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have a breakout when it 
comes to yards and touch 
receptions this year. He will 
be more of a focal point for 
our off ense.”

Defensively, the likes of 
Kallum Lowe and Lane 
Miller, along with Ryan 
Lay, will play a large role for 
the Mustangs. 

“Kallum Lowe is back. 
He’s coming off  a torn 
ACL. He will be our Mike 
linebacker and he’s very 
talented. He’s playing 
very fast and it’s exciting 
to see. Lane Miller in the 
secondary and Ryan Lay, a 
newcomer on defense. He 
is going to play safety and I 
think people will hear a lot 
about him. He knows a lot 
about the game and we’re 
excited to see what he does 
at safety,” the coach said. 
“Those are the big names 

when we start 
talking about 
who has to per-
form to reach 
our goals.”

There are 
others, how-
ever, Akins 
will need if the 
goals are to be 

reached. Other members of 
The Herd will be expect-
ed to add depth and gain 
experience as the season 
progresses. Names like Eli 
Denton, Kyler Tjaarda and 
Kade Tjaarda are names 
that could be heard more 
and more over the course of 
the campaign.

“Spencer Jackson could 
be a major breakout kid 
off ensively. Another one is 
Aiden Gibson. He’s going to 
start at receiver for us. He 
gives us a diff erent dynam-
ic as outside receiver. Kade 
Tjaarda. I think we are 
going to see something re-
ally special from him. He’s 
a kid who nobody knows a 
lot about, but when you get 
the ball in his hands, he’s 
so fast and quick. He’s a 
dynamic kid, and he’s a big 
play, explosive type of kid.”

Defensively, another kid 
I’d throw into the mix that 
people haven’t heard much 
about is Kyler Tjaarda. 
He is going to play nickel 
linebacker for us. I’m really 
excited about what he’s go-
ing to do. Eli Denton played 
every snap as a freshman 
last year. Every meaningful 
snap we needed him for. 
We moved him from inside 
to a stack backer which fi ts 
him better, and I think he’s 
going to have a really good 
season.”

With the challenges laid 
out and goals set, the Mus-
tangs will need to carry a 

higher standard and work 
extra hard to reach their 
lofty goals. Akins said he 
feels he has the team to 
do that and is proud of the 
team for the way it has tak-
en the challenges to heart.

“We’ve changed the 
standard here and I think 
the kids know that stan-
dard. Not only do they 
know the standard, but 
they have made it part of 
their standard. That’s the 
biggest thing. When we 
came in we upped the ante 
a little bit with our kids. We 
asked them to do things 
they hadn’t done before. We 
promised if they did those 
things they would reap 
benefi ts they have never 
reaped before. I think they 
got a taste of that last year,” 
he said.

“Our leadership council 
came to me and told me 
they wanted me to raise 
my standard, raise the 
standard I expect of them 
so they can keep getting 
the wins and do things 
even further than last year. 
I think the leadership out 
of our players this year is 
at a diff erent level than it 
was and I’m excited about 
that. They understand the 
standard. They understand 
what it takes to be on a 
football fi eld and they also 
understand if they do these 
things they are going to 
reap the rewards.”

It all comes down to a 
matter of pride in the opin-
ion of the head Mustang. 
And bringing pride into the 
facility began with bringing 
a facility to be proud of.

“We fi xed the facility. 
That was one of the fi rst 
things I chose to do here to 
create a pride in this facili-
ty, where this facility proves 
to these kids that football 
matters. It matters to us, it 
matters to our administra-
tion, it matters to our coun-
ty. I think we’ve proven that 
by fi xing this room and 
making it look as good as it 
looks. We fi xed the fl ooring 
in our locker room and are 
buying brand new fl oor-
ing for our weight room. I 
think the No. 1 thing we did 
when we got here was make 
this facility as fi rst-class as 
we could. We built an elite 
meeting room for our play-
ers,” Akins explained.” 

“Not accepting things 
that don’t meet our expec-
tations. When you don’t 
have your locker the way 
we tell you to have it there 
is going to be consequenc-

es. When you don’t do 
things on the fi eld you are 
supposed to do there are 
going to be consequences. 
Building in-depth that if 
you don’t do what you are 
coached to do then you 
will not play. You will come 
stand beside us, and stick-
ing to that as coaches. A lot 
of times if your best player 
makes a mistake you just 
want him to go play again, 
Instead, we pull them off  
the fi eld and we make them 
understand if they don’t do 
it the way we coach them 
to do it they are not going 
to play on our team. I think 
those are a few things we’ve 
done to raise the standard.

“I think we’ve raised the 
standard by expecting to 
win. We’ve changed that 
narrative as part of our pro-
gram. Instead of going into 
games hoping to win, we’re 
going into games expecting 
to win.”

Akins points out with 
no small pride how the 

Mustangs’ leaders have 
taken it upon themselves 
to take charge in the locker 
room to make sure things 
are done right, everything 
from making sure lockers 
are properly presented to 
making sure locker room 
attitudes stay in check.

