 
and summer, had done everything needed to 
nail down a key starting spot for a linebacker 
group on the loaded side. Ranks there have 
thinned after injuries to projected go-tos Gavin 
Dice and Eli Downing, who will ultimately 
return and make for some hard decisions on 
whom to play. 
 A defender who held his own stopping the 
run all offseason, with great hustle despite a 
lanky build. Kind of wiry, but covers ground and 
plays with max effort and a chip on his shoulder 
that evens out many athletic matchups. 
 "He just runs and hits people,"Turner said. 
 Will work alongside the highly-motivated 
Marquez Harris, returning rotation member An-
thony O'Neal and young standout LaKendrick 
Head (who's also worth keeping on the radar) 
to start the season, and when others return, 
should make a case to stay at the top of the 
depth chart. 
 "We've got a big battle going on at line-
backer," Turner said. 

in the strength program, don't 
have to worry about being able to 
create their own matchup advan-
tages. And that's probably most 
pronounced with a get-after-you 
front line on defense that will 
showcase most of the Falcons' 
most accomplished players in 
both phases. 
 The position group, which 
in its new identity will spread 
out into a four-man line to get 
more of their type on the field, 
figures to be another one that 
makes pass-rush and stopping 
the run one of the team's biggest 
strengths, with their superiority 
at the point of attack and some 
hungry, athletic tacklers right 
behind. 
 "We have the largest team 
that we have had since I've been 
here by far, not just in numbers, 
but in size," Turner said. "And 
we're continually getting stron-
ger. Now, the question is ... I 
know I can get anybody strong. 
I can get you strong. But there's 
a difference between being a 
strong human and being a strong 
football player. It's kind of an X 
factor. It'll get you over the top. 
It's fun to be able to go slap peo-
ple in the mouth and know that 
you're the strongest man on the 
block." 
 His team's overall physical 
edge prompted Turner to make 
a somewhat drastic schematic 
move on defense from a base 3-4 
to a 4-2-5, which will revert into 
a 4-3 in situations where the Fal-
cons need some extra close run 
support. 
 The system, mirroring the in-
creasingly popular style of Geor-
gia and Alabama, emphasizes 
speed and versatility of players 
in the secondary who can be re-
lied on to tackle as well as they 
can cover by putting more of 
them on the field, at the expense 
of manpower in the box, where 
six guys have to be strong and 
powerful enough to do the job of 
seven in holding the line. 
 But what it boils down to for 
the Falcons is an approach to 
stopping the run and rushing the 
passer that's less about scheme 
and more about great players go-
ing to work and winning battles. 
 "The reason we kind of 
changed is we haven't had the 
size in the past to be a technique 
team, and this year, we're as big 
as anybody," Turner said.  
 Linemen like seniors Quinta-
vious Adolphus and Melvon Wil-
cox, the focal point at numerous 
alignments inside and out, are 
players who in many ways defy 
convention, and will likely turn 
the season into a competition of 
sacks and tackles-for-loss. And 
they're just a couple in a collec-
tion of D-linemen Turner said 
will very likely go two-deep at 
every spot. 

 "Coach (Chip) Fleming's 
done a great job with the defen-
sive line,"he said. "Right now, 
he's got six or seven, maybe even 
seven or eight that I'd feel com-
fortable rolling out there on a 
Friday. Now, do I ever want to 
see a Q.T. or Miami off the field? 
No. But if they had to come out, 
I do feel good about the people 
that are coming in."
 Where the Falcons have to 
take a big step if they want to 
stay competitive is on offense, 
where there looks to be no short-
age of weapons (not to mention 
the scary prospect of both Wil-
cox and Adolphus as ball-carri-
ers and pass-catchers), but few 
players who have yet stepped up 

to become consistent playmak-
ers that they can rely on. 
 Though the unit saw a huge 
jump in production a year ago, 
scoring close to 300 total points 
after none of the last five East 
Laurens teams broke 170, it still 
struggled to find an identity in 
its tightest games, to the point 
of putting its defense behind 
the eight ball. They'll also have 
a new offensive system in place 
built on zone blocking that will 
employ plenty of reads and run-
pass options. 
 "We're just gonna try to at-
tack every part of the field," 
Turner said. 
 A loaded region presents a 
daunting task to following up 

last year's success, both in total 
wins and reaching the playoffs. 
 But this is a good year for 
the personal preference Turner 
has for not looking more than 
one week ahead on the schedule, 
which each Fridaywill present 
an opportunity for the Falcons 
to roll it out there, get better and 
compete as best they can. 
 They're hoping for plenty 
more of them this season, but 
the wins – where they stand 
right now – still remain second-
ary to other measures of overall 
improvement in how far the East 
Laurens program has come, and 
where it's going as it continues to 
reach some new mileposts each 
year. And the latest set of them 

just happen to be right alongside 
the signs pointing traffic off U.S. 
80 toward their new place in 
East Dublin. 
 That continual progress is 
the real source of energy for the 
upcoming season, though the 
chance to play it in style just 
adds a little bit more to fire the 
Falcons up about 2022. 
 "It's a very exciting 
time,"Turner said. "(Senior) 
Kash Bryant tells me he looks 
at our schedule like every day 
and just thinks about what's 
gonna happen. We've got some 
kids that are very excited… The 
future, it still looks like it's not 
slowing down in the progress. It 
just gets better and better."

EAST
Continued from page 6



Crusaders working to build composure, 
confidence ahead of upcoming tests

OFFENSE: Spread / DEFENSE: 4-2-5 
RETURNING STARTERS: 5 offense / 5 defense 
2021 RECORD: 2-8 (1-3 region 2-AAA)
LAST PLAYOFF APPEARANCE: 2018 (lost to Tiftarea in quarterfinals)
KEY LOSSES: RB/LB Kyle Currie, ATH/DB Mitchell Gay, ATH/LB Davis 
Maffett, OL/DL Trent Whittington
OPENER: Aug. 19 vs. Piedmont 

KEY BALLGAMES:  Aug. 19 vs. Piedmont, Sept. 2 
vs. Edmund Burke, Oct. 7 at St. Andrew's

TRINITY CHRISTIAN CRUSADERS
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MEET THE COACH:

JED MARSH / 2nd season at Trinity

CAREER RECORD: 2-8 
ALMA MATER: Maranatha Baptist, Yulee High (Fla.)
FUN FACTS: 
• A high school football teammate of Heisman winner and star 
NFL running back Derrick Henry
• Two-sport athlete in college. Played baseball and football, and 
also coaches both sports at Trinity
• Favorite all-time Florida football player: Tim Tebow 
• Favorite breakfast cereal: Peanut Butter Crunch 

 As head coach Jed Marsh 
figures it, Trinity's key in getting 
over the hump this season is only 
a matter of mindset. 
 Since he took over the job, 
he's worked to hammer home 
the lesson again and again that 
one of the surest ways to fail is 
to get overwhelmed by mistakes 
and misfortune, and count your-
self out. This fall, he's looking 
for his team to develop more of 
that mental discipline at make-
or-break points on Friday nights 
that eluded them for much of last 
year. 
 Though the Crusaders came 
through to win the two games 
they truly had a chance in, each 
of the other eight took some kind 
of drastic turn for the worse af-
ter a decent start that sent things 
downhill, when maintaining the 
early morale would have likely 
kept the scoreboard a little less 
on the crooked side. 
 Trinity's hopeful this year 
brings the chance to even that 
balance in wins and point dif-
ferential a bit more, by keeping 
their edge for four quarters. 
 "We lost a lot of games that 
we were right there competing in 
that slipped away because we ei-
ther lost focus or lost belief in it," 
Marsh said. "That buy-in's gon-
na be huge going into this year." 
 A lot in the identity of a win-
ning team is between the ears, 
but plenty of it is between the 
lines, too. And this crop of Cru-
saders, only 22 strong, is one 
that will have to play past some 
limitations in numbers and 
size to be successful. Those, of 
course, are things they can't con-
trol. What they can are responses 
to the challenges that exist, and 
ones that arise on Friday nights.
 "We have no depth, and a lot 
of young kids playing," Marsh 
said. "So we're gonna have to be 
disciplined to win a lot of those 
games." 
 Marsh, for his part, believes 
in creating as much of that ad-
versity as possible in practices 
and the offseason. The goal is 
simulating the demands of a 
game in which few of the 11 on 
the field have the luxury of leav-
ing the action for a break. It's at a 
level that might overwhelm play-
ers on a weekday afternoon, but 
perhaps not when they get in the 
actual moment. 
 "I believe you need to coach 
players hard," he said. "They 
need to be pushed. … To be suc-

cessful this year, we have to be 
ready to play four quarters of 
football." 
 Now just past the one-year 
anniversary of his move to Dub-
lin, the Crusader head coach has 
finally had a chance to work his 
way past much of the newness 
and unfamiliarity that dom-
inates a first season, and get 
a chance to set his vision for 
the Trinity program over a full 
spring and summer. 
 Marsh, who's only 25, re-
mains that kid in the candy store 
who's pumped about the oppor-
tunity to coach high school foot-
ball. And he, in a lot of ways, em-
bodies the concept that the first 
step in accomplishing some-
thing is believing that you can. 
His team is starting to catch on. 
 A first go-round as head 
coach also brought plenty of his 
own experiences to grow from. 
Among those, he said, was a 
version of the earlier principle 
about poise under pressure. 
 "I learned a ton," Marsh 
said. "Probably the biggest thing 
is maintaining control of all the 
situations, being calm because 
your players are going to react 
the way you react. That was one 
thing I learned that I'll do better 
at this year." 

 It also hammered home 
something he had already gath-
ered in his background as a two-
sport college athlete: That hard 
knocks don't fly as well when 
there's not a strong mutual trust 
between player and coach. 
 It was something that the 
short timetable of last year's 
transition, in which Marsh had 
just a little more than a month to 
get the Crusaders ready for the 
2021 season, allowed next to no 
time to focus on. 
 "Last year kind of felt like 
year zero, coming in late and 
trying to get the guys' hearts so 
I could really coach them hard," 
Marsh said. "This offseason, I 
was able to build those relation-
ships more. We've been able to 
have them in the weight room 
and just grow as a team. That's 
invaluable going into this season 
with everybody being a two-way 
starter." 
 Trinity's seven dedicated 
seniors – Luke Bailey, Mat Car-
swell, Jim Coleman, Mitchell 
McDaniel, Shrey Patel, Jack Pol-
hill and Zane Shirley – all took 
the same personal ownership in 
that goal. Marsh saw them grab 

By CLAY REYNOLDS
Sports Editor

TRINITY
Continued on page 11
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5 CRUSADERS TO WATCH:
 QB/DB Jim Coleman, Sr. / 6-0, 155 

 
 Crusader legacy, who plays four sports and begins his 
third year starting at quarterback, with a reputation as the 
consummate star athlete. 
 "He's the guy you want to coach," said head coach Jed 
Marsh. "He's one that loves football, loves being out here, 
brings the energy and just loves everything about it." 
 Quickest guy on the field against the vast majority of 
teams, and showcased swift open-field speed (4.48), ability 
to scramble and art for escaping the most unavoiadble sacks 
to salvage positive yards in a run-first option-based offense 
earlier in his career. 
 Remains the same big-play danger out of the zone-read 
and in unscripted scenarios that allow him to improvise with 
his wheels, though last season's jump to a spread offense 
made his arm, pocket presence and field vision – going be-
yond just desperate lobs on the run – a bigger feature of the 
skill set. 
 An unapologetic gunslinger who threw for 983 yards and 
seven touchdowns in 2021, despite eight critical interceptions 
on the other side of the coin that will need to be cut down on 
if the Crusaders are to stay in ballgames this year. Also carried 
95 times for 645 yards and seven touchdowns rushing. 
 Recent offseason work has refined his passing expertise 
and poise, which have potential to take Trinity attack up 
another notch. 
 "This summer, I've seen a huge improvement on his arm, 
and throwing ability," Marsh said. "Through some different 
camps and focusing on his craft, his throwing ability's gotten a 
lot better. I think he's gonna be more of a weapon." 

WR/DB/P Jack Polhill, Sr. / 6-2, 175

 Another quad-sport athlete (also plays soccer, golf and 
track) who, in his first year ever putting on the pads last sea-
son, found a number of ways to be useful in a league where 
six-footers who can move with any kind of giddy-up are worth 
their weight in gold.  
 Sizable target at split-end with enough speed to neces-

sitate man-to-man coverage or safety help. Caught 16 balls 
and brought in three touchdown throws last year. Picked off 
several passes and was one of Trinity's top tacklers on defense, 
at free safety. Also punted for a net average among the best in  
the league.
 With a full year of football experience and greater famil-
iarity with his role, will bring some instrumental physical and 
athletic gifts for a team that won't have many spots in games 
it can take him off the field. 
 "Last year was his first year playing, and he's physically 
one of the best guys we had on the team," Marsh said. "This 
year, he's just bought into loving football. He's growing in his 
knowledge of the game, and his craft as a receiver. He's going 
to be our main guy. We'd like to use him a lot of ways, first and 
foremost as an outside receiver." 

RB/DB/K Zane Shirley, Sr. / 5-8, 125
  
 One of Trinity's smallest upperclassmen, but easily brings 
the most talent-per-inch, and pound, of anybody on the 
roster. In terms of pure speed and quickness, one of the fastest 
returning, as well. 
 Showed impressive explosion on carries last year, over 
infrequent duty at various skill positions as well as on some 
kickoff returns. Holding up to the pounding you take as an 
undersized player at the position is cause for concern, but the 
Crusaders feel he has the most to offer as their lead tailback, 
with some younger players behind him who can help share 
the load. 
 "He does a great job with his vision of seeing the open 
hole, and he obviously runs hard," Marsh said. "If you watch 
him play, he'll run through anybody no matter if he is 120 
pounds." 
 Also earned all-region selection as a kicker, headed into 
fourth year playing the position with hopes of an opportunity 
to do it in college. Tacked onto his range last year, when he 
was 5-of-8 on field goals and 12-of-15 on PATs. Has added 
more strength that figures to do a lot to make special teams 
more of a strong point for the Crusaders.
 "He's gonna be a huge weapon for us again," Marsh said. 

"Hopefully we can get some touchbacks on kickoffs, and we 
don't have to onside and squib it all the time." 

WR/LB Shrey Patel, Sr. / 5-10, 150
 
 In the opinion of Marsh, the "biggest cornerstone" of this 
year's Trinity defense. Previously played scattered action at in-
side 'backer, but moves into the main spotlight at the position 
this year, following some solid graduates he backed up. 
 "Last year, he was very close to being a good linebacker, 
and he was either just a step behind, or over read it, just some 
little things," the Trinity head coach said. "This year, he worked 
to fix all that. I'm excited to see him at that middle linebacker 
position." 
 To now a bigger factor on offense than D, showed glimps-
es at wideout by reeling in the occasional throw and a couple 
eye-catchers via Coleman scramble-drill that have made high-
light films. Will need to step up as a more consistent target his 
seinor year for the offense to reach full potential. 

OL/DL Mitchell McDaniel, Sr. / 5-10, 185
 
 An everyday, every-down starter at center and nose tackle 
who was the literal heart of the Crusaders' offensive and 
defensive lines last season. Another of seven returning seniors 
who'll play a major role of standard-setting on and off the 
field. 
 Region champion and state runner-up wrestler who 
exudes the grit you hope to get from a plow horse in the 
trenches. Consistently holds down the middle as a run and 
pass blocker and just as often, on defense, breaks through the 
middle to disrupt things in the opposing backfield. 
 As de-facto captain on the lines of scrimmage, rarely finds 
himself in the wrong places (even when going the extra mile 
to circle back well behind the line to throw second and third 
blocks to keep his QB's serpentine scramble plays alive) and 
does a lot to get his teammates in the right ones, too. 
 "He's a leader on our team," Marsh said. "He gets the guys 
figured out where they need to go most times. They're always 
asking him." 