“Our leaders have kind 
of changed the game this 
year. If things aren’t going 
right in the locker room 
they demand it out of their 
peers that it change. They 
speak up and demand 
that. If players don’t leave 
their locker right, they will 
correct that themselves. 
We (coaches) don’t do 
much policing in the locker 
room,” Akins said. “When 
we get to the point where 
coaches aren’t policing the 
locker room and the players 
are policing it, that’s where 
we’re going to take the next 
step. I think kids like Chris-
tian VanDusen, Tucker and 
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Walker Valley bringing confi dence, pride back to The Herd
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2020 WALKER VALLEY MUSTANG SENIORS

By RICHARD ROBERTS
Sports Editor

Since the Walker Valley 
Mustangs set up shop in 
2001 the football program 
has occasionally shown 
signs of moving upward. It 
has been a goal at Walker 
Valley to raise the program 
to a higher level of quality 
in all aspects.

When Drew Akins took 
over the program in 2019 
his immediate focus fell 
on turning what has been 
a somewhat, at times, 
lackluster program into one 
feared and respected by all 
who go against it. And if the 
fi rst two games of the 2020 
season are any indication, 
he might just be on the 
right track.

The Mustangs opened 
with a 39-0 win over Can-
non County and followed 
up the next week with a 34-
31 loss to Bradley Central 
in an all-out battle that was 
not decided until the fi nal 
seconds ticked off  the clock.

“Watching us from May 
25 until now, I really like 
where we are. I really like 
who our football team is. 
I think we’ve got a diff er-
ent confi dence level than 
we’ve had. We talked a lot 
last year about building 
confi dence in our team, be-
lieving we can get it done. I 
think we are moving away 
from believing, I think we 
have reached the point 
where we believe we can do 
it here. Now we’re building 
to make it a reality, doing 
the things we’ve got to do. 
We have set pretty lofty 
goals for our program and 
doing the things we need to 
do every single day in order 
to reach those goals,” said 
Akins.”

“I like setting big goals, 
big-time tangible goals, 
but then not talking much 
about those goals. Let’s now 
talk about how we accom-
plish those goals. I think 
our team has done a great 
job of focusing on the pro-
cess of accomplishing those 
goals as opposed to just 
speaking the goal and it’s 
going to happen. That’s not 
the way it works. I love the 
way our team has worked. 
They came in excited and 
ready to go. The state giving 
us a chance to play a full 
season has added another 
level of excitement. It kind 
of ramped us up when we 
were starting to get down.”

The goals Akins speaks 
of are three-fold: 1) The 
Mustangs want to win eight 
games. Only twice since 
becoming Walker Valley 
has the team scored seven 
wins. 2) The Mustangs 
want to win another Region 
3 championship. They 
pulled that off  in 2003, but 
now feel too much time has 
passed and are ready to 
wear the crown once more. 
3) The Mustangs want to 
host and win another play-
off  game. 

“We want to do things 
that haven’t been done 
here. One of those is win 
eight games. That’s never 
happened in the history 
of our program. I believe 
we’ve got a class that can 
do it. I believe we’ve got a 
supporting staff  behind 
us that can do it. I think 
we’ve got a great coaching 
staff  that can lead us to that 

goal,” Akins stated. “Win-
ning the region. That hasn’t 
happened here since 2003. 
One goal is something 
that’s never happened here 
and one goal is something 
that has not happened in 
a long time here. Our last 
goal has happened more 
recently, but we want to 
win a playoff  game.

“We know our goals, but 
we don’t talk much about 
them. We talk more about 
what we need to do today to 
make sure we can accom-
plish those.”

To reach those goals, the 
Mustangs need leadership. 
With a group of veteran 
seniors, Akins feels the 
leadership is there and 
has made itself known in 
the fi rst two games of the 
season.

“I think we’ve got some 
great leadership with Brody 
Swaff ord kind of being the 
guy for our football team, 
the guy we’re going to lean 
on and try to get him the 
football.  Tucker Pope is 
returning at quarterback. I 
really like what Tucker has 
done in the off season learn-
ing our off ense and really 
becoming a student of 
what we want to get done. 
We’ve got off ensive linemen 
coming back that really 
have a lot of experience,” 
the Mustangs’ coach said 
of the Tennessee All-State 
preseason QB.

“We have fi ve on the 
off ensive line who have 
played a lot of football. 
We’ve got two backups 
behind them I am really ex-
cited about. We 
need to fi nd a 
little more depth 
on the off ensive 
line. Defen-
sively, we look 
diff erent. We 
are fl ying to the 
football. Coach 
Harvey Taylor, 
our defensive coordinator, 
has brought a diff erent 
mentality than has ever 
been here before. Defense 
matters. Stopping people 
matters. I think we’ve got 
all the pieces to make for 
a great football season for 
Walker Valley.”

Akins said Pope and 
Swaff ord are two of the 
biggest pieces of the puzzle 
returning for their senior 
season. But, there are oth-
ers who he expects to also 
lead and is looking for some 
younger Mustangs to step 
up and play heavyweight 
football.

“Pope is a 2,000-yard 
passer. Brody Swaff ord, 
our leading receiver, is 
back and we’re going to use 
him in a more prominent 
role. A big piece for us is a 
newcomer people probably 
haven’t heard much about, 
but I think they will this 
year, Spencer Jackson. He 
is going to play running 
back for us and I foresee he 
is going to touch the ball 
in a lot of diff erent ways. I 
think he will have a lot of 
receptions, but I also think 
he will be able to run the 
football similar to what we 
did last year,” said Akins.

“Our off ensive line is 
huge. We’ve got to be able 
to move people up front. 
The other receiver to keep 
an eye on is Daniel Denton. 
He had the most receptions 
last year and I think he will 
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Minn County Cherokees 
are off to a 2-0 start 
and moved from sixth 
to fourth in this week’s 
state poll. 

The Tribe features 
Western Carolina com-
mit Jalen Hunt, a light-
ing quick running back, 
and highly sought-after 
6-foot-3, 300-pound 
lineman Bryce Goodner, 
who has committed to 
Virginia Tech.

“McMinn was really 
good last year and have 
big part of their offense 
back,” explained Floyd.

“The rest of the play-
off spots are going to 
be a dogfight between 
us, Cleveland, Ooltewah 
and William Blount — 
Blount made the play-
offs last year for the 
first time in a long time 
and have a lot of people 
back.

“All four of our 
non-region games are 
against playoff teams as 
well. We have a tough 
schedule, but that’s how 
we’re going to get bet-
ter,” he added.  

OFFENSE
Although the Bear 

offense doesn’t have the 
majority of last year’s 
record-setting (averag-
ing 41 points per game) 
weapons, they have put 
58 points on the score-
board in the first two 
games this season.

Having to step into 
Javin Burke’s “gold” 
shoes, McClary is mak-
ing the adjustment from 
backup to being “the 
man.”

“Aiden (McClary) has 
come in and done a very 
good job. Having him 
focus all his attention 
on quarterback will 
help,” Coach Floyd said 
of his former starting 
free safety. “Aiden has 
a different skill set at 
quarterback than Javin. 
He doesn’t throw as 
deep, but he throws a 
good ball. He’s also fast 
and can hurt you with 
his feet. We’ll play to his 
strengths.” The 6-foot-1, 
180-pound junior has 
shown he is very capable 
of leading the still po-
tent Bradley offense.

Javon Burke and Wil-
son have proven more 
than capable of taking 
over the main ball car-
rying responsibilities.

One of the fastest 
Bears ever, according to 
Coach Floyd, Javon is 
also capable of splitting 
out to a receiver posi-
tion.

The 5-foot-11, 
170-pounder has draw 
college offers from 
Appalachain State, UTC, 
Western Carolina, Ten-
nessee State, UT-Mar-
tin, Austin Peay and 
Eastern Kentucky, plus 
has been invited to play 
in the Hawaii Tiki Bowl, 
a national showcase 
game for high school 
seniors.

The track sprinter av-
eraged 7.2 yards a touch 
last season with 261 
yards on 38 tries.

“Javon has the speed 
to take it to the house at 
any time,” Floyd relat-
ed. “He’s gotten a lot 
stronger. He has speed, 
he’s elusive and can run 
between the tackles. All 
he needs is a crease to 
make something posi-
tive happen.”

Wilson dominated the 
middle school action the 
last couple of years for 
Lake Forest and im-
pressed the Bear coach-
es from the get-go.

“He has the potential 
to be one of the best 
ever here,” proclaimed 
Floyd. “He came in with 
a great work ethic and 
attitude and is a very 
hard worker.”

The 6-foot-1, 
195-pound freshman has 
shined bright under the 
Friday Night Lights so 
far. 

“We are really excited 
about his future with us 
the next four years,” the 
veteran mentor beamed.

Although Riley 
Harmon will see the 
majority of his action 
on defense, especially 
with McClary having to 
switch sides, the 5-foot-
9, 165-pound senior 
averaged just under nine 

www.clevelandbanner.com Cleveland Daily Banner—Sunday, September 6, 2020—D3

Are You Ready For 
Friday Night Lights?

Good Luck This 
Season!

We Proudly Support Our Local 
High School Football Teams

NEW SHIPMENT

BIG & TALL ALSO

www.hixonsfashions.com
Bradley Square Mall, Cleveland

423-479-4545Est. 1948 Your Tuxedo Rental  Headquarters

Slim Fit Shirts, Slacks, 
Slim Suits, All Colors

6190 Georgetown Road NW
Mon.-Fri. 9 to 5

479-2847
www.eppersonsjewelers.comEllen Wilberly Armen Epperson

Handcrafters of Fine Jewelry

Bears adjust to unexpected situations
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2020 BRADLEY CENTRAL BEAR SENIORS

By JOE CANNON
Assistant Sports Editor

“But Mousie, thou art 
no thy-lane,

In proving foresight 
may be vain:

The best laid schemes 
o’ Mice an’ Men          
Gang aft agley,

An’ lea’e us nought but 
grief an’ pain,          

For promis’d joy!”          

What Robert Frost 
wrote in 1785 is still 
appropriate today — just 
ask the 2020 Bradley 
Central Bears.

The Scots-language 
poem is commonly 
translated as “the best 
laid plans of mice and 
men often go awry.”

Despite having to deal 
with the unexpected and 
unavoidable COVID-19 
pandemic precautions, 
Bear Nation had plenty 
to be excited about for 
this year’s team.

A trio of NCAA Divi-
sion I recruits to lead 
the way, plus several 
other players that are 
getting collegiate looks.

However, before the 
heat of July passed, an 
all-state player was no 
longer on the team.