Westside upside: Turnout, talent has 
Burdette high on young team's future
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OFFENSE: Spread Wing-T / DEFENSE: 3-4
2021 RECORD: 5-6 (3-3 region 4-AAAA)
LAST PLAYOFF APPEARANCE: 2021 (lost to Carver in first round)
RETURNING STARTERS: 5 offense / 5 defense 
KEY LOSSES: RB/LB Evan Guyton, RB Cordarrian Hickman, LB Javen 

Ashe, LB Jathan Willis, WR/DB Joel Howard, 
OL Terry Tobler
OPENER: Aug. 26 at Dodge Co.
KEY BALLGAMES: Oct. 7 at Westside Macon; Oct. 14 vs. Spalding; 
Oct. 21 vs. Baldwin 

WEST LAURENS RAIDERS With any fresh start comes 
the process of figuring out who 
you are, what you have and what 
you want to do with both that 
can be a bit difficult and drawn-
out. 
 For new West Laurens head 
coach Kip Burdette and staff, 
cramming that phase of familiar-
ization, together with installing 
a new offense and defense, into a 
condensed offseason has proved 
an exercise in focus, time-man-
agement, patience, people skills 
and a whole lot of other things. 
 The school got a late start 
on the transition process as it 
was, following the early-March 
resignation of Kagan McClain 
after five seasons. Burdette, the 
Mary Persons assistant coach, 
had a short runway when named 
to the post roughly a month lat-
er, with only a couple weeks to 
gear up for spring practice be-
fore launching full-bore into the 
summer. 
 "Trying to get a football team 
organized from May 2 to now is 
kind of like drinking out of a fire 
hose," he said. "There's a lot go-
ing on." 
 No matter how you sliced 
it, even the lightest portions of 
new playbook and scheme were 
going to be far too much to chew 
and swallow for the transition-
ing team in just two weeks of 
introductory practice leading 
into a spring game with Appling 
County, in which West Laurens 
understandably took its lumps.  
 The summer months afford-
ed a lot more time to cover the 
needed ground, and Burdette, 
with that in the books, said he's 
confident the Raiders are in a 
much better place. But only Fri-
day nights will tell. 
 "I hope we have some games 
to back my feelings up, but it 
feels like spring to now has been 
a 180-degree turn," Burdette 
said. "Spring felt kind of rushed. 
We didn't have a lot of time to 
slow down and teach anything. 
The summer has been really 
good... We've thrown a lot at 
them this summer, scheme-wise 
and lifting and running." 
 A big part of the challenge in 
bringing along a roster of close 
to 100 in just a few months has 
been learning to "start simply," 
and slowing down on anything 
that felt like too much, too 

5 RAIDERS TO WATCH:
WR/DB Johnny Williams, Jr. /  6-1, 185 

 
 Has the makings of another go-to wideout 
on the order of recent West Laurens greats Jus-
tin Smith, Trell Showers and Brent Carr, who all 
developed slowly over a season or two before 
coming into their own... and ultimately signing 
with a college. 
 Had 13 grabs for 239 yards and two touch-
downs last year. Showed nice glimpses, by sea-
son's end coming into his own as a sure-handed 
target who could also go up and get the ball, 
but didn't see an outsize impact mainly because 
the team's passing game, outnumbered in plays 
almost 3-1 by the run, just wasn't consistent 
enough. 
 Explosive speed creates potential to 
emerge as a deep threat and big-play mismatch 
if the Raiders can reliably get him the ball. May 
be used as a situational rusher as well. 
 Defensively, will float between his 2021 
position at corner and new vacancies at safety. 
In both places, will be relied upon to build on a 
preceding season of 15 tackles and two picks as 
a new leader in the secondary. 
 Showed great offseason strides in weight 
room (a runner-up in his class at the state 
powerlifting meet), and has makings of a sure 
tackler whose talent coaches can ill-afford to 
use in just one place.  
 "We've got to find the best place he can 
help the team, and it may be a week-to-week 
thing," said head coach Kip Burdette. "He's got 
a lot of upside. We're going to ask him to do a 
lot." 

TE/OLB Quentin Clark, Jr. /  6-3, 196
 
 Impressed as a sophomore by fearlessly 
breaking into a senior-laden starting four at 
linebacker and doing his job so reliably as a 
fill-in that his coaches opted to set aside one of 
their best starters exclusively for offensive duty 
to keep him on the field. 
 Slid back and forth between inside and out-
side positions, and posted a total of 36 tackles, 
two for loss, with a couple of pass breakups and 
a forced fumble. 
 Tackles with benchmark technique and 
plays with a notable patience. Stays with his 
assignment and never bites too aggressively 
on anything happening in the backfield. Fills 
gaping holes like a backhoe. 
 A three-sport athlete (also plays basketball 
and runs track) who is among the strongest 
lifters in his class. Just halfway through high 
school, already well on his way to filling out a 
highly projectable frame. 

 "You talk about upside," Burdette said.  

 TE/DL Isaiah Austin, Sr. /  6-2, 252
 
 Returning second-team all-region pick, 
and one of team's only seniors with two years 
of starting experience... at a defensive position 
where West Laurens doesn't exactly hand out 
first-team spots to young players. 
 Solidly built, from the undersized template 
of former all-state teammate Spencer Dacus, 
and the same type of strong and patient player 
who can take on any blocker and rarely gives 
away his gap. 
 Possesses a beastly physique, with thighs 
the size of tree trunks, boasting a max squat 
above 500 pounds that, if the lift were a part 
of the competition, would have easily put him 
over the top at the state weightlifting meet 
where he was a slight runner-up this spring to 
his next-door neighbor at nose tackle, Kiandre 
Fortson. 
 When healthy, has stayed a fixture on the 
inside, moving between the nose and 3-tech-
nique. Last year posted 28 total tackles, six for 
loss and one sack, adding one forced fumble 
and one blocked kick. Also spent some time at 
tight end, where he will look to offer quality 
blocking and catch a pass or two in more dou-
ble-duty this fall, after he returns from a recent 
injury several weeks in.
 Like a lot of 3-4 down lineman, won't get 
his name called a ton, but does plenty of the 
unnoticed work that has kept the West Laurens 
front one of the toughest in the region to run 
the ball against.  

OL Jayden Todd, Jr. /  6-6, 285
  
 Will be the most inexperienced of West's 
five projected O-line starters, but may have 
some of the most exciting potential of them 
all. A longtime baseball player with some nice 
pop and quality running ability who impressed 
coaches with his D-1 esque stature and features 
in his first year out for football. 
 "You won't miss him," Burdette said. "A 
good coach told me one time, 'You can't coach 
6-6.'" 
 Showed the makings of a naturally talented 
blocker in just a spring game's worth of snaps 
at right tackle. Uses his wide frame to get lever-
age, while also quickly working his way upfield. 
Expected to start after a solid offseason. 
 "He hasn't played a lot of football, but he 
had a really good spring and summer," his head 
coach said. "We're expecting good things out of 
him." 

 The entire West Laurens offensive line will 
be one of its strongest in years, with seniors 
representing the other four out of five seats 
on the first string, and three of those – center 
Gage Kelly and guards Brandon Horne (region 
honorable mention) and Hart Williams (all-re-
gion second team) – third-year starters who 
have seen a lot of action in the trenches. 
 Six-foot-5, 290-pound left tackle Da'Jy'Quan 
("Q") Jackson-Payne, who rounds out the group, 
also did some quality work last year as a swing 
guard in the Raiders' heavy and unbalanced 
sets, and looks like the type of player who, by 
taking the next step in his development, might 
vault the position group – and the Westside 
offense – to an even higher level this year. 

ATH/DB Trantavious "Tay" Stanley, Jr. 
/  6-0, 186

 A player you'll recognize by his multi-color 
polarized facemask visor, and also by his speed, 
right up there with the best on the team. 
 Caught seven balls for 85 yards in limited 
targets at receiver last year. 
 Has big-play wheels that were slated to be 
featured via receiving routes, jet sweeps and 
frequent carries as a convertible athlete on 
offense, before an injury to sophomore quarter-
back Kendall Davis in the spring game that will 
have the projected starting passer shelved for 
a good chunk of the season, and push Stanley 
behind center. 
 Of multiple options, was likely the most 
dynamic athlete in the conversation, and made 
the most sense as the choice to step in. Has 
confirmed the trust of his coaches with his play 
at the position throughout the summer. Didn't 
wow anyone with electric stuff through the air 
in 7-on-7 action, but threw very catchable and 
well-placed balls while seeing the field and 
cycling through progressions well. Addition of 
live pass rush to the equation may also unlock 
an intriguing ability to tuck it and scamper at a 
moment's notice. 
 May also line up in other places, giving way 
to younger backups from a more traditional 
QB mold, though the Raiders will use him as 
the main trigger man in a system they hope to 
adapt to his strengths as an athlete. 
 "We're gonna do our best to make our of-
fense friendly for Tay," Burdette said. "He brings 
a lot to the table, but he is not a traditional 
quarterback. He can throw the ball a little bit, 
he can run the ball a little bit. We're just trying 
to get him to learn how to be a quarterback 
now, and he's done a good job."WEST

Continued on page 11

By CLAY REYNOLDS
Sports Editor
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MEET THE COACH:

KIP BURDETTE / 1st season at West Laurens

ALMA MATER: Valdosta State, Mary Persons High 
FUN FACTS:  
• Played quarterback at Valdosta State
• Grandson of Dan Pitts, who was head coach at Mary Persons 
for 39 years and is the fourth-winningest coach (346-109-4) in 
Georgia history. Coaching runs in the rest of his family, as well: 
Father Pat Burdette, a current assistant at Mary Persons, was 
head football coach at Monticello from 1991-93. Brother Dan is a 
strength and performance coach at Newnan. Mother Penny Pitts 
Mitchell is a longtime cheer and tennis coach in multiple systems, 
including 13 years at Mary Persons. She is currently an associate 
director of the GHSA, overseeing cheer/dance sports and Title IX. 
• Favorite non-football hobby/activity: Golf and grilling 
• Favorite type of coffee: Death Wish  

quickly. But Burdette's biggest 
focus – and challenge – didn't 
really even deal with X's and O's, 
rather learning the personality 
profile of his team. 
 "A big goal of ours is devel-
oping relationships, getting to 
know the kids," he said. "From 
May 2 to now, that's been about 
all we could do. We ask our de-
mands, and we're trying to get to 
know what makes the kids tick, 
and how to push and how to 
make them better. We had 120 
out for spring practice, we've 
got it whittled down to about 98 
now. It's a lot of people to get to 
know in a couple months. We've 
done our best as a coaching staff 
to get to know them and just get 
familiar with everybody." 
 Deciding on the best way to 
approach things on either side of 
the ball wasn't hard. 
 Going by their own philoso-
phy and what they observed as 
best fits, Burdette and his coor-
dinators opted for systems that'll 
give the Raider offense and de-
fense a slightly new look, but 
maintain the same core identity. 
 Though they'll put their own 
stamp on several aspects, they 
aren't out to fix what ain't bro-
ken. And that means continuing 
to build on the strong weight 
program (off a second in back-
to-back state lifting champi-
onships), physical defense and 
smash-mouth ground game that 
already exist. 
 Burdette credited McClain 
and outgoing offensive coordi-
nator Jason Respert with leaving 
things in fantastic shape, along 
with most of a quality staff intact 
at the middle and high school 
level that have provided a solid 
foundation to build on moving 
forward. 
 "In general, when you take 
over a new job, it's a situation 
that's bad," he said. "This isn't a 
program that's been broken." 
 They'll base out of a 3-4 de-
fense that mirrors a lot of what 
the Raiders already know, and 
are strong at. 
 Offensively, returning start-
ers on the line, despite loss of a 
running back tandem that ac-
counted for almost 80 percent of 
last year's offense, will make the 
downhill running element a big 
part of their identity in a differ-
ent system. The "unique" hybrid 
scheme is "spread in alignment 
and wing in principle," using a 
variety of formations but a few 
basic principles and a core focus 
on gap blocking up front. 
 "We want to play a physical 
brand of football," Burdette said. 
"We'll get to a point where we 
can be a little more multiple, but 
we're a running team. We want 
to establish the run."
 Line play, on both offense 

WEST
Continued from page 10

the bull by the horns through-
out summer workouts, and 
in their weeklong camp that 
served as the fall kickoff. 
 "All seven of them are going 
to be men in this community 
that are gonna be great lead-
ers," he said. "During camp, 
we had seniors share scripture 
and give Bible devotions to 
the team, and try to grow each 
other spiritually as much as we 
did physically, geared towards 
football, towards Christ. Hav-
ing a player on your team shar-
ing that speaks volumes as a 
freshman coming in. I think we 
have a good chemistry, spiritu-
ally, on the team." 
 The unique challenges of 
this season for Trinity are ones 
that will take some above av-
erage resilience to prepare for, 
and overcome. 
 Issues with a limited roster, 
added to inevitable injuries, are 
sure to magnify concerns about 
depth and size that, in several 
areas, are forcing the Crusad-
ers to make do with inexperi-
enced or undersized starters. 
 "We have no excuse, be-
cause I think every team we 
play is going to have a lot of the 
same issues," Marsh said. 
 This year's overhaul of the 
league – now the GIAA – does 
Trinity a bit of a favor by add-
ing to the ranks of schools its 
size in the AA classification, 
where it returns after over a 
decade as part of the GISA's 
AAA, playing the role of small 
big school rather than big small 
one. 
 It evens the scales a tad on 
the Crusaders' fall schedule, 
though it still includes plenty of 
the usual suspects like Brent-

wood, which will again be bor-
derline unbeatable, in a mix of 
even matchups and Goliaths. 
 From the looks of their 
scrimmage against a nice-
ly-built East Laurens team 
(they led in the second quar-
ter and trailed only one going 
to half), the Crusaders should 
have a chance to hold their 
own against most they run 
up against if – and that's a 
huge "if" – they're able to stay 
healthy. 
 The path to victory in a lot 
of games, a lot like the path to 
the playoffs, is workable, but 
it doesn't allow much room, 
if any, for error or the mental 
mistakes that Trinity has been 
plagued by in seasons of late. 
 "We've gotta focus to com-
pete," Marsh said. "We've been 
a few years away from compet-
ing for things like region and 
playoffs, but I think we can get 
there this year. Our talent that 
we play against is going to be 
the same as last year. You have 
the historic teams. You have all 
the teams that were very good 
last year, but I think we were 
right there competing with 
them." 
 A lot like he was heading 
into his first season, Marsh 
isn't intimidated by any seem-
ing impossibilities. And neither 
are this bunch of Crusaders. 
 Whether it ends up being 
by a little or a lot, they plan to 
keep building and finding ways 
they can improve, and hopeful-
ly keep a world-beating men-
tality going for as long as they 
can. 
 "We went 2-8 last year," 
Marsh said. "That was a start, 
but 2-8 can't be the goal. I want 
the goal to be 8-2. I want to flip 
those numbers around."

GHSA REGIONS:
Here's how freshly-realigned regions in the GHSA will shape up for Heart of 
Georgia teams this fall. 2021 playoff qualifiers are listed in bold, and region cham-
pions noted with an asterisk*. See page 13 for new GIAA classifications...

Baldwin
Griffin

Howard
Perry*

Spalding
West Laurens

Westside, Macon 

4-AAAA

1-AA

Berrien
Cook

Dodge Co.
Fitzgerald

Jeff Davis
Sumter Co.
Worth Co.

Appling Co.
Brantley Co.
Pierce Co.*
Tattnall Co.

Toombs Co.
Vidalia

Windsor Forest

3-AA

4-AA
Sub Region A

Glenn Hills
Putnam Co.*

Thomson*
Washington Co.

Sub Region B
Butler
Josey
Laney

Westside, 
Augusta

2-A, Division I
Bleckley Co.*

Dublin
East Laurens

Jefferson County
Swainsboro* 4-A, Division II

Dooly Co.
Hawkinsville

Telfair Co.

Treutlen
Wheeler Co.
Wilcox Co.

5-A, Division II
GMC

Glascock Co.
Hancock Central

Johnson Co.
Twiggs Co.

Wilkinson Co.

3-A, Division II
ECI

McIntosh Co. 
Academy

Jenkins Co.
Montgomery Co. 

Portal

and defense, makes up the bulk 
of this year's 16-man senior 
class. The outlying positions on 
offense and defense are where 
the Raiders find themselves ei-
ther young, inexperienced or 
both. That's a blessing in that 
it'll build experience for rising 
sophomore and junior starters 
in the long run, though in the 
near term, a lot of them – ready 
or not – will be forced to con-
tribute right away on one side 
of the ball, and likely both direc-
tions.
 Last year's West Laurens 
team, in a 5-6 finish, built a bat-
tle-testedness over the fall in 
game after game against play-
off-caliber teams. There was 
only one or two close games that 
broke the Raiders' way, but just 
one of their six losses was decid-
ed by more than two scores. 
 There was no notable bear-
ing on the final record, but by 
week 11, the schedule strength 
paid off, with the Raiders stand-
ing tall on four different stops in 
plus territory, three on downs 
and one headed to half, to main-
tain a 7-6 lead on eventual state 
runner-up Carver through the 
early minutes of the fourth quar-
ter in their first-round playoff 
matchup in Columbus. 
 This team, against another 

slate that has all the makings of 
a "gauntlet," will have to develop 
the same crusty endurance if it 
expects another shot at reaching 
the playoffs in virtually identical 
region, the lone difference an 
upgrade from Rutland (down 
to AA) for a traditionally-strong 
Griffin (down from AAAAA). 
 It's likely the same type 
of setup for the Raiders, with 
anything possible from week to 
week depending on a lot of dif-
ferent factors. 
 "Out of the 10 games, there's 
not a game we can't win, and 
there's not a game we can't 
lose," Burdette said. "The peaks 
and valleys, we've gotta roll with 
them." 
 A lot like a new coach's tran-
sition to a new place and school, 
this West Laurens team remains 
very much a work in progress, 
with some wide-open potential 
for what it could step up and ac-
complish this fall… or not. 
 Burdette maintains hope 
that the Raiders can put more of 
those pieces together than they 
don't, and get themselves back 
in the region and playoff mix by 
the time those key games arrive, 
and things get fully settled. 
 "We're getting there," he 
said. "I'm starting to get com-
fortable."

TRINITY
Continued from page 8



 Through the years, 
Johnson County football 
has identified a formula 
that's proven to work pretty 
well at constructing com-
petitive teams, and sea-
sons. 
 The Trojans, under 16th 
year head coach Don Nor-
ton, continue to be among 
Middle Georgia's most con-
sistent programs, without 
a record worse than .500 
since he took over in 2007. 
 The recent years, in 
which that recipe for suc-
cess has been further re-
fined, seem to have been 
some of JoCo's most suc-
cessful, at least since Nor-
ton's tenure started out 
with an ultra-prosperous 
six-year run featuring two 

campaigns of double-dig-
it wins – seven or more in 
all but one – and four play-
off appearances, one 2013 
berth in the state quarters. 
This latest stretch has sev-
en-plus wins and a play-
off appearance in four out 
of seven years (three in a 
row), and another quar-
terfinal visit from back in 
2015. 
 In the best of those, a 
lot of the same key factors 
have been somewhere at 
the heart of the Trojans' 
identity.  And this year will 
feature most of those things 
they like to build on: estab-
lished experience, quality 
line play, fundamental de-
fense and strong chemis-
try... Oh, and don't forget a 
couple of top-shelf running 
backs. 
 The fall of 2022 has the 

makings of, at a minimum, 
the continuation of some 
exciting football that's been 
played lately in Wrights-
ville. But with many of 
those arcs approaching 
their peak at the same time, 
it might hold an even more 
memorable year if things 
come together as well as 
they can. 
 The ever-turning cy-
cle of football fortune has 
had Johnson County in a 
good spot lately. The Tro-
jans picked up eight wins 
and a second-round playoff 
berth in 2019, eight more 
in 2020 and then seven 
in a four-loss finish last 
fall, with an asterisk by an 
overtime game that proba-
bly should've been anoth-
er home win to make for 
three-of-a-kind. 
 Entering this fall, they 

have plenty of the same 
things going for them. 
 As is to be expected, 
JoCo will replace some 
key pieces of the starting 
framework that graduat-
ed, but brings back most 
of the players who made 
it a difficult opponent to 
handle last year. More im-
portantly, there's some vet-
eran leadership sprinkled 
in on both sides of the ball 
that has moved the starting 
point for this fresh team up 
a good ways from where it 
would be. 
 "It's good having an 
experienced team," Nor-
ton said. "They understand 
what we're doing, so we're 
able to kind of build off of 
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MEET THE COACH:

DON NORTON / 16th season at 
Johnson Co. 

ALMA MATER: Georgia Southern, Coral Springs 
High (Fla.)
CAREER RECORD: 116-76
REGION TITLES: 1 
PLAYOFF APPEARANCES: 9 
HC EXPERIENCE: Treutlen, 2001-03 (7-23); 
Johnson Co., 2007-present (109-53)
FUN FACTS:
• Kicked and punted collegiately at Georgia 
Southern University
• Son Brooks, a three-time 1,000-yard passer 
for the Trojans, is  currently a quarterback at 
University of West Georgia
• Favorite breakfast cereal: Honey Nut 
Cheerios 

Experience, size provide key boost as 
Trojans try to stay on winning pace

OFFENSE: Wing-T / DEFENSE: 4-4 
2021 RECORD: 7-4 (5-3 region 4-A)
LAST PLAYOFF APPEARANCE: 2021 (lost to Irwin Co. in first 
round)
RETURNING STARTERS: 6 offense / 5 defense
KEY LOSSES: RB/LB Jeloney Waters, WR/DB K.J. Strickland, LB 

Deon Rawlings, WR William Taylor, K/P 
Aaron Adams; LB Jimmie Devero, OL/DL 
Mark Kolasa
OPENER: Aug. 26 at Jenkins Co. 
KEY BALLGAMES: Sept. 30 vs. GMC, Oct. 21 at Wilkinson Co., 
Nov. 4 vs. Hancock Central

JOHNSON COUNTY TROJANS

JOCO
Continued on page 13

By CLAY REYNOLDS
Sports Editor
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last year, and what they remem-
ber from last year. It helps out 
when you're teaching them rules 
and the drills and the stuff like 
that." 
 The Trojans' identity starts 
with two of the starters in a 
dream backfield that's entering 
its fourth year of dominance on 
the ground. Seniors Germivy 
Tucker and JaKelvis Whitley 
will lead the way for that run 
game again, while returning to 
posts they've both held down for 
almost just as long on defense, 
Tucker at linebacker and Whit-
ley at safety. 
 The rest of the depth chart, 
a mix of old and new, is popu-
lated by plenty of well-trained, 
well-conditioned and well-
versed athletes, particularly 
some eager ones on the defen-
sive side. 
 "JoCo kids always love to 
play defense," Norton said. 
 This year's JoCo roster also 
carries an exciting anomaly in 
its abundant size. 
 The front lines, which lost 
only one or two main members 
of its rotation, had several key 
players grow and add on some 
size in the offseason. 
 "For the first time in a while, 
we actually have some kids that 
are 6-foot, which we haven't 
had in a while, 200-pound kids, 
which is good for us," Norton 
said. "We actually probably have 
more lineman this year than we 
do skill kids." 
 Nothing up front went ac-
cording to plan last fall for the 
Trojans, who encountered inju-
ries at every early juncture that 
turned their starting O-line into 
a fruit basket turnover. But the 
blend of starters they stumbled 
on as the month of October un-
folded somehow worked like a 
charm. 
 Norton plans on borrowing 
some of the same uncertain-
ty that, in hindsight, made his 
O-line better, to use to the Tro-
jans' advantage this year: Every 
week will be a competition, and 
no starting job will necessarily 
be safe.  
 "They're all learning multi-
ple positions, and that's a good 
thing,"  he said. "It keeps the 
competition every day at prac-
tice going really well. That's 
what I like the most, is that 
nobody knows who's starting 
where or who's doing what." 
 The catalyst of last year's 
strong finish was the upset win 
over Dublin in the Shamrock 
Bowl, a first in program history, 
followed by a gritty road victo-
ry the following week at Dooly 
County, 21-14. JoCo finished up 
the regular season and locked 
down a playoff spot by blasting 
Hawkinsville. 

5 TROJANS TO WATCH:
RB/LB Germivy Tucker, Sr. /  5-7, 163 

 
 A fourth-year starter and returning 4-A 
all-region selection, and all-state honorable 
mention, who has been a problem for defenses 
each of the last three years. From the begin-
ning, a noticeably special back with quick feet 
and talent for the position that could only be 
described as natural. 
 Hard to track down, running a 40-yard dash 
that clocks in at a skippy 4.5 seconds. Doesn't 
burn defenders with separation in the open 
field, but goes at a rate quicker than most 
anybody else can match to stay at arm's length. 
Has proven flexibility to play different roles as a 
rusher. 
 In the JoCo scheme, which includes a bit 
of everything from power to option, plays 
the role of a downhill back aligning deep in 
formations. Tremendous at finding and hitting 
holes between the tackles. Sets himself apart 
with ability to find the edge from anywhere, 
especially on toss plays to the field. Features as 
a pass-catching weapon out of the backfield, 
and gets lots of yards after receptions. Became 
more versatile last season as the Trojans un-
earthed more ways to use him. 
 Also a consistent multi-year starter at 
linebacker. 
 Rushed for 1,200 yards on the nose as a ju-
nior, via 185 carries, to go with 11 touchdowns. 
Right at 4,012 yards for his three-year career... 
still a solid 2,000 shy of Herschel Walker's 
school record of 6,137. 
 Would need a monumental season (like 
Herschel's senior campaign of over 3,000 yards 
in '79 or Washaun Ealey's of nearly that much 
in ECI's state championship campaign of '07) 
to catch him, which in a multi-back offense is 
asking a lot, though not out of the realm of 
possibility. 
 Still guaranteed to finish just one spot back 
of the local icon in the career record books and 
put together a senior season full of big-time 
highlights to conclude an oustanding career. 

RB/DB JaKelvis "Jook" Whitley, Sr. 
/ 5-6, 140

 
 A backfield mate of Tucker's who's a fellow 
all-region honoree and just as frequent star 
on the highlight reel. Roughly the same size, 
and even more slippery as a ball-carrier and 
frequent kick/punt returner. 
 Calling card is his slick moves (hence the 

nickname) and burst of acceleration that de-
fenders have a time adjusting to. 
 Rushed for just shy of 800 yards and seven 
touchdowns on 109 touches in 2021. For his 
career, has covered 1,700 yards of ground with 
16 scores, plus two end zone visits on pass 
catches. 
 A best-of-seven footrace between the two 
backs would make for a pretty good contest, 
and show... making it no wonder their presence 
on the field at the same time is such a danger-
ous prospect for defenses. 
 Plays free safety on the opposite side, pa-
trolling the center of the field like a hawk, and 
rarely failing to pick off under-thrown balls. 
Intercepted five last season and has seven 
career picks. Plugs holes against the run fairly 
effectively as well. 
 Along with Tucker, a versatile playmaker 
who's all but a lock to go out with a bang in his 
senior season and leave fans with more great 
memories to look back on. The hard work of 
both players on the field and in the weight 
room, head coach Don Norton said, has made 
both a pleasure to coach in their three years 
with the Trojans. 
 "It's fun to watch," he said. "They're pretty 
dynamic kids, and they're great kids. They're 
fun to watch." 

OL/DL Frankie Curry, Sr. /  5-4, 200
 
 A small player with a huge heart. The tale 
of the tape generally favors those he's matched 
up with on the other side, though pound-for-
pound, he can easily outplay – and probably 
out-squat – a majority of them. 
 Started as the Trojans' 3-technique up 
front the majority of last season, showing out 
frequently with a lightning quick burst off 
the snap and tackling reflexes of an alligator. 
Shoots through small creases in the middle to 
invade the pocket, and will sometimes align as 
a stand-up rusher outside to prey on passers 
and the run, as well. 
 Finished his junior year with eight tackles 
for loss, and first-team all-region recognition. 
Enters the fall as the spark plug on a front line, 
featuring the massive nose tackle Tony Cannon 
and rising junior Clay Brantley, that'll be among 
the toughest in the region. 

ATH/DB Benvonte Murray, Jr. /  6-1, 175
 
 One of the Trojans' leading tacklers-for-loss 

as a second-team all-region defensive selection 
last fall who is shaping up to be one of their 
most exciting players of the next two years. 
 Cracked the varsity rotation for the first 
time a year ago, and made his name in a hybrid 
role on defense. Officially a strong safety, but 
liable to line up on any play as an outside line-
backer playing the run or setting up to blitz. 
 Track-quality speed and a knifing angle of 
attack make him a weapon in stopping the run 
and flushing the pocket when he can get a free 
lane.  
 Expected to get some looks at receiver as 
well, but will make a primary wheelhouse of 
roaming the field on defense as a great com-
plement to other eager tacklers for the Trojans 
at linebacker, not to mention Josh Taylor and 
Fred Butler, who will be ready to rack up a 
good many more stops and turnovers. 

OL/DL Ashton Davis, Jr. /  6-4, 250
 
 Easily the tallest player on a 2021 Johnson 
County line that sustained several inoppor-
tune midseason injuries, but emerged with a 
reworked lineup that finished the second half 
on a tear. 
 Blessed with a prodigious build on which 
he continues to add height and muscle. An 
athletic blocker who plays with good pad level, 
and showed the makings of a "really good 
player" as a sophomore when he stepped in 
and nailed down a key spot just as the Trojans 
started steamrolling teams in late October. 
 Returns this year to lead the unit, which 
all told had roughly seven or eight who played 
some degree of starting snaps between August 
and November, and graduated just one player 
in senior left tackle Mark Kolasa. Will rotate 
in on the defensive line as well, where junior 
O-linemen Brantley Martin and Isaiah Moor-
man are among the players who will also be 
asked to shoulder some of the two-way load. 
 All bring experience Norton hopes will also 
translate to depth by some point in the season, 
though he says the Trojans are still not in a 
position to two-platoon very much up front. 
 "Most of them are going to have to go two 
ways," he said. "We're trying to work it out 
where they don't. I'm hoping for some of these 
new kids to develop some depth, and we'll do 
the best we can to develop them, but play-
ers've gotta play." 

 The Trojans were decided-
ly overmatched in their first-
round battle with defending 
state champ Irwin County, but 
they were a young team that 
played well beyond expectation 
in a season that took on the 
character of a slight rebuild. 
 A lot of that, in Norton's 
opinion, had to do with discov-
ering a unique team identity, 
as each of those recent JoCo 
teams all did for themselves. 
 "I'm a big believer in team 
chemistry," he said. "I think it's 
those little things that kids do. 
Some point in time in a prac-
tice or game, there's a situation 
that either binds them togeth-
er, or showed that we're not 
gonna bind together. It occurs 
in practice and in the locker 
room. There'll be a situation 

that occurs when they decide 
what it's going to be like, and 
hopefully, it's good." 
 That process never hap-
pens automatically, and it's not 
always a quick one either. But 
that switch is the one that ev-
ery team for which things start 
to work and go as hoped has to 
flip at some point. 
 "Right now, this team 
seems to like each other, and 
they're all on board and rowing 
the boat in the same direction," 
Norton said. 
 The cycle of realignment 
takes Johnson County in a 
completely different direction 
this fall, in a league of entirely 
brand new opponents. And the 
Trojans' non-region schedule 
might even be more difficult. 
 It allows for no weeks off, 

but will create what Norton 
hopes to be a beneficial chal-
lenge. 
 "That's the goal, to get us 
better," Norton said. "We're 
gonna be in some battles." 
 As is his preseason custom, 
he shows little indication of 
how he expects things might go 
for a team that, in any coach's 
view, has question marks that 
need turning to answers all 
over the field. The fall grind 
could be the Trojans' "toughest 
in a long time." But the pro-
gram, and this team specifical-
ly, looks to be built for the haul. 
 "I think this is an extremely 
tough schedule," Norton said. 
"I like playing these great op-
ponents like we have on our 
schedule. I look forward to the 
challenge every week."

JOCO
Continued from page 12

AA
Notre Dame 

St. Mary's
Brentwood*

Gatewood
Piedmont

Georgia Christian*
Southwest Ga.

Augusta Prep
Briarwood

Edmund Burke
Central 

Fellowship
Trinity

AAA
Brookwood*
Pinewood*

Deerfield-Windsor
Southland
Frederica

St. Andrew's

Heritage
Terrell

John Milledge
Tiftarea

Lakeview
Valwood

AAAA
Bethlehem Christian

Mount de Sales
Brookstone

Riverside Military
Bulloch

St. Anne-Pacelli
FPD*

Stratford
George Walton

Strong Rock
Loganville Christian

Tattnall Square
Westfield

10 per division (Class A excluded) will be
selected at-large for playoffs.