After the many ques-
tions about whether 
the campaign would 
even take place, mid-
way through the second 
quarter of the season 
opener, another was lost 
for the year to a freak 
injury.

But alas, there is no 
“I” in team, so the show 
must go on.

“We’ve always stressed 
a ‘Next Man Up’ mental-
ity. That’s what we’ll do,” 
related Damon Floyd, 
who is in his 15th season 
as the “Papa Bear.”

“You can’t let things 
like that get you down. 
You hate it (the injury) 
for the player, especial-
ly someone like Javin 
(Burke), who has worked 
so hard, but that just 
gives someone else an 
opportunity to step up 
and show what they can 
do.”

Before real practice 
began, stepbrothers 
Javin Burke and Tray 
Curry were highly 
touted as two of the best 
in the state, with each 
choosing from 15-plus 
top collegiate offers be-
fore committing to play 
in the Atlantic Coast 
Conference at the next 
level.

Curry announced he 
was going to Tennessee 
in May but changed his 
plans and went with 
Virginia Tech in July. 
Two days later he was 
dismissed from the Bear 
squad. Choosing to keep 
the details of the situ-
ation in-house, Floyd 
declared, “All I’ll say is 
he is no longer a part of 
this team.”

Burke, who chose the 
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VIRGINIA COMMIT Javin Burke only got in a 
quarter and a half for his senior campaign before an 
injury required season-ending surgery.

See BEARS, Page D10

University of Virginia 
for his future plans, con-
tinued his quest and was 
primed for a standout 
senior season. However, 
while trying to block 
for his twin brother 
Javon on a pitch play, he 
landed awkwardly and 
tore the labrum in his 
non-throwing shoulder, 
which required sea-
son-ending surgery.

The two stars ac-
counted for 4,217 yards 
and 50 touchdowns last 
season, including 566 
yards and seven scores 
when they hooked up on 
pass plays.

Already having to re-
place several key grad-
uates from last year’s 
7-4 playoff squad, the 
unexpected void left a 
vast chasm — but there 
are plenty of anxious 
Bears willing 
to fill the gap.

In the first 
two games 
(the season’s 
third game 
was played 
between the 
printing of 
this special 
section and 
its distribution) several 
bright spots have shone:

• Last year’s leading 
receiver, senior Kanon 
Hall, has 16 receptions 
for 237 yards and a pair 
of scores in the first two 
contests.

• Freshman Jack-
son Wilson has hit the 
ground running for 121 
yards and five TDs, 
including four in the 
exciting 37-34 victory 
over Walker Valley in 
the home opener.

• Speedy two-way 
senior Javon Burke not 
only has 115 yards on 
just 18 carries (6.4 ypc), 
but also snatched an 
interception and came 
within inches of turning 

it into a 28-yard “Pick 
6.”

• Linebacker Kins 
Hooper, who missed last 
season with an injury, 
has returned as a team 
captain, having notched 
14 tackles, including a 
sack and a TFL.

• UT-Martin commit 
CJ Hardy has been 
wreaking havoc from his 
defensive end position 
with eight total hits, 
including a pair behind 
the line of scrimmage.

• Junior Aiden Mc-
Clary has stepped over 
from his starting safety 
position to take over as 
the new starting signal 
caller. He has complet-
ed 21-of-32 passes for 
260 yards, throwing for 
one TD and rushing for 
another.

• Senior captains 
Camden 
Creighton and 
Braydon Clark 
are leading the 
defense, with 
the duo being 
in on 23 tack-
les, plus Clark 
also caught 
five passes for 
45 yards in the 

Bear victory.
Several others are 

taking up the mantle as 
well and are ready for 
their time to lead the 
Bears.

After suffering yet an-
other heartbreaking loss 
to state-ranked Farragut 
in the season opener, 
Bradley bounced back 
to overcome a 21-point 
deficit to cross-county 
rival Walker Valley for 
a hard-fought victory in 
the home opener 10 days 
ago.

Ranked 12th in the 
first two AP state prep 
polls of the season, 
Bradley (1-1) opened 
Region 2-6A play Friday 
at Maryville Heritage.

The Bears will be 
home the next two 
weeks to battle Bearden 
(Sept. 11) and Ooltewah 
(Sept. 18), then after a 
week off go across town 
for the annual “Clash” 
with archrival Cleveland 
High (Oct. 1).

Bradley will host 
17-time state champion 
Maryville (Oct. 8) before 
making the trip to Wil-
liam Blount (Oct. 16). 
The Bears will finish 
off the regular season 
with back-to-back home 
games against Sod-
dy-Daisy (Oct. 23) and 
their oldest nemesis Mc-
Minn County (Oct. 30).

“Maryville is still ‘the 
team’ until somebody 
knocks them off,” Floyd 
said of the Rebels who 
have won 125 region 
games in a row, dat-
ing back to 2000. The 
defending state champs 
are currently ranked 
No. 2 in the AP Class 6A 
poll, just seven points 
behind Murfreesboro 
Oakland, which was the 
last team to beat them 
in the 2018 state semi-
finals.

Coach Bo Cagle’s Mc-



Editor’s Note: Cleveland 
has gone 1-1 in its fi rst two 
games of the season, fall-
ing to two-time defending 
Class 5A state champion 
Knox Central 26-16 and 
defeating Hardin Valley 
38-12. The Blue Raiders 
played second-ranked 
and 17-time state champi-
on Maryville in Friday’s 
game (see related story in 
Sports section).