GIAA CLASSES:
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2022 AREA SCHEDULES:
Bleckley County 

8/19 Dodge Co. 
8/26 at Wilcox Co.
9/9 at Schley Co. 
9/16 West Laurens 
9/23 at Pelham 
9/30 Westfield 
10/7 Dublin*
10/14 at Jefferson Co.*
10/21 East Laurens*
10/28 at Swainsboro* 

Brentwood
8/19 John Milledge
8/26 Mount de Sales
9/2 at GMC 
9/9 at Thomas Jefferson 
9/23 at George Walton
9/30 Briarwood
10/7 Edmund Burke
10/21 at Piedmont
11/4 Gatewood

Dodge County 
8/19 at Bleckley Co. 
8/26 West Laurens 
9/2 Washington Co. 
9/9 at Swainsboro 
9/23 at Fitzgerald*
9/30 Worth Co.* 
10/7 at Jeff Davis*
10/14 Sumter Co.* 
10/21 at Cook* 
10/28 Berrien* 

Dublin 
8/19 vs. Wilkinson Co. 
9/2 at Lamar Co.
9/9 vs. ECI 
9/16 at Metter 
9/30 vs. Charlton Co. 
10/7 at Bleckley Co. *
10/14 at Dooly Co. 
10/21 vs. Jefferson Co. * 
10/28 at East Laurens *
11/4 vs. Swainsboro *

East Laurens 
8/19 at Washington-Wilkes
9/2 vs. Jenkins Co. 
9/9 at Richmond Academy 
9/16 at Johnson Co. 
9/30 at Bacon Co. 
10/7 vs. Jasper Co. 
(Monticello) 
10/14 vs. Swainsboro * 
10/21 at Bleckley Co. * 
10/28 vs. Dublin * 
11/4 at Jefferson Co. * 

Johnson County
8/26 at Jenkins Co. 
9/2 Warren Co. 
9/16 East Laurens 
9/23 ECI
9/30 GMC*
10/7 at Bacon Co. 
10/14 at Glascock Co.* 
10/21 at Wilkinson Co.* 

10/28 vs. Twiggs Co.*
11/4 vs. Hancock Central*

Montgomery County
8/26 Warren Co.
9/02 at Taylor Co.
9/09 at Wheeler Co.
9/16 at Telfair Co.
9/23 Treutlen
9/30 Bryan Co.
10/07 at Portal*
10/14 McIntosh Co. Acad.*
10/21 at Jenkins Co.*
11/04 ECI*

Treutlen
8/5 at Dublin (scrimmage)
8/19 Jenkins Co.
8/26 at Bryan Co.
9/02 Long Co.
9/16 Toombs Co.
9/23 at Montgomery Co. 
9/30 at Wilcox Co.* 
10/07 Dooly Co.* 
10/21 at Hawkinsville* 
10/28 at Wheeler Co.* 
11/04 Telfair Co.* 

Trinity 
8/19 Piedmont
9/26 at Gatewood
9/2 Edmund Burke
9/9 Bulloch
9/16 at Creekside Christian

9/23 at Briarwood
9/30 Fullington 
10/7 at St. Andrew's 
10/14 at Central Fellowship
10/28 Brentwood

Twiggs County 
8/26 at Portal 
9/02 GSIC
9/09 Central, Talbotton
9/16 Hawkinsville
9/23 Crawford Co.
9/30 at Wilkinson Co.*
10/07 Glascock Co.*
10/21 at Hancock Central*
10/28 at Johnson Co.*
11/03 GMC*

Washington County
8/19 at Dodge Co.
8/26 Swainsboro
9/9 Baldwin
9/16 at Glenn Hills*
9/23 at Thomson*
9/30 Laney*
10/7 Westside Augusta*
10/21 at Butler*
10/28 at Josey*
11/4 Putnam Co.*

West Laurens 
8/26 at Dodge Co. 
9/2 Houston Co.
9/9 Vidalia

9/16 at Bleckley Co. 
9/23 at Griffin* 
10/7 at Westside Macon*
10/14 vs. Spalding*
10/21 vs. Baldwin*
10/27 at Howard*
11/4 vs. Perry*

Wilkinson County
8/19 at Dublin
9/02 at Crawford Co.
9/09 at Greene Co.
9/23 at Portal
9/30 Twiggs Co.*
10/07 at GMC*
10/14 GSIC
10/21 Johnson Co.*
10/28 at Hancock 
Central*
11/04 Glascock Co.*
 

Wheeler County
8/19 GMC
8/26 at Toombs Co. 
9/2 Bryan Co.
9/9 Montgomery Co.
9/16 at Claxton
9/30 at Dooly Co.*
10/7 Hawkinsville*
10/21 at Telfair Co.*
10/28 at Treutlen*
11/4 at Wilcox Co.* 

(* - denotes region games)



Duke, Dodge try to duplicate 2021 mojo
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OFFENSE: "Spread-ish" / DEFENSE: 4-2-5
2021 RECORD: 7-4 (4-2 region 3-AA)
LAST PLAYOFF APPEARANCE: 2021 (lost to Fitzgerald in 
first round)
RETURNING STARTERS: 6 offense / 4 defense
KEY LOSSES: TE/DL Monterrius George; WR/DB Jalon 

Jaynes; LB Jackson Bowen; DL 
Landynn Powers; OL Cameron 
Gooch; OL Lane Poole, DL Daylon Worthen (transfer)
OPENER: Aug. 19 at Bleckley Co.
KEY BALLGAMES: Sept. 23 at Fitzgerald; Oct. 7 at Jeff 
Davis; Oct. 21 at Cook 

DODGE COUNTY INDIANS Truly transcendent quarterbacks don’t come 
around too often, and Dodge County has one of 
them in Duke Johnson. 
 His arrival on the scene as a freshman last year, 
taking a stranglehold on the open starting job 
from camp and never looking back, was a big part 
of the reason the Indians made a jump from pre-
season rebuilding phase to region title contender 
that was as quick and seamless as Johnson's from 
stud playmaker in middle school, to high school. 
 But his remarkable debut might overshadow 
a bit of what else played into a 7-4 record that 
brought Dodge a third-place finish in the region, 
rode its playoff streak to 10 seasons in a row and 
very nearly turned the tables in a 3-AA race that 
ultimately went the way of rival Bleckley County. 
 Around the rookie QB was a team of average 
athletes who noticeably took their level of play to 
above-average. The collective effort, early in the 
season and again down the stretch, was marked 
by a defining sense of toughness that had the In-
dians in the thick of every game, and made them 
hard to beat. 
 They're looking to keep that edge with a simi-
lar team this fall, when getting back to the playoffs 
will again require some degree of Johnson taking 
the team on his back. But it'll also fall to the mem-
bers of Dodge County's supporting cast on offense 
and defense to raise their game in the same way. 
 “Every team has a different persona. You just 
have to find it,” said Dodge County head coach 
Ray Hardin. “Luckily, last year we found our iden-
tity, and we were able to take it and go with it. This 
year, I hope it does the same thing. I hope our kids 
got out and perform. I hope good things happen, 
and we continue to roll on.” 
 Hardin, in his first year leading the program, 
was the master chemist in the whole equation. 
 The 62-year-old first-timer, who combines the 
no-nonsense perspective of an old-school stalwart 
with the friendliness of a player's coach, showed 
a gift for using some limited time and resources 
to put everything inside a somewhat ravaged cup-
board to best use. 
 Though finishing top-four in the region last 
year was nowhere outside of the realm of possibil-
ity, no one expected the Indians to challenge for 
a repeat as 3-AA champ with less than five com-
bined returning starters and only 50 players on 
the preseason roster. But if not for the variables of 
injury and momentum swings that were quite un-
kind, they would have likely won it, or come darn 
close. 
 Two key region losses sent Dodge on the road 
in the first round, coincidentally to rematch with 
a Fitzgerald team it had already played at home in 
the regular season. The Purple Hurricane, which 
would storm its way to the AA state title, won the 
first-rounder by the exact same final of 15-6, that 
in hindsight proves just how close the Indians 
actually were to an entirely different outcome to 

3 INDIANS TO WATCH:
QB Darrell "Duke" Johnson, So. /  6-3, 180 

 
 In many ways, a dream quarterback: Tall, gets great zip on 
the ball, fires it on the money and plays with steely confi-
dence. Freshman highlights and stats said that even better 
than words can. Threw for 1,127 yards, with 12 touchdowns 
against only six interceptions, rushing for an additional 600 
and 10 scores. 
 Physically and athletically, displayed exceptional varsity 
readiness as a ninth grader, in addition to arm talent, instincts 
on the field and ability to run that project to the next level. 
 As with any young player, still has plenty of moldable po-
tential, but mostly in the way of mechanics and grasp of more 
intricate nuances of the game that will only serve to make 
him a bigger weapon, and college target as he continues to 
progress. 
 Continues to impress coaches with maturity that shined 
through in almost every aspect of his first high school season.
 "He just got his learner's permit. The guy, he's still a baby. 
I'm not even sure he knows what a razor's for, but he has 
managed carrying the load for us just magnificently," said 
head coach Ray Hardin. "Last year, we never handled him like 
a freshman. I think the reason for that was that he never ap-
peared to be one, regardless of what load we have thrown on 
him. He took it and kept going with it without any complaint." 
 Has received his first handful of college offers this sum-
mer, and should see more on the way as he continues making 
strides. By all indications, has the goods, the grades and the 
gusto to go as high and as far as he wants to at the position. 

OL Clay Lee, Sr. /  6-5, 260
 
 Greatly smoothed the transition process for the Dodge 
offensive line after the loss of three big-time starters in Lane 
Poole, Cameron Gooch and Chandler Neal, whose graduation 
was a "big punch in the gut for the position group." Took 
up the leadership mantle for the transitioning group in the 
offseason, as incumbent left tackle. 
 Joins fellow seniors Emmanuel Sutton (right guard) and 
Malcolm Lucas (center) as the team's only returners with 
experience up front. One of the top students in his class and 
likewise a player with A-plus strength and smarts. 
 Plays on the slender side, but fits the mold of an enterpris-
ing pass-protector who avidly intercepts and redirects rushers, 
and takes a good many off their feet. 
 Fluent in both the gap and zone scheme concepts that 
make up the Indians' ground game, and routinely gets to the 
second level to lead the play. Mastery of the system, and a 
coach-on-the-field approach to mentoring teammates along-
side, has made him a great peg for the Indians to hang their 
hat on. 
 "Pretty much any time you show him something on the 
field out there, he remembers it," Hardin said. "He's done a re-
ally good job of taking these three new guys out there under 
his wing, and making the transition pretty easy for us." 

TE/LB Damarion Simmons, Sr. 
/  6-1, 225

 
 Athletically, has the engine of a linebacker on the chassis 
of a D-lineman, similar in look and style to former West Lau-
rens thumper D'Eryk Jackson. 
 Put on some considerable bulk since his junior year. Fills 

out the uniform and runs powerfully, covering some good 
ground with his 4.7 speed and hitting like a heat-seeking 
missile. Covers the middle just as well as the flats with tremen-
dous tackling form. 
 Career stats, the bulk from his first season as a starter last 
fall, include an impressive 78 total tackles (the most among re-
turning players), 13 for loss, eight hurries, one forced fumble, 
two sacks and one blocked punt. 
 "If you had a 50-gallon drum of the stuff he brings to us, it 
would be full and running out," Hardin said. "This guy brings a 
lot, on top of the fact that he's a strong, good-looking player." 
 Also adds to that list of attributes some "unmatched" 
leadership qualities demonstrated on a daily basis. Earlier this 
year, when rising ninth-grade rookies came to the facility just 
before the start of spring practice to check out their equip-
ment, he was at the door ready to shake each one's hand and 
introduce himself. 
 "I've heard him get onto the kids out there in a way that 
makes them go," his coach said. "He's a good Christian kid 
that does so many good things for us, not just on that football 
field, but being a leader up and down the halls, in the weight 
room. He gets kids here, he mentors our younger players... 
other kids rally around him." 

MEET THE COACH:
RAY HARDIN / 2nd season at Dodge 
Co.

CAREER RECORD: 7-4
ALMA MATER: Cameron University, Dodge Co. High 
PLAYOFF APPEARANCES: 1 
FUN FACTS:
• Was head baseball coach at Dodge County in the 
mid-2000s before returning last year to take his first 
varsity head coaching job, at age 61. 
• Owns, raises horses in spare time. 
• Favorite movie: "The Searchers," starring John 
Wayne
• Favorite sport to play in high school: "Whatever 
was in season, but overall football."

By CLAY REYNOLDS
Sports Editor

DODGE
Continued on page 18



OFFENSE: Multiple / DEFENSE: 3-4
2021 RECORD: 8-3 (6-2 region 4-A) 
LAST PLAYOFF APPEARANCE: 2021 (lost to Brooks Co. in first round)
RETURNING STARTERS: 5 offense / 7 defense
KEY LOSSES: QB Bo Davidson, ATH/LB/P Brandon Denmark, ATH/DB 

Xavier Brantley, WR/DB Samari Madison, OL/LB 
Jacob Carpenter
OPENER: Aug. 26 vs. Warren Co. 
KEY BALLGAMES: Oct. 14 vs. McIntosh Co. Academy, Oct. 21 at Jenkins 
Co., Nov. 4 vs. ECI
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MEET THE COACH:

DON VANDYGRIFF / 1st season at 
MoCo

CAREER RECORD: 1-9 
ALMA MATER: Union College, Sebring High (Fla.)
HC EXPERIENCE: Stockbridge, 2008
FUN FACTS: 
• Was a two-time all-conference defensive 
linemen as a college player in Kentucky 
• Also a seasoned pitmaster who runs a barbecue 
catering business in his spare time 
• Favorite type of barbecue sauce: Kansas
 City-style heat/sweet 
• Favorite restaurant in Athens (while coaching 
at Cedar Shoals): Blind Pig Tavern

MONTGOMERY COUNTY EAGLES

Eagles to stay fast, aggressive under new coach
 It's been 15 years, but Don 
Vandygriff is back in the head 
coaching ranks, and also back in 
Middle Georgia. 
 Most recently defensive co-
ordinator at Athens-based Ce-
dar Shoals High School, "Coach 
Vandy" has journeyed a good 
many places around the state – 
and even back to his home Flor-
ida – in the years since a run 
of about a decade in charge of 
successful defenses under Roger 
Holmes at Dublin. It's his second 
crack at a head coaching oppor-
tunity, his first coming for a sin-
gle year at Stockbridge, between 
stints with the Irish, in 2008. 
 Vandy was the pick of Mont-
gomery County High School to 
take over its vacancy this spring, 
and with family that lives in the 
area, jumped at the chance to to 
return to a place on the football 
map that simply felt like home. 
 "Middle Georgia's got such 
great tradition of football," he 
said. "The small-town atmo-
sphere really brings you back 
home. Obviously, having my 
daughter and son-in-law liv-
ing in Mt. Vernon always helps, 
so they were a little bit persua-
sive in that area. They didn't 
love those two-and-a-half-hour 
drives." 
 Vandy follows Tim Suttles, 
a MoCo alum who parted ways 
with the school after three years 
at the football helm, which con-
cluded last fall with the Eagles' 
best season since John Peacock's 
coaching days in the '80s. Sut-
tles, who landed just down the 
road as an assistant at Jeff Da-
vis, was also the head coach of 
the school's track and field team 

By CLAY REYNOLDS
Sports Editor

that won the Class A-public state cham-
pionship earlier this year. 
 The recent runs of success give the 
Eagles a lot to build on, but that does 
start a little bit closer to ground level 
for the new head coach and his staff, 
who will have to replace 11 seniors with 
a world of speed and talent, most of 
which had a hand in both teams' his-
toric seasons. 
 Given the number of those grad-
uates who were starters, it's easy to 
assume they're starting virtually from 
scratch. But that's far from the truth. 
 This fall, the Eagles return 13 to-
tal seniors, and right around half the 
members of last year's lineups, seven 
total on the defensive side. 
 "We're not as empty in the cup-
board as people may think," Vandy 
said. "But like any small school, you al-
ways question your depth." 
 This year's roster takes no step back 
in numbers, and only a small one if any 
in the way of overall speed and size. 
What MoCo loses at many positions 
in seniors, it will start to replace with 
some underclassmen who look almost 
just as good, albeit inexperienced. 
 The two-way draw in the lineup 
will include only about six of the most 
important athletes, giving many of the 
younger starters a chance to take some 
plays off as they rotate in and out on of-
fense or defense. 
 And Vandy said the biggest areas of 
depth look to be the offensive and de-

fensive lines, "which is good," he said. 
"We don't have as much depth at the 
skill positions as we would like, but we 
do have a few skill guys that are coming 
along." 
 The new defense, from a 3-4 basis, 
will maintain the aggressive M.O. the 
team already had on that side by fea-
turing a lot of zone blitzes – the general 
concept of bringing pressure from var-
ious and often unconventional places, 
with supposed rushers dropping into 
coverage downfield. 
 "We want to have an identity of hit 
hard, hit fast, hit first," Vandy said. "We 
are definitely focused in on our funda-
mentals and tackling every day. Those 
are the kind of things we hang our hat 
on." 
 It’s an identity that will demand 
as much of players in the way of dis-
cipline, vision and communication as 
it does that they keep a short memory 
when occasional busts lead to big plays. 
 “A lot of times, I think you have to 
forget the last play, so to speak, regard-
less of if it’s a big play on D or offense,” 
Vandy said. “You have to treat every in-
dividual play as its own.”
 Offensively, the Eagles will do many 
of the same things they've done in the 
past, with the addition of some brisker 
tempo that they hope will put pressure 
on defenses. It'll be multiple in forma-

their season. 
 The dividing line be-
tween great and exceptional 
was only a small one. And if 
they can return to the preci-
pice this fall, they're hoping 
to put themselves in a posi-
tion to cross it. 
 Much like the season be-
fore, Dodge dresses a roster 
on the slim side, at right 
around the 45 mark. But 
that 45 is one that's likely to 
outplay a lot of larger teams. 
 “We’re still dealing with 
numbers,” Hardin said. 
“We’re just not real deep.” 
 The Indians, over the 
years, have had their share 

of studs. Last year's group, 
and this one, has a handful 
of them, too, though the vast 
majority of the overall num-
ber represents simple play-
ers, who simply play their 
heart out every Friday. And 
that spirit, last year, was 
kind of contagious. 
 What’s the secret? Har-
din firmly believes it’s the 
caring and commitment 
demonstrated by his staff – 
a willingness to go all-in for 
players they’re asking to do 
the same. 
 “The group of young men 
who help me coach are ded-
icated to our kids,” Hardin 
said. “They’ve been here 
all summer, hauled kids, 

chased kids, doctored kids, 
hugged kids. I think that 
leadership right there goes 
a long way to why our kids 
play as hard as they play, 
because they really respect 
those coaches like they do.” 
 The Indians go into 2022 
much less uncertain about 
what's on their roster than 
they did a year ago, but fac-
ing another daunting sched-
ule, likely feel like even more 
of an underdog as they look 
down the road. 
 Going from one of the 
toughest regions in the state, 
to another of the toughest 
regions in the state, Dodge 
will fight Fitzgerald, Jeff 
Davis, Sumter County and 

Cook, among two others, for 
just four playoff spots. 
 “I don’t want to slight 
anybody that’s still in 3-AA, 
but this 1-AA, this is where 
football is king in Georgia, 
in South Georgia,” Hardin 
said. “Friday nights, it’s a re-
ligion in the places we’re go-
ing... I feel very solid in say-
ing the direction we’re going 
now is a whole lot tougher 
sledding than where we’ve 
been.” 
 But they need only look 
at last year’s results, in not 
one but two games, against 
the eventual AA state 
champs to realize they’ve 
got no reason to be intimi-
dated by the challenge. And 

if they can recapture the 
same belief that nobody can 
outplay them, and keep that 
chip on their shoulder all 
year, they’ll be able to beat 
anybody. 
 There’s a lot more to 
learn for this young group, 
but the future is bright, 
and Hardin is hoping they 
reach a point this fall where 
the same type of stuff clicks 
sooner rather than later. 
 “We’re excited about 
the progress we’ve made 
through the spring game 
and then through the sum-
mer,” he said. “We just hope 
to continue to grow and 
grow and grow.”

DODGE
Continued from page 17

MOCO
Continued on page 19



The Courier Herald Thursday, Aug. 18, 2022 •19HEART OF GEORGIA FOOTBALL '22

3 EAGLES TO WATCH:
RB/DB Cameron Wallace, Sr. /  6-0, 180 

 
 A second team all-region running back 
who head coach Don Vandygriff calls "a special 
talent." One of the Eagles' only major producers 
returning from last year's offense. 
 Made an impact working at at running 
back, receiver, wildcat QB – just about every 
possible skill position. Threw for a couple 
touchdowns and finished as the team's leading 
rusher at 777 yards, an average of over 10 per 
carry, with seven scores along with an addition-
al 15 catches. 
 Runs a 4.48 40, and accounted for a leg in 
MoCo's state title-winning 4x200 meter relay 
team. Was also a runner-up in the 200-meter 
and 4x1.  Explosive speed gets him to a coveted 
highlight gear anytime he doesn't have to stop 
and change direction. When that throttle is 
wide open, turns corners like he's shot out of a 
cannon and leaves a vapor trail on the way to 
the end zone. 
 Just as versatile on the defensive side, 
with an official position listing of corner but a 
function as just as much a safety and outside 
linebacker who could make stops wherever 
needed. Was the Eagles' second leading tackler 
in 2021, with 77 total, eight for loss and three 
sacks. Also forced a pair of fumbles and inter-
cepted two passes. 
 An imposing six-footer, who only in his 

quickness fits the profile of a DB. Brings all the 
thickness and strength of a player with his hand 
in the turf, but also the speed and agility to 
chase down players from behind. Is a master of 
the shoelace tackle, tying up carriers low and 
letting few get away. 
 From big-play athleticism to to top charac-
ter, academics and leadership, brings back a lot 
of the things there were to like about the core 
of a highly successful team of 2021that MoCo 
hopes to replant and keep growing in a fresh 
generation this fall. 

RB/LB Darius Wells, Jr. /  5-10, 172
 
 A first-team all-region pick at MIKE line-
backer who played a focused, consistent brand 
of football for all of 2021 from his spot adjacent 
to superhuman Brandon Denmark. What one 
didn't tackle, the other one did. 
 Never seems to have to hurry to make a 
play. Uses smooth, gliding steps on confident 
tracks to the ball, often showing a talent for 
fighting through difficult traffic to get there. 
Totaled 67 stops, nine of them for loss, that 
ranked fifth on the defense last fall, while three 
sacks made up a four-way tie for third. 
 In limited action on offense, also rushed for 
256 yards and three scores. This year, will be 
asked to step up his involvement in the attack 

as a blocker, outlet receiver and occasional 
rusher to fill some new needs at skill spots. 
 "He'll be having to tote the load at the 
fullback/H-back position," Vandy said. 

OL/DL Ethan Price, Sr. /  6-0, 180
 
 The type of blocker who's not afraid to get 
his hands dirty, and on most plays is eager to 
get upfield and bloody some noses. An all-re-
gion nod on the offensive line last year and a 
big part of the thrust the Eagles were able to 
get straight ahead and off tackle in their ground 
game. 
 Also featured as a reliable run-stopper and 
pass rusher on the defensive line, at both the 
weakside end and occasionally tackle positions, 
picking up 14 tackles, one for loss, and three 
key sacks. Not usually fast enough to get home 
without coming completely unblocked, but 
has all the strength needed to win one-on-one 
matchups in the trenches, plus the toughness 
and aggression to make up for any lack of 
speed. 
 With a knack for creating penetration, 
should be a great fit for one of the end spots in 
the Eagles' new three-man front, where he may 
not start or play the entire game, but will no 
doubt bring an edge that's nice to have on the 
field at least some of the time. 

OFFENSE: Spread / DEFENSE: 3-4
2021 RECORD: 11-1 (6-0 region 3-AA)
LAST PLAYOFF APPEARANCE: 2021 (lost to Callaway in second round)
RETURNING STARTERS: 7 offense / 7 defense
KEY LOSSES: DL Scooter Slappy, DB Arelius English, OL Dawson 

Sanders, WR/DB/P Matthew Bland
OPENER: Aug. 19 vs. Dodge Co. 
KEY BALLGAMES: Oct. 7 vs. Dublin; Oct. 14 at 
Jefferson Co.; Oct. 21 vs. East Laurens

BLECKLEY COUNTY ROYALS

tion, with a variety of concepts 
that include many of the core 
Wing-T running plays Vandy 
was familiar with at Dublin, as 
well as some zone runs and run-
pass options. 
 Another huge misnomer is 
that the loss of electric, do-ev-
erything players like Brandon 
Denmark and Zay Brantley from 
last year will leave this Mont-
gomery County team devoid of 
speed. Returning senior and 
state track champion Cameron 
Wallace, along with several oth-
ers who will feature at back and 
wideout, would like a word. 
 "We do have some excep-
tional speed in some athletic 
areas that we want to exploit," 
Vandy said. 
 Speaking of speed, dial back 
the clock a few years and sever-
al members of Vandygriff's new 
coaching staff could very likely 
give a few of these MoCo sprint-
ers a run for their money on ei-
ther the gridiron or the track. 
 He brought back some fa-
miliar faces to join him, in par-
ticular two members of Dublin's 
2006 state championship team 
who were ballers in their day: 
Izell Stephens, as head basket-
ball coach and offensive coordi-
nator, joins from down the road 
at Jeff Davis, while Brandon 
Edmond, who's new to coach-
ing, will handle DBs, wideouts 
and special teams. Vidalia na-
tive Pat Jordan, a former Dublin 
and East Laurens assistant who 

spent last season at East Cowe-
ta, also takes over as defensive 
coordinator and assistant head 
coach. 
 For Vandygriff, this new 
challenge will bring a mix of 
some familiar and unfamiliar, 
as well as the chance to put to 
use the many lessons and ex-
periences picked up in recent 
coaching travels through places 

like Thomasville, Cordele and 
Athens, and experience working 
for several head coaches in some 
tough leagues that involved "a 
lot of growing." 
 The years since a less-than-
ideal 1-9 head coaching debut in 
'08, which now seems a distant 
memory, have been beneficial 
for the veteran coach. And this 
new opportunity with a talented 

team, rabid sports community 
and very winnable new region 
look to have everything in place 
to get started on the best foot 
possible. 
 "Having 15 more years of 
experience coaching at a higher 
level against the Bufords of the 
world really makes you grow, 
not only from a football stand-
point but a spiritual standpoint 

and just how to build relation-
ships," Vandygriff said. "This is 
a relationship-building atmo-
sphere. We believe in our three 
Fs: faith, family and football. 
That's what we're about, try-
ing to encourage young men to 
be good citizens in our society, 
good fathers, and hopefully one 
day they'll represent Montgom-
ery County to the fullest extent."

MOCO
Continued from page 18

Royals hoping to find resilience for stretch run

 The way last year went, and 
also how it ended, left little 
guesswork for Bleckley Coun-
ty in identifying a clear-cut set 
of goals for this offseason, with 
most of its team coming back for 
the fall of 2022. 
 The Royals are out to contin-
ue with some winning ways that 
last fall had them unbeaten at 
11-0 up until a buzzsaw Callaway 
came into Royal Stadium in the 
second round of the playoffs and 
handed them their season-end-
ing first loss. 
 It stopped short of a deep 
playoff run, but the storybook 
campaign brought the program 
a first region title in history, the 
county's second if you count a 
Cochran High team that won 
one just before consolidation, 
and also a first unbeaten regu-
lar-season finish since 1982. 
 The historic year, though, 
was a taxing one. 

 Six of the wins came down to 
a touchdown or less, including 
cardiac fourth-quarter come-
backs to beat Wilcox Coun-
ty, Northeast and first-round 
opponent Early County. And 
a good share of the rest were 
just as tight down the stretch. 
Though their magic had clearly 
started to run short by late No-
vember, it was also evident the 
Royals had about run out of gas, 
too. 
 And the sooner-than-hoped-
for exit, which by no means 
diminished its sense of accom-
plishment, brought the season 
a bit short of expectations that 

they'd make it further in the 
playoffs. 
 That's a big reason, despite 
the pinnacles of last year, that 
there's no sense of having ar-
rived for this year's Royals, 
which bring back a majority of 
players who had a hand in the 
big season, but also a hunger to 
one-up it in another go-round. 
 And they seem to under-
stand that taking the next step 
toward championship conten-
tion requires figuring out how 
to sustain that level of play over 
more than just 11 weeks.
 "We don't want to be com-
placent," said Bleckley head 

coach Von Lassiter. "We want 
to try to learn to play 15 games 
every year. Last year, we played 
some big games and won some 
big games, but we got tired and 
worn out at the end. We've got-
ta get past that mentality, and 
physically be in a situation to 
play a whole 'nother half of a 
year when the playoffs start. 
That's kind of been our goal this 
year." 
 Continuity in the starting 
ranks will be huge in that effort. 
Senior losses from last year to-
taled just seven, and that same 
number of starters returns on 
both sides of the football. Most 

of those are second- and third-
year fixtures with a wealth of 
experience who didn't miss a 
beat in the spring or summer, 
and allowed the focus to shift 
from just getting back, to mov-
ing ahead. 
 "Guys know the procedures 
of practice and how to do things 
in the weight room, and every-
thing that we do is kind of sec-
ond-nature to them now," Las-
siter said. "They know how to do 
it. They know what we expect, 
and hopefully that'll pay off in 

By CLAY REYNOLDS
Sports Editor

BLECKLEY
Continued on page 20
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MEET THE COACH:

VON LASSITER / 6th season at Bleckley Co.

CAREER RECORD: 71-31
ALMA MATER: Georgia Southwestern, Bleckley County 
REGION TITLES: 2
PLAYOFF APPEARANCES: 6 
HC EXPERIENCE: Houston Co., 2013-16 (35-12); Bleckley Co., 
2017-present (36-20)
FUN FACTS:
• Son Zach, who played three seasons as a long snapper for 
Mercer, recently joined Western Kentucky as a graduate transfer. 
All three Lassiter kids, Zach, Zane (now a junior for the Royals) and 
Zayden have names starting with the letter Z. 
• As an assistant coach, has held all three titles of offensive, 
defensive and special teams coordinators. 
• Favorite music genre: Contemporary Christian 
• Favorite type of barbecue sauce: Sweet 

games as well." 
	 Because	the	offseason	didn't	
require	much	rehash	of	X's	and	
O's,	 coaches	 took	 spring	 and	
summer	 sessions	 to	 the	 next	
level,	turning	them	into	more	of	
a	graduate	program	that	aimed	
to	push	some	horizons	for	those	
returning	starters.	
	 "We	put	them	in	more	game-
like	 situations	 and	 made	 them	
think	a	little	bit	more,"	Lassiter	
said.	"Just	exposing	them	to	dif-
ferent	things	that	will	help	them	
down	the	road	is	what	we're	try-
ing	to	do."	
	 The	 bar,	 however,	 will	 only	
go	so	high	as	those	veteran	play-
ers	 are	 content	 to	 stop	 raising	
it.	And	 their	 leadership,	on	 the	
field	and	off,	feels	like	what	will	
either	 make	 or	 break	 a	 bid	 to	
take	the	critical	steps.	
	 "The	 experience	 is	 going	
to	 be	 the	 key,"	 Lassiter	 said.	
"Those	 guys	 have	 been	 there.	
And	hopefully	getting	ourselves	
in	shape	to	do	it,	not	being	tired	
of	 the	grind,	being	sure	we	un-
derstand	 that	 the	 way	 to	 do	
things	is	the	way	it	takes	to	win,	
hopefully	 that's	 the	 mindset	
we've	got	now,	and	continue	 to	
build	upon."	
	 Speaking	 of	 experience,	 the	
volume	 of	 coaching	 mileage	 in	
the	Bleckley	County	football	of-
fices	 has	made	 a	 big	 jump	 this	

year	 as	 well.	 A	 brain	 trust	 on	
the	 Royals'	 staff	 that's	 quick-
ly	 approaching	 that	 of	 Georgia	
or	Alabama	in	size	added	to	 its	
ranks	this	year	with	the	addition	
of	 former	 West	 Laurens	 head	
coach	 and	 defensive	 guru	 Ka-
gan	McClain,	who'll	 coach	DBs	
and	take	on	the	title	of	associate	
head	 coach.	 He's	 a	 fourth	 for-
mer	head	coach	on	the	staff	that	
also	returns	defensive	coordina-
tor	Will	Conner,	wideouts	coach	
Brad	Harber	and	strength	coach	
Stacy	Nobles.	
	 Between	 theirs	 and	 other	
sets	of	eyeballs	available	as	part	
of	 an	 all-star	 cast	 on	 the	 side-
line,	 there	 are	 few	 details	 that	
get	 missed	 when	 it	 comes	 to	
game	planning,	practice	and	the	
Friday-night	chess	match.	
	 "It's	 huge,"	 Lassiter	 said.	
"We	 have	 what	 I	 think	 is	 just	
a	 phenomenal	 staff.	 I'm	 really	
just	 thankful	 that	 our	 adminis-
tration	gives	us	a	chance	to	hire	
these	 type	 of	 people.	 I	 really	
enjoy	working	with	 these	 guys.	
They're	people	I	know,	compet-
ed	 against	 and	 have	 coached	
with	 in	 the	 past.	 They	 have	 a	
wealth	of	knowledge	in	every	as-
pect	of	the	game	that	makes	life	
a	 lot	 easier	 for	us.	 It's	 the	 very	
best	 we	 could	 possibly	 provide	
for	our	players."	
	 Returning	talent,	depth	and	
experience	 will	 have	 Bleckley's	
style	 of	 play	 and	 expected	pro-

duction	right	back	where	it	was	
in	 2021,	 headlined	 again	 by	 a	
gashing	 ground	 attack	 on	 of-
fense	and	a	collection	of	athletes	
on	defense	whose	consistency	in	
tackling	borders	on	the	sublime.	
	 But	the	path	to	repeating	as	
region	champion,	 in	a	new	and	
entirely	 different	 league,	 will	
probably	 be	 even	 tougher	 than	
it	was.	 Still,	 the	Royals'	 chanc-
es	of	bringing	the	race	down	to	
a	 next-to-last	 week	 showdown	
at		odds-on	state	title	contender	
Swainsboro	look	pretty	good.	
	 Their	 overall	 strength	 of	
schedule	 will	 again	 have	 them	
poised,	no	matter	the	region	fin-
ish,	 for	a	deep	playoff	 run.	But	
there	won't	be	any	weeks	off.	
	 And	all	told,	the	Royals	will	
need	as	much	steam	–	and	more	
than	 a	 little	 of	 last	 year's	 luck	
–	 to	 power	 their	 way	 through	
again.	
	 "We	 jumped	out	of	one	 fry-
ing	pan	and	into	another,"	Las-
siter	 said	 of	 region	 2-A,	 DII.	
"When	 you	 get	 to	 the	 region,	
there	 are	 no	 games	 where	 you	
can	 just	 kind	 of	 breathe...	 It's	
just	 the	 way	 it	 is	 in	 this	 area	
in	 Georgia.	 There	 are	 not	 go-
ing	 to	be	 any	 teams	 that	 aren't	
any	 good.	 There	 are	 coaches,	
schools	 where	 football	 matters	
in	this	area.	You've	gotta	do	the	
very	 best	 you	 can	 every	 week	
to	try	to	compete	and	be	better	
than	the	team	across	from	you."