By BRYAN GRISHAM
Banner Correspondent

Finally! 
After all the hard work, 

the mental strain of not 
knowing whether there 
was even going to be a 
season and of course 
dealing with the COVID-19 
pandemic, it’s fi nally time 
to strap on the pads and 
toss the football around 
because: it’s football time 
in Tennessee — and more 
specifi cally at Cleveland 
High School.

There was a great sigh of 
relief across the state that 
must have registered on the 
Richter scale a few weeks 
back as almost every coach, 
player and fan let out the 
breath that they were 
collectively holding when 
the TSSAA and Gov. Bill 
Lee, in all of their infi nite 
wisdom, decided that there 
would indeed be a high 
school football season. 

Oh happy day!
“To say that we are ex-

cited about the upcoming 
season is a big understate-
ment,” said Cleveland head 
coach Marty Wheeler. “I 
mean, with all the crazi-
ness with this COVID-19 
stuff , no spring practice, 
no jam-
boree and 
no scrim-
mages, I’ve 
never seen 
anything 
like it and 
hope to nev-
er again. 

“These 
coaches and 
kids have 
worked tre-
mendously 
hard to get 
to this point 
and most 
of the time, 
not even 
knowing if 
there would 
be a season. 
That really 
tells me 
something 
about the character of this 
football team.”

With just fi ve returning 
starters on off ense and 
only three on defense, 
there will be many diff er-
ent faces on the fi eld, but 
not necessarily new faces. 
The Raiders return several 
players who saw signifi cant 
time in the game last year 
in certain roles and will be 
counted on heavily to step 
into starting positions this 
time around. 

Coach Wheeler is very 
happy with his numbers,  a 
total of 87 players, with a 
good number at each grade 

level, including 15 seniors 
and 33 freshmen.

Some of the newcomers 
or players who are coming 
back from injury will play 
a big role this year are: 
Jahaddius Davis, Daven 
Wilson, Da’Swaun Boyd, 
Markel McKinnley, Micah 
Jordan, Desmond Prig-
more, Gabriel Espinoza, 
Jerome Carroll, Stephen 
Azbill, Nick Nicodemus, 
Micah Maxie, Reed 
Malone and Lamar Anders 
to name a few.

“We have a lot of guys 
that played a lot last year 
and have some experience. 
We are very excited and 
anxious to see how they 
respond when the lights 

come on,” 
Wheel-
er said. 
“Some of 
these guys 
transferred 
in, some 
only saw 
time on the 
JV sched-
ule and 
some are 
returning 
from injury. 
I am very 
encouraged 
by the way 
they have 
stepped up 
and im-
proved — I 
expect big 
things from 
them.”

Seniors 
Evan 

Neal (6-foot-5, 330) and 
Stephen Azbill (6-foot, 
265), along with juniors Bo 
Baker (6-foot-2 265) Nico-
demus (6-foot-6 310) and 
Malone (5-foot-11 230) will 
man the off ensive line. 

Along with returning 
senior starting quarter-
back Gage Kinsey, junior 
Tetoe Boyd at tailback, 
senior wide receiver Kley 
McGowan, and Bradley 
Central transfer  junior 
Destun Thomas will be 
counted on heavily to lead 
the way on off ense.

Defensively, Ben Gray 
at nose guard, Gabriel 

Espinoza and Maxie will 
anchor the line while Tate 
O’Bryan, Lamar Anders 
and Jerome Carroll will 
step in at linebacker with 
Prigmore and Da’Shaun 
Boyd providing depth as 
the Raiders will roll out a 
new front seven. 

Senior Aaron Jones 
will lead the defensive 
backfi eld with help from 
Jahaddius Davis, Drew 
Lambert, Wilson, Ed-
ward Christe-Couvillion, 
Blaine Lowe and Johathan 
Heralus.

“I’m excited about our 
defense,” Wheeler said. 
“There are a lot of young 
guys on defense, but I like 
the way they play with a 
motor and really get after 
it. They are kind of like a 
pack of wild dogs at times, 
they just don’t stop.”

QB Kinsey will be re-
turning for his second year 
in a Blue Raider uniform 
and will try to improve on 
an outstanding season a 
year ago while at the same 
time taking the reins as 
the leader of the team.

“Gage came in last year 
and did a really good job 
of learning the new system 
and at the same time 
earning the trust of his 
teammates. That took up a 
lot of his time and focus,” 
stated Wheeler. “And, he 
did. He earned their trust, 
so now he can focus on the 
game and making the right 
decisions. 

“When I talk to Gage, 
and I try not to say much 
to him because I’m not the 
ideal quarterback coach 
and I don’t want to mess 
him up. It’s, ‘Hey man,  
just get us in the right spot, 

the right play and make a 
quality decision with the 
football.’ He has really 
done a good job with that.”

There will be several new 
faces on the coaching staff  
this year as Coach Wheeler 
is extremely excited about 
the quality of coaches he 
has been able to assemble. 

A pair of coordinators 
with head coaching experi-
ence is always a plus. Tracy 
Malone will take care of 
the off ense while David 
Barger comes to Cleveland 
to handle the defense. 