BLECKLEY
Continued from page 19
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3 ROYALS TO WATCH:
LB Nehemiah Mack, Sr. / 5-10, 205

 
 A first-team all-region selection last year, and standout among 
standouts in a world of solid players on the Bleckley defense, who 
could all easily receive mention on this list of three. As "Mack lineback-
er," plays the role of captain, directing most of the traffic that flows 
through the defensive side of the ball. 
 "He kind of runs everything over there, gets everybody lined up 
and all our checks and stuff made," said head coach Von Lassiter. 
 In single games, often compiles enough highlights for a clinic film 
on tackling. Every team wants, and needs, a stopper of his caliber in 
the middle who can devour the run like a black hole. Shows an uncan-
ny magnetism to the play, letting plays inside and out come to him, 
avoiding blockers and wrapping up ball-carriers in a neat bundle. 
 Will be one of many pieces in the senior-laden Bleckley linebacking 
corps that all fit together nicely, other projected starters the quick and 
hard-to-fool Austin Johnson and the multi-skilled Christian Newbern 
outside, and J'Shun Height, who fits the same profile to Mack with an 
added faculty for creating game-changing sacks and turnovers, at the 
other inside slot. 
 The group, with its versatility, can't be fit in any box. And if it car-
ries over the chemistry, communication and consistency from a year 
ago, it'll go a long way toward making the Royals just as sticky on that 
side of the ball. 
 "It means a lot when you've got those kind of players back on 
defense," Lassiter said. 

RB Jahvon Butler, Sr. / 5-10, 215
 
 Enters his third year running the ball, and delivering some serious 
potency to the Bleckley ground attack. 
 A protoypical bowling ball with broad shoulders and great balance 
that contribute to a serious toughness-to-tackle, along with tree-trunk 
thighs that generate a lot of thrust going all directions. Runs with 
good vision, and anticipates where plays are developing while picking 
routes upfield with twitchy side-to-side cuts. 
 Last season, in year 2 as a starter and a first season as featured 
back, paced the Royals' ground game with 246 carries and a whopping 
1,460 yards. Left few doubts about holding up to the workload, after 
splitting carries roughly 50-50 with a teammate the prior year. Took 
off behind another solid O-line and made a difference as a consistent 
battering ram, and frequent big-play hazard, posting seven games of 
100 yards-plus, with 18 touchdowns on an average of just below six 
yards per touch. 
 Remains just as tough a runner for defenses to track down if 
allowed to get up to speed on the perimeter, and a consistent threat to 
rip off a solid 15 for a first down, if not more. 
 Needs to continue to avoid fumbles. 
 A player for whom containing is a gameplan in and of itself for 
defenses. Callaway was the only team to do it last year, and the Cavs, 
in week 12, managed to catch Butler the one part of the season he was 
hurt. Teams this year shouldn't count on being so lucky. 
 "We've just gotta get the ball in his hands, continuously give it to 
him and keep him fresh," said head coach Von Lassiter. "He's explosive, 
he's powerful, he runs hard and he's exciting to watch." 

OL/LS Zeb DuBois, Sr. / 5-11, 230
 
 Last year led a retooled offensive line that had a tough task in fill-
ing the huge shoes of five-star left tackle Amarius Mims and a handful 
of other seniors, performing admirably in blocking for approximately 
3,300 yards of total offense. Moved around a bit, but played center 
most often down the stretch. 
 Rarely misses executing his assignment and sealing off lanes 
upfield. As forceful a blocker as any, offsetting smaller size with elite 
strength. Lists a squat max of over 500 pounds and bench and clean 
numbers each in the 3s. 
 Just as steady as a long-snapper, and carries a national rating as a 
college prospect at the position. 
 Returns to the front line on offense along with fellow seniors Cole 
Garnto and Ta'Marien Robertson, who both saw considerable action 
last year. The group is expected to provide the offense another solid 
core to build around as it works to regroup and return to form again in 
2022. 
 "I think now, it's becoming a strength for us," Lassiter said. "Those 
guys are doing a really good job up front, and are getting better every 
single day." 



Different look to same high-energy offense should 
have 'Dogs barking again, in hunt for playoff spot

QB Rhett Rodgers /  6-0, 170 
 
 Spent both his freshmen and sophomore years as an under-
study to three-year starter Jacquez Kincy, getting in on a lot of 
action if the dual-purpose athlete and record-setting QB was lined 
up out wide, or hurt. Stepped in via injury last year to lead the late 
charge in a big win over Johnson County and a loss to Wilcox in 
which the Bulldogs were on top late in the fourth. 
 Will assume all quarterback duties for Bulldogs going forward, 
except in the wildcat setups for junior tailback Jason Culver and 
others that will remain a part of a multi-faceted offense. Appears 
ready to manage the team's many looks, from under-center wish-
bone to five-receiver shotgun formations, and make key throws in 
its run-to-set-up-the-pass philosphy. 
 More a surgeon than a gunslinger. Plays a different style of 
game than his predecessor, relying less on arm strength and more 
on smarts and feel for route patterns in the offense. Still possesses 
a kind of killer instinct that underlies the sense of when to go for 
it, and when to play it safe, helping him make his share of the 
highlight passes while also keeping the ball out of danger. 
 Combines experience under pressure with an above-average 
command of the game from hours of homework, and looks set to 
step in and keep a readapted Wheeler offense rolling to more big 
things. 
 "He's been in the fire already. It's not like a time where you've 
got a quarterback who hasn't been in much," said head coach 
Thomas Smith. "He's been in some big games against big teams. 
He's worked really hard. He does a lot on his own, a lot after 
practice and comes in early with us to watch the film. There's a lot 
of our stuff where he can change the play at the line. He's done a 
good job picking that up."  

OL Bryce Miller, Sr. /  6-4, 295
 
 Another physical specimen to emerge from Alamo's bubbling 
fount of impressive offensive line players over the last five to 10 
years, and one of two towering behemoths (6-foot-5, 250-pound 
Walker Bridges the other) that dominate the collective silhouette 
of the Bulldogs' front this fall. 
 Gained first-team all-region and consensus all-state selection 
last year, and has multiple college offers. Entering his fourth year 
starting, this year as center, will serve as the line's anchor and 
superintendent. 
 "Bryce does a good job up front," Smith said. "He makes all 
the calls for us."  
 With top-end strength and speed getting upfield, normally 
pulls more than his weight in blocking for the run, taking care of 
at least one defensive hat, and usually two, on the way downhill 
ahead of backs. Makes pancakes of most smaller linebackers and 
DBs. Usually holds an equal-sized D-lineman as the minimum for a 
respectable one-on-one matchup. 
 Represents bad news for even defensive coordinators of the 
region's most substantial front sevens, which are still likely to 
have holes blown in their gameplan by the front men in a power 
running game.  

TE/DL Tylon Gorham, Sr. /  6-4, 245
 
 A returning all-region second teamer, and surefire D1 target 
who's already racked up two college offers.  
 Plays as a stand-up rusher on the outside that most linemen 

at this level just can't handle. Sheds blocks as a matter of habit, and 
routinely makes brushing aside an offensive lineman look easy as 
he rips past on his virtually unimpeded routes to the backfield. Also 
adds problems for offenses using the screen game as an equalizer 
with his broad wingspan and vertical.
 A devastating factor when it comes to striking in a hurry to 
short-circuit plays before they unfold. Shows speed more than 
adequate to create pressure and track down runners close to the 
line when an offense is able to withstand his first-strike capability. 
Has range more limited when pursuing extended plays that spill 
into the open field, but rarely gies up the chase till the whistle. Adds 
plenty of assists to the stat total thanks to hustle alone. 
 Will see two-way action as a tight end and occasional pass tar-
get, though Wheeler figures to rely on him most to make his blocks 
count in a tooth-and-nail league where every inch and pound in the 
battle up front matters. 
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MEET THE COACH:
THOMAS SMITH / 3rd season at Wheeler 
Co.

CAREER RECORD: 70-62
ALMA MATER: Liberty University, Toombs Co. High 
REGION TITLES: 2 
STATE TITLES: 1 
PLAYOFF APPEARANCES: 8 
HC EXPERIENCE: Robert Toombs, 2011-19 (64-48); Wheeler 
Co., 2020-present (6-14)
FUN FACTS: 
 • Longtime head coach at Robert Toombs Christian 
Academy, where he led the Crusaders to two region titles 
and the 2013 GISA state championship
• Favorite movie: Friday Night Lights 
• Favorite sport to coach other than football: Track and 
field 

3 BULLDOGS TO WATCH:

OFFENSE: Multiple / DEFENSE: 4-2-5
2021 RECORD: 5-5 (3-5 region 4-A)
LAST PLAYOFF APPEARANCE: 2016 (lost to Greene Co. in first 
round)
RETURNING STARTERS: 7 offense / 8 defense
KEY LOSSES: QB/DB Jacquez Kincy, WR/DB Brandon Small-

wood, RB Jay Faison, OL/DL Teejay 
Wilcox, OL/DL Shawn Johnekins
OPENER: Aug. 19 vs. GMC 
KEY BALLGAMES: Sept. 30 at Dooly Co., Oct. 21 at Telfair Co., 
Oct. 28 at Treutlen

WHEELER COUNTY BULLDOGS They’re not getting older, but the Wheeler 
County Bulldogs will show some new wrinkles 
this fall. 
	 Their	offense,	 in	the	past	two	years	under	
veteran	 head	 coach	 Thomas	 Smith,	 has	 op-
erated	 out	 of	 a	 variety	 of	 different	 looks	 that	
seemed	to	evolve	from	snap	to	snap	and	night	
to night. This year, they’re tweaking things to 
adapt	to		changes	in	personnel,	with	some	sim-
ilarities	and	also	some	major	differences.	But	
at the core, it’ll remain one of the most talent-
ed,	exciting	and	dangerous	offenses	around.	
	 "It'll	be	a	little	bit	of	a	different	formula,	but	
I think we'll still be able to attack. It'll just be 
in	 a	 different	 way,"	 said	 head	 coach	 Thomas	
Smith.
	 Wheeler’s	wide-open	O	has	been	its	calling	
card since Smith’s 2020 move from Robert 
Toombs, which galvanized a team that already 
had	some	well-placed	athletes	and	a	bourgeon-
ing	middle	school	program.	
 The Bulldogs more than doubled their of-
fensive	production	 right	 away,	 and	with	both	
a record-setting QB and wideout the last two 
seasons,	put	up	25	points	per	game	with	bal-
anced	big-play	potential	between	the	run	and	
the	pass.	
 When they could get out of their own way, 
it	was	an	offense	the	rest	of	the	region	had	to	
take seriously, though both of the last two ex-
citing	 campaigns	 fell	 short	 of	 a	 playoff	 spot.	
Last year's was agonizingly close, with all but 
one	 of	 their	 five	 region	 losses	 coming	 by	 a	
touchdown or less, three after holding a fourth 
quarter lead. 
	 The	season-long	hump	was	a	big	one	to	get	
over, and in the end, a few more things needed 
to go the Bulldogs’ way. With a retooled team 
this	 year,	 they’re	hoping	 to	find	 that	 little	bit	
extra	in	the	form	of	another	big	play	or	one	less	
mistake,	that	can	put	them	over	the	top.	
	 “It	gave	us	a	lot	of	confidence,”	Smith	said	
of the many close calls. “The Dublin game, 
early, where it was a one-score game really 
gave	 them	some	confidence.	Then,	we	played	
Wilcox	 really	well	 and	were	up	on	 them	with	
a minute and a half to go in the game. The big 
thing	we’ve	 sort	 of	 talked	 about	 all	 offseason	
and in the weight room during the summer is 
making	those	one	or	two	plays,	and	being	able	
to	finish.”	
	 After	 graduating	 the	 two	 most	 explosive	
weapons	on	the	passing	side	of	things,	Wheeler	
will shift its identity more in the direction of 
the	power	run	game,	adding	some	under-cen-
ter	 wishbone	 to	 the	 package	 of	 multiple	 for-
mations	to	spotlight	its	monstrous	size	on	the	
offensive	 line,	and	fleet	of	exciting	backs.	But	
the	 passing	 attack,	 under	 well-seasoned	 ju-
nior quarterback Rhett Rodgers, will remain a 
weapon.	Plenty	of	size	and	speed,	and	anoth-
er	great	 injection	of	depth	from	a	15-member	
freshman	class	should	have	the	program	pick-
ing	up	right	where	it	left	off.	
	 Will	 this	 pack	 of	 Bulldogs	 play	 with	 the	
same	scrappy	M.O.	they	have?	If	so,	the	pared-
down region 4-A is one that’ll give them a more 
than	adequate	shot	at	making	the	playoffs.	
 They’ve got the size, ground game and sav-
vy QB to do it. Now it’s only a matter of what 
they’ll	do	with	the	opportunity.

By CLAY REYNOLDS
Sports Editor



 Robert Edwards' retired jersey is still 
framed on the wall of the dining room 
at Dairylane, Sandersville's iconic café 
right around the corner from the House 
of Pain. The relic is a throwback to some 
glory days for the Washington County 
legend, who would go on to some good 
runs in both college and the pros. But 
it's also a reminder of how long it's been 
since he was back on his old stomping 
grounds. 
 Thirty years, to be exact, have passed 
since his senior year, a storybook cam-
paign in a first of 14 prosperous seasons 
under fabled head coach Rick Tomberlin 
that took the Golden Hawks to the door-

step of the AA state title. 
 Edwards was named 1992 AA Defen-
sive Player of the Year, as a starter in the 
secondary and part-time athlete on the 
offensive side, before going on to play for 
Ray Goff's Georgia Bulldogs and roughly 
six seasons total in the NFL and CFL. 
 Ever since his playing days, he's pur-
sued opportunities in coaching, the past 
11 as head coach in various places around 
the state. And since that road finally 
brought him back as WACO's new head 
coach this year, he's had the opportuni-
ty to reconnect with his hometown, and 
many old friends.  
 "It's been great," Edwards said. 
"Anybody that gets into coaching, going 
back to coach at the place that it started 
is always special. It's been great being 

back and reminiscing on the old neigh-
borhoods and stuff that I've done at the 
school, not only on the football field, but 
on the basketball court, on the track, in 
the classrooms and in the hallways." 
 The return has created no shortage of 
excitement for the program, and for him 
personally, though the jump was by no 
means an easy one to make for a coach 
who loved where he was at. 
 Riverwood (a AAAAAA school in San-
dy Springs) was easily his most success-
ful coaching stop to date, complete with 
three playoff berths and region titles in 
'19 and '21 over his four seasons, and a 
place his family enjoyed living as well. 
 Pulling up roots to return home was 
not a choice reached lightly.
 "It was a tough decision, but I felt like 

God was opening this door for me for a 
reason, and I wanted to be obedient and 
walk into it," Edwards said. 
 The task ahead is a monumental one, 
simply when it comes to living up to the 
high standard that's stayed in place at 
WACO for close to three decades. The 
program's had just three losing seasons 
since that breakout early '90s campaign 
that put it on the map, thanks in no small 
part to coaching continuity. 
 The only change in the span leading 
up to this one for the school was a hand-
off from Tomberlin (157-31 with nine re-
gion championships and three state title 

By CLAY REYNOLDS
Sports Editor

The Courier Herald Thursday, Aug. 18, 2022 •23HEART OF GEORGIA FOOTBALL '22

MEET THE COACH:

ROBERT EDWARDS / 1st season at WACO

CAREER RECORD: 76-55 
REGION TITLES: 2
PLAYOFF APPEARANCES: 9
HC EXPERIENCE: Arlington Christian, 2010-11 (15-7); Greene Co., 
2012-17 (29-37); Riverwood, 2018-21 (32-11)
ALMA MATER: Georgia, Washington Co. 
FUN FACTS:
 • Drafted 18th overall by the Patriots in 1998. Played for two 
NFL teams and two CFL teams. 
 • Brother Terrance, equal parts a WACO legend, also starred 
at UGA, and played in the pros for several seasons. He is now Pace 
Academy offensive coordinator. 
 • Favorite Sandersville eatery: Dairylane 
 • Most memorable game as a high school player: 1991 first-
round win vs. Villa-Rica, 22-21 on penetration to stay unbeaten 
and spark a run to the state title game, where WACO would fall in 
its only loss of the year at Mitchell-Baker. 