Chase Flemming, Virgil 
Henderson and longtime 
Raider Martez Barber will 
also be roaming the Blue 
Raider sideline. Brad Ben-
nefi eld, Casey Hybarger 
and Cal Washington round 
out the outstanding set of 
mentors.

“We have enough coach-
es now where we have a 
whole staff  and that frees 
me up to do other stuff  
because I don’t have to 
coach a position like I did 

last year,” Wheeler stated. 
“That is a really big thing 
because every position 
has a varsity coach which 
will only help our team 
get better in the long run. 
It’s a veteran staff  and 
everybody is working with 
the same focus and in the 
same direction. They love 
kids and they hold them 

to a very high standard 
and that’s how you build 
a program in my opinion, 
with a great coaching staff  
and we’ve got one.”

Wheeler stated that he 
and his staff  have taken 
extra time this year in 
practice to emphasize the 
little things like taking 
care of the ball and tack-
ling, or “fi nishing the play,” 
which was a big problem 
for the Raiders at times 
last season.

“Our theme this year is 
to fi nish the play,” Wheeler 
explained. “Whether it 
is blocking or tackling or 
pass breakups and things 
like that. What we have to 
learn is that when we don’t 
fi nish, it gives the other 
team another opportuni-
ty and that hurt us a lot 
last year where if we had 
fi nished the play it might 
have turned out diff erent-
ly.”

This year’s schedule 
is a tough one, as usual, 
with six home games 
and four on the road. 
Defending two-time 
5A state champ Knox-
ville Central, Bradley 
Central, Soddy-Daisy 
and McMinn Coun-
ty highlight the home 
games while road trips 
to 17-time state champ 
Maryville and district 
foe Ooltewah will be 
just a few of the weekly 
battles that lie ahead for 
the Blue Raiders.

“Our schedule is as 
tough as anybody’s. But, 
we can only worry about us 
and try to be the best that 
we can be each week. It is 
still very much a learning 
process for our guys as we 
start the season, but their 
attitude and their eff ort 
and the way they approach 
being coached and coached 
hard has been a real bright 
spot so far,” the coach 
concluded.
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WASTE CONNECTIONS
of

Cleveland
386 Industrial Dr. , Cleveland, 423-476-2293

www.wasteconnections.com

Good Luck
To All Area High School

Football Teams!

COMPLETE WELLNESS
CHIROPRACTIC CENTER

INJURED?
We offer unique and 
creative therapies to 
help aid the healing 

of sports injuries.

95 Mikel Street • 476-0023

Dr. Eric Gruber
Dr. Wendy Gruber

Date                          Opponent                     Time
Friday, Aug. 21  Knox Central    7:30 p.m.
Fri., Aug. 28  at Hardin Valley    7:30 p.m.
Friday, Sept. 4  at Maryville*      7:30 p.m.
Friday, Sept. 11  Soddy Daisy    7:30 p.m.
Friday, Sept. 18  at Heritage*     7:30 p.m.
Friday, Sept. 25     Open
Thur., Oct. 1  Bradley Central*    7:30 p.m.
Friday, Oct. 9   Shelbyville        7:30 p.m.
Fri., Oct. 16   McMinn County*    7:30 p.m.
Friday, Oct. 23  William Blount*  7:30 p.m.
Friday, Oct. 30  at Ooltewah*      7:30 p.m.
*Region 2-6A game

Cleveland Blue Raiders
2020 Football Schedule

Blue Raiders glad to get going

Photo courtesy of Gina Allison

2020 CLEVELAND BLUE RAIDER SENIORS

Banner fi le photo

CLEVELAND HIGH junior running back Tetoe 
Boyd led the area with 1,500 yards last season.

Photo courtesy of Gina Allison

2020 CLEVELAND BLUE RAIDER COACHES
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By TERESA M. WALKER
Associated Press

Tennessee proved a 
season ago it can do 
more than just compete 
with the Volunteers 
winning their fi nal six 
games, capped by a 
comeback bowl victory.

Now the Vols must 
prove they can play that 
way from the start.

“We obviously have a 
lot of experience coming 
back, and we have a lot 
of people within our pro-
gram that have a really 
good understanding,” 
coach Jeremy Pruitt. “I’m 
talking better players for 
what we want to do.”

Pruitt heads into his 
third season with the 
Vols climbing out of a 1-4 
start that had some fans 
wanting the coach fi red. 
Tennessee also is ranked 
No. 25, the Vols’ fi rst ap-
pearance in The Associ-
ated Press rankings since 
Sept. 10, 2017.

Winning eight games 
for a second straight 

season won’t be easy 
because of the Southeast-
ern Conference’s deci-
sion to play a 10-game, 
league-only schedule.

“From not knowing 
if we’d play in April to 
now actually having a 
schedule, I think it’s very 
exciting,” center Brandon 
Kennedy said. “We love 
to play and we’re ready 
to play as a team. We’ve 
been working hard this 
off season with the new 
protocol and everything.”

QB WATCH
Senior Jarrett Guar-

antano is the starter 
heading into the season 
despite a shaky perfor-
mance in the Gator Bowl 
victory over Indiana. 
Freshman Harrison 
Bailey was quarantined 
because of COVID-19 
protocols, and he’s com-
peting with J.T. Shrout 
and Brian Maurer for the 
backup spot.