OFFENSE: Multiple, Spread / DEFENSE: 3-3 Stack
2021 RECORD: 5-5 (3-3 region 3-AA) 
LAST PLAYOFF APPEARANCE: 2021 (lost to Thomasville in first round)
RETURNING STARTERS: 6 offense / 5 defense
KEY LOSSES: ATH/DB Tylik Gilmore, ATH/DB A.J. Hagans, DL Ahmaad Brooks, OL/DL 

Justin Brett, OL/DL Colton Smith (transfer), OL/LB Cyler 
Bloodworth (transfer)
OPENER:  Aug. 26 vs. Swainsboro
KEY BALLGAMES: Sept. 23 at Thomson, Oct. 7 vs. Westside (Augusta), Nov. 4 vs. Putnam 
Co. 

WASHINGTON COUNTY GOLDEN HAWKS

3 GOLDEN HAWKS TO WATCH:
ATH/DB Dontavious "Djay" Braswell, Sr.

 / 6-1, 202
 
 A rare talent who you only have to see carry 
the ball once to get an idea of his elite ability. Won 
the 2022 AA state track championship in both the 
100- and 200-meter dashes. Announced his college 
football commitment to South Carolina in July. 
 Speed of the "dangerous" category is charac-
terized by effortless acceleration, a gliding gait and 
seamless changes of direction. Routinely reverses 
field twice or more in the backfield to avoid tacklers, 
and still finds room to the edge. Counters the few 
who can catch him with a nasty stiff-arm. 
 Didn't receive first-team carries till the second 
half of 2021, but still reached 1,000 yards rushing, 
breaking six touchdown runs of 50 yards or more and 
returning a punt 92 yards to the house. 
 New WACO head coach Robert Edwards was 
understandably eager to get a look at his new star 
back upon taking over this past spring, and said even 
he was blown away by what he saw. 
 "He's fast, and he runs aggressive," he said. 
"Those are the things that really stuck out to me, and 
then the next thing that caught my eye is how well he 
catches the ball... He's a complete back." 
 Will be featured in as many different ways as 
possible in a new-look spread offense this fall, as well 
as on returns (though Edwards dares you to kick to 
him). If he gets the ball enough, has what it takes to 
carry the Golden Hawks' offense down the stretch of 
the season. 

LB Jaquine Hines, Sr. / 6-0, 210
 
 An uncommitted prospect with plenty of colle-
giate interest and upside entering his fourth year as a 
regular on defense. 
 From his freshman season, showcased some un-
common talent in the weight room and on the field, 
slowly rounding into a key defender. Will start in the 

MIKE slot at the heart of WACO's 3-3 front. 
 "He has a lot of experience, is fast and under-
stands the game," Edwards said.
 Deceptive closing speed is a unique forte. 
Frequently came from nowhere to make tackles, 
or jumped out of nowhere to deflect and intercept 
passes that you never figured he had on the radar. 
Excels as a "robber," playing shorter coverage in a 
zone around the flat or middle of the field and mak-
ing it dangerous to throw anywhere in the vicinity he 
might be lurking. 
 Also a tremendous form tackler who can fill a 
hole inside and stuff the run with the best. Should 
anchor a hard-nosed, versatile linebacking corps and 
help the Golden Hawks defense maintain the same 
hard-hitting and ball-hunting M.O. it's known for. 

QB/LB Morgan Jones, Sr. / 6-0, 170

 Added a big – and prolific – dimension to his 
game last year in a second season as part of the Gold-
en Hawks' multi-player rotation behind center. Broke 
some impressive ground, despite operating out of a 
ground-and-pound system, by bringing a consider-
able passing element to the WACO offense in 2021. 
Proved he could deliver the ball to receivers as well as 
he could run. 
 Puts good shape on throws, and gets enough 
air and arc on balls of 20 yards or more to challenge 
even defensive backs playing good inside technique. 
Combined consistent accuracy with noticeably 
comfortable footwork and timing, in and out of the 
pocket, and demonstrated a feel for when to stay and 
when to scramble. Big frame also makes him tough to 
tackle. 
 Should fit right into Edwards' wide-open scheme 
that will try to utilize both his arm and wheels. 
 "I guess he's the biggest key of the whole 
offense," he said. "He's going to throw the ball a little 
bit more than he's used to throwing it, so it's really 
going to be a big key for him to play well, to keep our 
balance and keep the passing game moving." 

'Have fun, play fast': Edwards, Hawks hope to hit 
ground running, renew excitement in first season

WACO
Continued on page 27



'Special' team bond has Vikings poised for inspiring year

 Something uncommon stood 
out to head coach Steve Ver-
sprille about his Treutlen team 
over the recent offseason. 
 It wasn't size, speed or over-
all talent – and to be sure, the 
Vikings have as much of those 
qualities on their 2022 roster as 
they have in a while – but some-
thing more intangible. 
 More than its ability or up-
side, this group of players has 
been defined by a collective will 
and unity that the big words to 
describe it can't do the same jus-
tice as seeing from the perspec-
tive he and his coaches have in 
the leadup to the season. And 
that distinctive sense of chemis-
try and togetherness at the heart 
of the squad is one you don't see 
all the time. 
 It was evident in the way the 
fifth-year Treutlen head coach 
rattled off the many athletic, aca-
demic and personal accomplish-
ments of key players on his team 
– and there are a bunch of them 
– as he described where each 
one fit into the larger picture of 
both football and family for the 
Vikings this fall. 
 Their seven seniors, he not-
ed, are among the clearest-cut 
leaders of the bunch. And upper-
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MEET THE COACH:

STEVE VERSPRILLE / 5th season at 
Treutlen

CAREER RECORD: 15-35 
ALMA MATER: Alabama, Norfolk Catholic High (Va.)
HC EXPERIENCE: Toombs Co., 2013 (4-6); Treutlen, 
2018-present (11-29 with Vikings). 
FUN FACTS: 
• Second-generation letterman at Alabama, where he 
was a college teammate of Dabo Swinney 
• Father Eddie was a three-year Bama letter winner 
under Bear Bryant, and member of the Tide's 1961 
national championship team 
• Favorite non-football hobby: Watching Alabama 
Football 
• Favorite all-time Alabama player: Eddie Versprille 

OFFENSE: Spread / DEFENSE: 4-2-5
2021 RECORD: 2-8 (1-7 region 4-A)
LAST PLAYOFF APPEARANCE: 2009 (lost to Wilcox 
Co. in first round)
RETURNING STARTERS: 6 offense / 8 defense
KEY LOSSES: ATH/DB P.J. Smiley, TE/LB Danny Clem-

ents; WR/DB Harrison Rutherford, 
WR/DB Tim Blair, RB/LB Quentez 
Jordan
OPENER:  Aug. 19 vs. Jenkins Co.
KEY BALLGAMES: Sept. 23 at Montgomery Co.; 
Oct. 7 vs. Dooly Co.; Oct. 28 at Wheeler Co. 

TREUTLEN VIKINGS

3 VIKINGS TO WATCH:
OL/DL Je'Rian "Rah Rah" Johnson, 

Sr. / 6-2, 265 
 
 A first-team all-region pick and all-
state honorable mention whose junior 
season reel is about as dominant a film 
of highlights as a two-way starter can 
put together. Made an impact  at both 
guard and a mix of techniques on the 
defensive line, rarely leaving the field. 
 Had size and athletic ability 
bordering on freakish since first find-
ing the field as a freshman, but has 
become more sculpted physically over 
the years. Can move a lot of D-linemen 
his size like a sled at the point of at-
tack. Kicks out with authority to clear 
the way on run blocks. 
 Defensively, excelled as a tackle 
in his earlier seasons before last fall 
breaking out at times a little further 
toward the edge. Will see action in 
both places this fall, and will cause 
issues against run or pass for any team 
that doesn't block him. 
 With his versatile skill set, will also 
invite some alternative and creative 
uses on either side, like dropping into 
coverage or taking red zone handoffs 
and direct snaps. 
 Living up to his nickname, will do 
a lot to lift up his team with his play 
and contributions. 
 "He does a really good job. He's a 
strong kid, a smart kid, a really good 
kid," said head coach Steve Versprille. 

"He's probably one of the best players 
on our team in those positions. He can 
do a lot of things for us." 

LB Jake Brooks, So. / 5-7, 185
 
 Plays MIKE linebacker, but could 
easily list the second title of "dep-
uty defensive coordinator" on his 
Friday-night name tag, which may 
be necessary early on for a young 
newcomer, but not for long. Figures to 
make his presence felt for a lot of rea-
sons... and authority on the playbook 
isn't the first of those. 
 As just a sophomore, moves some 
unreal numbers in the weight room, 
where he squats over 550 pounds. 
Reached the field occasionally as an 
outside linebacker as a freshman and 
showed flashes in a supporting role 
as a player who worked hard to be 
in the right spots and make tackles. 
Translated that ethic into his prep for 
becoming physically ready to start at 
linebacker this season, though there's 
still room to grow. 
 Brings tremendous value in his 
football IQ, and will take over respon-
sibility for communicating align-
ments and assignments to the entire 
defense. 
 "He's like me on the field," Ver-
sprille said. "He knows what I want to 
call on the defensive side. I really have 
to send signals in to him, and he gets 

it done. He knows what coverages and 
what defense we need to be in, and 
when we need to be in it." 

QB Jordan Coney, So. / 6-0, 160
 
 Broke a running trend of incon-
sistency in starting quarterbacks for 
the Vikings last year, debuting as a 
freshman in a position that had been 
a revolving door, mainly of seniors 
unable to hold it down for more than a 
year at a time. 
 Showed some bright potential 
with his live arm and legs in a perfor-
mance of over 800 yards passing and 
10 total touchdowns, between rushing 
and passing functions, despite several 
interceptions.  
 A triple-sport athlete (both a 
guard in basketball and top-three 
finisher in the 300-meter hurdles at 
his freshman track and field state 
meet) who has a lot on his plate, but 
budgeted time necessary to make 
strides as a signal-caller this summer, 
demonstrating exciting potential for 
steps forward in the future. 
 "He showed signs of greatness 
at points (last year)," Versprille said. 
"He's been really focusing on football, 
getting stuff done, going to camps... 
He's learned a lot, so he's one that's a 
breakout kid. If he gets loose, he can 
go the distance, and he can throw the 
ball a mile."

classmen who bring it every day 
and take their role of setting a 
winning standard seriously are 
usually the mark of a healthy 
program. Most of the time, a 
winning one, too. 
 “We thought we would have 
a great senior class last year, but 
only a couple of them stepped 
up,” Versprille said. “This year, 
every senior has a role in our 
team. And they have stepped up 
and said, ‘Listen, we’re gonna do 
the conditioning, we’re gonna 
do the running for everybody.’ 
And I meet with them every 
Thursday morning. We have 
biscuits together. We have really 
good talks with these guys. It’s 
just a good bunch of kids and 
great players, and they love the 
game of football. I think it’s been 
a great transition for them as se-
niors, because they’re leading 

the entire team, and they take 
care of business. I can’t ask for 
anything more.” 
 The love of the game, love of 
the grind and love of each other 
shared by most on this tight-knit 
team has things clicking for the 
Vikings as they look forward to 
the fall undeterred by the size of 
the task in front of them. 
 They come off a 2-8 season 
that, despite another last-place 
finish in the region, still felt like 
a step forward for a program 
that remains a bit off the pace of 
its neighboring rivals in the cur-
rent region and area hierarchy. 
 Though numbers have 
stayed on the lean side, this 
year's team, physically, will be 
anything but. 
 Keeping with recent trends, 
the Vikings saw a majority of 
players take things up anoth-

er notch in the weight room 
and offseason conditioning 
this summer. Add that to some 
promising speed and size among 
younger starters who return in-
tact from 2021 with another year 
of snaps under their belt, and 
they'll have the factor of experi-
ence on their side as well. 
 "We have kids that have a 
lot of playing experience," Ver-
sprille said. "Obviously, with the 
short number of players that we 
have, a lot of kids on our team 
got a lot of experience last year 
in situations and played well. 
They’ve gotten better. We’ve had 
a great winter and spring in the 
weight room. We’ve gotten big-
ger and stronger.” 
 In addition to Treutlen's size 
and toughness in the trenches, 
Versprille is also high on the 
number of players the Vikings 

will start all over who bring a 
lofty knowledge of the game and 
are great athletic fits for their po-
sitions.  
 As things trend in a better 
direction for its offense and de-
fense, Treutlen needs its record 
to begin following suit as it tries 
to increase a region win total 
that's been stuck at one in each 
of the last four seasons. In 2021, 
the Vikings were right where 
they hoped to be in the 4-A race, 
with a shot to win a tight games 
in every matchup except those 
against the region's four playoff 
teams. 
 Treutlen's last postseason 
appearance came in 2010, and 
this year's Vikings are still a long 
way away from doing something 
about that drought.
 But for a team with a lot of 
heart, the focus is where it needs 
to be on working to continue get-
ting better, together. And that’s 
what it’s all about. 
 “These kids love each other, 
and they love our coaching staff 
and I love them,” Versprille said. 
“It’s just that kind of a team. 
It’s one of those special, special 
teams… This is gonna be a group 
of guys that’s really close to my 
heart when it’s all said and done. 
We might not win a dadgum 
game, but we’re surely gonna 
show up and play.”

By CLAY REYNOLDS
Sports Editor
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OFFENSE: Shotgun Wing / DEFENSE: 4-4
2021 RECORD: 3-7 (1-5 region 7-A
LAST PLAYOFF APPEARANCE: 2020 (lost to Bowdon in first round)
RETURNING STARTERS: 8 offense / 8 defense
KEY LOSSES: QB/DB Altarique Carswell; WR/DB Martavious Fox; RB/LB 

Deontez Jackson; OL/DL Luke Miskimen; OL/LB 
Jaden Stevenson OPENER:  Aug. 19 at Dublin
KEY BALLGAMES: Sept. 30 vs. Twiggs Co.; Oct. 7 
at GMC; Oct. 28 at Hancock Central 

WILKINSON COUNTY WARRIORS

3 WARRIORS TO WATCH:
RB/LB Siconious Sinkfield, Sr. / 5-8, 215

 
 No matter how they saddle him up, a work-
horse who will pull a lot of the Friday night 
freight for the Warriors on offense and defense. 
 Asked to carry a hefty pack last season that 
he toted well, finishing as one of the team's 
leading rushers and tacklers. Selected as an 
all-region honoree last year, and voted one of 
Wilco's co-most improved players. 
 Small, but solid. Stuffs a lot of strength 
and power into a little package, and makes 
good time getting from here to there. Tackles 
with excellent leverage on hits through the 
ball carrier that are hard to survive. Smart at 
picking up lanes on the blitz from his outside 
linebacker spot. Also a player who the Warriors 
have no qualms about dropping into coverage. 
  On offense, works as a fullback in un-
der-center sets and a sidecar back from the 
gun. Has quick feet and powerful downhill run-
ning style that make for a strong combo. Often 
surprises defenses with sudden, unexpected 
bursts of big-play speed. 
 "He's a bigger back, but he's kind of decep-
tive, because he can run for his size," said head 
coach Keldrick Burke. "He's kind of shifty. He's 
got good feet, but he is a big back... He can 
carry it, but if you get him in the open field, he 
can break away on you if you allow him to." 