Guarantano also is 
in the same off ense for 
consecutive seasons. He 
proved his toughness last 

season playing through 
death threats, losing his 
starting job and even 
playing after break-
ing a bone in his left, 
non-throwing arm.

“His resolve to be a 
starting, winning quar-
terback at Tennessee has 
never been questioned,” 
off ensive coordinator 
Jim Chaney said. “He’s 
just going on the fi eld 
and performing at a high 
level consistently. That’s 
what we are trying to 
get done this year with 
Jarrett. I’m pleased with 
him. I like the kid a lot.”

PRESEASON 
ALL-AMERICAN

Senior left guard Trey 
Smith didn’t allow a 
sack in 13 games last 
season and has started 
31 of his 32 games. He 
also goes into his final 
season as the Vols’ lone 
preseason All-American. 
Better yet, the 6-foot-6, 
330-pound lineman who 
overcame career-threat-
ening blood clots has 
been practicing after 
not practicing at all last 
season.

Joining Smith is left 
tackle Wanya Morris 
and right tackle Darnell 
Wright back after playing 
as freshmen and Bran-
don Kennedy at center. 
Right guard Cade Mays 
is appealing the denial of 
his transfer request after 
leaving Georgia, which 
would give the Vols the 
talented off ensive line 
missing too often in 
recent seasons.

GONE TO THE NFL
Tennessee has to fi nd 

replacements for pass 
rusher Darrell Taylor, 
a second-round pick by 
Seattle and wide re-

ceivers Jajuan Jennings 
and Marquez Callaway. 
Taylor will be tougher 
to replace after ranking 
second in the SEC with 
8 1/2 sacks last season, 
and the defense also lost 
linebacker Daniel Bituli 
and defensive back Nigel 
Warrior.

Brandon Johnson and 
Josh Palmer 
are seniors 
along with 
Velus Jones 
Jr., a grad-
uate trans-
fer from 
Southern 
Cal. Dean-
gelo Gibbs 
is available 
after sitting out a year 
following his transfer 
from Georgia. Chaney 
also has fi ve freshmen 

pushing for playing time, 
but someone will have 
to step up to replace the 
key catches Jennings and 
Callaway made regularly.

VIRUS UPDATE
The pandemic means 

Tennessee will not be 
able to take advantage 
of the SEC teams com-
ing to Knoxville or the 

optimism 
from the 
season-end-
ing winning 
streak. Ath-
letic direc-
tor Phillip 
Fulmer 
announced 
last week 
that seating 

will be limited to 25% of 
seating capacity starting 
Oct. 3 against Missou-
ri. The Vols also were 

limited to only two days 
of spring practice before 
the pandemic shut every-
thing down.

SCHEDULE 
SCRAMBLE

The Vols swapped a 
visit to Oklahoma and 
other non-conference 
games against Charlotte, 
Furman and Troy for 
much tougher opponents. 
Tennessee hosts 13th-
ranked Texas A&M on 
Nov. 14 followed by a trip 
to No. 11 Auburn.

Tennessee now opens 
the season at South Car-
olina on Sept. 26 and vis-
its No. 4 Georgia on Oct. 
10. No. 3 Alabama and 
eighth-ranked Florida 
visit Neyland, though the 
Gators now help Tennes-
see conclude the season 
Dec. 5.

D8—Cleveland Daily Banner—Sunday, September 6, 2020 www.clevelandbanner.com

AP photo, Wade Payne/FILE

TENNESSEE QUARTERBACK Jarrett Guarantano directs a receiver 
against South Carolina in Knoxville, in this 2019 photo. The senior Guarantano 
is the starting quarterback heading into the season.

Tennessee’s challenge is 
building on 6-game winning streak

AP photo Vasha Hunt/FILE

TENNESSEE HEAD COACH Jeremy Pruitt 
yells at the offi cials during a game against Alabama in 
Tuscaloosa, Ala., in this 2019 photo. Pruitt heads into 
his third season with the Vols’ fi rst appearance in 
The Associated Press rankings since Sept. 10, 2017. 

SEC remains loaded in season when little else is normal
By JOHN ZENOR
Associated Press

The Southeastern 
Conference is trying to 
carry its football season 
on amid the COVID-19 
pandemic while Georgia, 
Alabama and LSU forge 
ahead without their star 
quarterbacks.

In a precarious season 
when almost nothing 
feels normal, the SEC 
does feel like, well, the 
SEC — even without its 
most prominent passers. 
The powerhouse league 
approaches the delayed, 
shortened season with 
four teams ranked in the 
top 10.

No. 3 Alabama, No. 4 
Georgia, No. 6 LSU, No. 8 
Florida and others nurse 
championship hopes. 
However, the Crimson 
Tide must replace prolifi c 
passer Tua Tagovailoa, 
Georgia is without Jake 
Fromm and defending 
national champion LSU 
no longer has Heisman 
Trophy winner and No. 
1 NFL draft pick Joe 
Burrow.

With the Big Ten and 
Pac-12 conferences bow-
ing out this fall because 
of COVID-19 concerns, 
that cuts the potential 
fi eld of contenders for 
a “national” title down. 
But the SEC would have 
fi gured prominently on 
that list anyway.