RB/DL Jordan Jackson, Sr. / 6-3, 198

 A beastly stand-up edge who brings all the 
size needed to be a factor in front-line match-
ups, along with a quick first step in the pass 
rush, ox-like strength and a rangy wingspan. 
Quick around the outside, but more often finds 
his edge by fighting off blocks to reach the 
backfield or sliding over to fill up a running 
lane.
 Carrying the ball, moves pretty well for 
a big guy. Will break some chunk runs in the 
same style of Sinkfield. Makes up part of a 
wing/slot back rotation that enters 2022 much 
deeper than it's been any time recently. 
 Had no choice in the past but to shoulder 
a great deal of carries, but now will be freed 
up by that increased depth and experience to 
focus more of Friday night on playing his best 
D. 
 "We have so many skill guys now to where 
we don't have to lean on him offensively that 
much," Burke said. 
 Joins Sinkfield in his fourth year starting 
somewhere on the field, and in carrying the 
hard-earned reputation of program corner-
stones. In Burke's opinion, the pair are as 
instrumental and dedicated a set of players as 
there are.  
 "They've both been stable and very 
consistent," he said. "They pretty much carried 
us through our summer program and training 

camp. They've been toting the mail for us for a 
few years now."
  
 OL/DL Braylin Edwards, Jr. / 6-2, 275

 Got a lot bigger and stronger in an offsea-
son that a belated growth spurt and some hard 
work between the weight room and camp field 
turned into a catalytic one. Expected to see a 
major breakout this fall as he returns to start 
at tackle (whether right or left depends on the 
strength of the formation and which way the 
Warriors are running). 
 Displays a toughness and competitive fire 
blocking both phases that make him tough to 
beat. Stays on the offensive in pass protection 
and rarely lets plays come to him as he antic-
ipates and reacts to a rusher's moves. Often 
welcomes the challenge of taking on the other 
side's biggest and baddest, and serves as the 
same troublesome force in the middle of the 
D-line that most teams have to go around in 
short-yardage situations. 
  Brings a hunger that coaches like almost as 
much as his physical gifts. With recent athletic 
strides, may unlock even more of his high 
potential. 
 "He's taken the next step this summer," 
Burke said. "He really grew up a lot. We're gon-
na run behind that joker as much as we can." 

Boost in 
numbers, 
depth puts 
Wilco back 
on the rise
By CLAY REYNOLDS
Sports Editor

 Wilkinson County football 
had some outstanding stretches 
over the past three decades that 
leaner years of late have turned to 
rather distant memories. 
 The program, in a 22-year 
stretch, enjoyed some great suc-
cess when Irwinton, McIntyre 
and Gordon were a Mecca of elec-
tric football players. And the good 
times were rolling, with three re-
gion titles, multiple deep playoff 
runs and nine winning seasons. 
But the momentum ultimately 
gave out, and it's now been seven 
since the Warriors, who've made 
the playoffs just twice since 2013, 
last finished above .500.
 It appears that the doldrums 
have begun to run their course. 
And, to paraphrase the great Tom 
Petty, those good times might be 
coming a little bit more in focus. 
 With some tough seasons of 

WILCO
Continued on page 26
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OFFENSE: Wing-T / DEFENSE: 3-4
2021 RECORD:  11-1 (2-0 region 1-AA)
LAST PLAYOFF APPEARANCE:  2021 (def. Ter-
rell Academy to win AA state title)
RETURNING STARTERS: 6 offense / 6 defense
KEY LOSSES: RB/LB Thomas Denton; QB/DB 
Robert Jackson; RB/LB Cameron Waddell; 

TE/LB Drew Johnson; 
OL/LB Jackson Collins; 
RB/DB Will Wright 
OPENER:  Aug. 19 vs. John Milledge 
KEY BALLGAMES: Aug. 19 vs. John Milledge; 
Oct. 21 at Piedmont; Nov. 4 vs. Gatewood

BRENTWOOD EAGLES

MEET THE COACH:

KELDRICK BURKE / 5th season at 
Wilco

CAREER RECORD: 8-31
ALMA MATER: Mercer, Wilkinson Co. High 
PLAYOFF APPEARANCES: 1 
FUN FACTS: 
• Was Wilkinson County's head baseball coach 
before taking charge of Warrior football 
program, and is now in his first year as the 
school's assistant principal
• Played junior college baseball before 
finishing his education degree at Mercer 
• Favorite subject as a high-schooler/teacher: 
Chemistry/Social Studies 
• Favorite movie: Remember the Titans 

 Going into a football 
season as the defend-
ing state champion can 
be both a blessing and 
a curse, and Brentwood 
head coach Bert Brown 
– who led the Eagles to a 
pair of other GISA crowns 
before their latest last 
season – is more than ac-
customed to the positives 
and negatives that can 
bring in years to follow. 
 Though continued 
success does a lot to breed 
a culture of excellence, 
the experience of reach-
ing that coveted moun-
taintop can also foster a 
sneaky sense of entitle-
ment and complacency in 
a team that's not careful 
to avoid it. 
 The memories of their 
storybook 2021 season 
are ones the Eagles are 
doing their best to build 
on, though not dwell on, 
as they start up a new 
year. 
 "We've tried to em-
phasize to our kids that 
last season was a great 
season, and the key word 
is 'was,'" said Brown, 
who's entering his 23rd 
season at the helm. "We 
told them on the first day, 

whatever we accomplished 
last year has nothing to do 
with this year. It's a new sea-
son, a new team." 
 Last fall's once-beaten 
campaign was every bit the 
memorable run the school 
and program had hungered 
for since winning back-to-
back AA titles in '02 and '03. 
 The Eagles' only loss was 
an understandable one in 
their season opener against 
now three-time defend-
ing AAA state champ John 
Milledge. But after that, they 
bulldozed their way through 
nine consecutive teams to 
finish the regular season. 
 They also finally got 
over their Gatewood hump, 
knocking off the rival Gators 
who had spoiled several re-
cent playoff runs in a 49-8 
beatdown in the state semis, 
before confidently putting 

away Terrell in the state ti-
tle game, 37-28, at Mercer to 
break the 18-year drought.
 Plenty of that excitement 
will carry over into 2022 for 
a returning squad that brings 
back six starters on each 
side, and a majority of play-
ers who had a hand in the ac-
complishment. And though 
they can't rest on any laurels, 
it's not a stretch to project 
this team as one with an 
equal chance of going deep 
and winning it all in a slight-
ly-retooled league. 
 The new roster will fea-
ture just south of 40 players 
with a lot of offensive expe-
rience returning on the  line, 
and in the backfield. Several 
holes do need to be filled, 
and their style and strengths 
will have a different look. 
But the Eagles still look like 
their long-running Wing-T 

offense, which averaged 41 
points a game last year, will 
be just as formidable. 
 Heaviest losses were on 
defense, but that's where 
Brentwood also added a 
couple of big-name trans-
fers who will help them out 
in a big way. Most of the 
unit will enter the season in 
some degree of anonymity, 
but Brown said he likes the 
mix of skills, and the co-
alescence he's seen from the 
group so far in the summer. 
He has no reservations about 
what he expects from them 
once they get their footing. 
 "We've got a lot of kids," 
Brown said. "We're not going 
to look real impressive get-
ting off the bus, but we've got 
some kids that'll run to the 

Reloaded Eagles set sights on repeat
By CLAY REYNOLDS
Sports Editor

BRENTWOOD
Continued on page 27



football and play hard. We spend 
a lot of time practicing tackling, 
and just we'll be kind of like the 
old Miami Dolphins of the early 
'70s, the no-name defense." 
 While this team's got to do 
its best not to take anything for 
granted, there's no question 
it's got everything it takes to go 
back-to-back. And with all that's 

going its way ahead of a new sea-
son, Brentwood probably plays 
the role of its own biggest obsta-
cle to the goal of becoming the 
state's next major dynasty. 
 "We've just gotta go out 
there on the practice field and 
get a little bit better every day," 
Brown said. "If we do the little 
things right and improve every 
day, then the big things will take 
care of themselves in the end."
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MEET THE COACH:
BERT BROWN / 23rd season at Brentwood

CAREER RECORD: 159-106-4
ALMA MATER: Georgia Southern, Westfield School 
PLAYOFF APPEARANCES: 22 
REGION TITLES: 6 
STATE TITLES:  3  
FUN FACTS: 
• First job, before he began coaching, was in the marketing 
office for the Atlanta Hawks. 
• Ranked in the top 30 of active Georgia head coaches for career 
wins 
• Favorite place to eat in Sandersville: Pickle Barrel 
• Favorite musical genre/artist: Late 50s/60s "Crooners," Frank 
Sinatra, Dean Martin, Sammy Davis Jr., et. al. 

3 EAGLES TO WATCH:
RB/ATH Colton Smith, Sr. / 6-2, 225

 
 Transferred from neighboring Washington Coun-
ty in the wake of Joel Ingram's ouster last December. 
Took on a determination and demeanor almost 
identical to his former head coach in his three years 
starting for the Gold and Black. Became one of the ar-
ea's most consistent ends at harassing quarterbacks, 
to the tune of 19 sacks last season. Earned selection 
for both region 3-AA defensive player of the year and 
AA all-state honors. 
 Brings pressure with a mix of talent and tech-
nique. Plays with a quickness hard to anticipate until 
he's already by you, and gets a burst of speed off 
the snap that's next to elite. Combines excellent all-
around strength with above-average game knowl-
edge and a feel for technique. Knows what to do with 
his hands and feet to elude and fight off blockers. 
Against the run, a reletnless tackler who's rarely out of 
a play. 
  Will play further inside as a down lineman in 
Brentwood's three-man base front than he did on 
the edge of a four-piece line at WACO, though plans 
include some rotations to get experience and tape 
at inside and outside linebacker spots that would be 
truer fits in college. 
 "We're trying to play him wide," said head coach 
Bert Brown. "The colleges that are interested in him, 
he's not big enough to play at the next level with 
his hand on the ground, but he can play in space for 
somebody." 
 Brings even more exciting senior-season poten-
tial on offense, stepping in at fullback for gradauted 
top rusher Thomas Denton. Will run with the same 
bruising style, and may become an even bigger play 
threat, with 4.6 40 speed and some good hands that, 
before now, have only been showcased in moonlight 
work at tight end. Figures to be headed for a monu-
mental season, if the experiment pays off, that could 
have devastating impacts – think Dublin's Ja'Ques 
Evans in 2019 – for the rest of the league. 

RB/LB Zach Denton, So. / 5-8, 180
 
 A solidly-built back with comparable ability to his 
big brother. Last year, joined him in running all over 
the GISA as a freshman, the two combining to gain a 

sizable chunk of yards in last year's state champion-
ship campaign and also set a bunch of school track 
records, one in the 4x100 relay with a team also that 
claimed the AA state title this past spring. 
 Though just as dynamic, more of a different 
running back than he is the same. Shorter in stature, 
and not as physical. Relies more on his top gear than 
ability to break tackles. Still will get his share of big 
plays in footraces, and also by being tough to latch 
onto and bring down. 
 "We're not a true, old vanilla Wing-T team any-
more," Brown said. "If we were, he would likely be 
the fullback. But we're more of a hybrid Wing-T style 
offense now. The jet sweep, or the speed sweep as 
some people call it, is a very, very integral part of our 
offense. And Zack fits a role that we need, being able 
to come running in motion full-speed, take a handoff 
and get around the end. He fits there really really 
nicely." 
 Between himself, Smith and fellow returnee Wells 
Muller – a senior at the opposite wingback – rounds 
out a stable of horses in the backfield who can fly. 
 "All three of those kids can run," Brown said. 

QB Bryce Williford, Jr. / 5-9, 165

 Won't make the deep ball nearly as big a feature 
in the Eagles' offense as it was with Robert Jackson 
behind center last year, but offers nothing at the 
position that will make the Eagles any less intrigued. 
Saw occasional snaps as a backup prior to this year, 
and has long been the heir apparent for the QB job. 
 Doesn't have as live an arm, but makes up with 
sound decisions and execution of simple things. Has 
plenty of developing still to do, and may continue his 
learning process this season, but brings a reliability 
factor that Brown underscores as the key to what he 
brings to their new-look attack. 
  "He does a great job of managing the huddle," he 
said. "He's the type that he's not going to win a game 
for us, but he's not going to lose a game either... He 
can't throw the ball deep near as well as Robert Jack-
son could a year ago, but throwing bubbles, throwing 
quick outs, throwing slant routes and then on the old 
Wing-T waggle play throwing the ball to the fullback 
in the flat or the tight end dragging over the middle, 
he's getting better and better at that every day." 

the last few years in the rearview 
and a rather talented squad this fall 
on the horizon, Wilco may be on the 
precipice of recapturing a little of 
that bygone glory. 
 The Warriors will trot out one 
of their sharpest-looking teams in 
a while this fall – a first in a while 
that can claim most of the coveted 
attributes: Big, strong, fast, versa-
tile, physical... and even deep. 
 As loaded as those teams of old? 
Probably not. But from top to bot-
tom, this one has what it needs at 
every position, and some to spare. 
 “We’re hovering around 30-31 
kids, but our kids are so versatile, 
they can do multiple things,” said 
head coach Keldrick Burke. “And 
that’s the kind of approach we took 
this summer. We wanted to make 
sure, because we didn’t have a lot 
of numbers, that our guys were 
equipped to play multiple positions. 
It will give us depth. We don’t have 
depth, but in our mind, we do have 
depth for that simple reason. We 

can move anybody around.” 
 In his fifth year, Burke's vision 
for a “detailed, disciplined, tough” 
brand of Wilco football has started 
to gain traction, though the progress 
over several years of low turnout 
and a pandemic was slow, bringing 
just five total wins in the first three. 
 This year's windfall in numbers, 
including some beneficial transfers, 
followed a great offseason in the 
weight room, and has a well-round-
ed team that will look to improve on 
last year's mark of 3-7. 
 The Warriors, quickly and quiet-
ly, may make the jump from a team  
not many are taking seriously to one 
they might had better. 
 A roster with athletes and expe-
rience to feel good about gives them 
reason to like their chances in a bat-
tle, and they'll have plenty of them 
on their hands.  
 “We feel good about our shot at 
winning the region, but we also re-
spect our opponents and know we 
can be beat by anybody on a Fri-
day night,” Burke said. “I think our 
league is very competitive.”

rings) to assistant Joel Ingram (132-59-1), 
who surpassed his predecessor's total tenure 
by two years and won four region crowns, 
falling just short of two more state titles in 
finals heartbreakers of '13 and '14. 
 In a program accustomed to stability, it 
was inevitable that any change would bring 
some turbulence. And that was exactly the 
fallout of the controversial decision to let go 
of Ingram in December, leading to a partial 
staff exodus, several player transfers and 
many lingering rifts that Edwards will have 
to do his best to heal as the school and com-
munity look to move forward. 
 He'll take a lot of things in a new direc-
tion, starting with a different spin on both 
offense and defense that will try to showcase 
the Golden Hawks' overall speed, and chal-
lenge teams with a variety of looks in forma-
tion and concept. 
 The team will have some proven studs to 
lean on in a lineup going both ways that re-
turns decent experience, and several players 
who know their way around the field. 
 Even though Sandersville's booming days 
of the 90s have long since passed, there's still 
no shortage of athletes that flow through the 

program each year. And as many of those as 
Edwards has at his disposal, even ones who 
are young, he hopes to send both ways for 
maximum impact. 
 "There are some more guys who are gon-
na turn some heads," he said. "We want to see 
those guys in competition and see what they 
can give us on Friday nights." 
 True to the theme of big expectations, 
there's a 14-year playoff streak at stake as 
the Golden Hawks (who've missed the post-
season just once in 30 years) take on a new 
sub-divided region that complicates an al-
ready challenging road to get back. 
 In the long run, Edwards believes the 
work of returning WACO to an elite level that 
he was hired to do is cut out for him, and says 
it's all about creating excitement, and getting 
players to buy into the vision their coaches 
project. In a year marked by turnover, find-
ing that common thrust will also likely decide 
how successful the Golden Hawks can be in 
the short-term as well. 
 "It's about just believing in the system 
and the coaches that are implementing that 
system," Edwards said. "A lot of kids want to 
have fun and play fast. Those are the key ele-
ments to being successful. Once they do that, 
and understand what you're asking them to 
do, then you can win a lot of games."

WILCO
Continued from page 25

WACO
Continued from page 23

BRENTWOOD
Continued from page 26
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