And the league opted to 
continue working toward 
a season that will include 
just 10 SEC games with a 
Sept. 26 start. Alabama 
coach Nick Saban said 
that schedule under the 
circumstances will be 
good for the fans and 
players alike.

“I mean, I’ve been a 
guy that’s been wanting 
to play 10 SEC games for 
a long time, so this year 
we get to do that,” said 
Saban, whose team added 
games against Kentucky 
and Missouri. “I think 
it’s good for our players 
who get the opportunity 
to create value against 10 
really quality opponents 
in our league. ”

The SEC does have sev-
en teams in the preseason 
Top 25, a list that in-
cludes leagues that aren’t 
playing. Auburn is No. 11 
and Texas A&M is No. 13, 
with quarterbacks Bo Nix 
and Kellen Mond, respec-
tively, returning. No. 25 
Tennessee has 25-game 
starter Jarrett Guaranta-
no back.

There’s also the usual 
crop of elite NFL pros-
pects hoping for another 
season to improve their 
draft stock and compete 
for titles.

“We’re the SEC,” Mis-
sissippi tailback Jerrion 
Ealy said. “We love our 
football and we’re going 
to play football no matter 
what.”

Not no matter what, 
necessarily. But if reason-
ably possible.

And COVID-19 is a fac-
tor coaches have to take 
into consideration, much 
like a rash of injuries. 
So the key players might 
end up being second- and 
third-teamers pressed 
into action.

“I think I’m very com-
fortable with the fact that 
it’s not going to go perfect 
as planned,” Georgia 
coach Kirby Smart said. 
“Who can handle those 
adjustments?

“Whose team can not 
get lost in worrying and 
concerning themselves 
with things they can’t 
control and really wor-
rying about things they 
can?”

The biggest name to opt 
out of the season in the 
SEC is LSU All-American 
wide receiver Ja’Marr 
Chase.

THE FAVORITES
East: Georgia, Florida, 

Tennessee, Kentucky, 
South Carolina, Missouri, 
Vanderbilt.

West: Alabama, Texas 
A&M, LSU, Auburn, Mis-
sissippi State, Mississippi, 
Arkansas

TOP PLAYERS
DeVonta Smith and 

Jaylen Waddle, WRs, 
Alabama: The Tide lost 
two fi rst-round NFL draft 
picks at receivers, but still 
has one of college foot-
ball’s top tandems.

Trey Smith, OL, Ten-
nessee: All-SEC guard 
returned for his senior 
season. Has started 31 of 
his 32 games playing for 
the Volunteers.

Dylan Moses, LB, 
Alabama: The leader of 
‘Bama’s defense is back 
after missing last season 

with a knee injury.
Derek Stingley Jr., CB, 

LSU: Became immedi-
ate star as a freshman, 
earning AP All-America 
and SEC newcomer of the 
year honors. Led SEC and 
ranked fi fth nationally 
with six interceptions.

Richard LeCounte, S, 
Georgia: Led SEC with 
three fumble recoveries 
and had two of his four 
interceptions last season 
in the Sugar Bowl win 
over Baylor.

NEW FACES
Lane Kiffi  n, head coach, 

Mississippi; Mike Leach, 
head coach, Mississippi 
State: The hiring of these 
two big-name coaches 
with impressive off ensive 
pedigrees brought some 
excitement to the Magno-
lia State. Now, how quick-
ly can they bring wins?

Sam Pittman, head 
coach, Arkansas: Pitt-
man, whose last head 
coaching job was at 
Hutchinson (Kansas) 
Community College from 
1992-93, takes over a 
program that has lost 19 
consecutive SEC games.

Jamie Newman and JT 
Daniels, QBs, Georgia: 
The two former Power 5 
starters — Newman at 
Wake Forest, Daniels at 
USC — are vying to re-
place Fromm. It’s a good 
problem to have since 
Newman was second in 
the ACC in total off ense 
last season and Daniels 
was only the second 
freshman quarterback to 
start a USC opener two 
years ago. Smart said he 
opened preseason prac-

AP photo, Sue Ogrocki/FILE

LSU WIDE RECEIVER Ja’Marr Chase scores past Clemson cornerback A.J. Terrell during the fi rst half of the NCAA National 
Championship game, in New Orleans. Chase was selected to The Associated Press preseason All-America fi rst-team.

See SEC, Page D12



Brody have changed the 
level of expectation within 
our program as leaders on 
the football team.”

All the cosmetic changes 
and sprucing up of the lock-
er room and meeting room 
are well and good, but that 
won’t necessarily translate 
into wins for the Mus-
tangs. It will take fi ght and 
determination Friday-af-
ter-Friday. But, Akins said 
the Mustangs are gaining 
in self-assurance daily 
and know what needs to 
be done in order to ensure 
success on the gridiron.

“There is always work to 
be done, but now there is 
a confi dence we are going 
to get it done. We play with 
more confi dence. I think 
that’s the biggest place you 
see our confi dence level. 
We play much faster this 
year because we know ex-
actly what we’re supposed 
to be doing. When you’re 
guessing, not sure what you 
are supposed to be doing, a 
lot of times you play slower. 
You’re not able to make 
this tackle or that catch or 
be able to get through that 
hole. I saw in our preseason 

we are going to be able to 
do those things because 
we trigger faster and we 
believe and we know what 
we’re asked to do some 
much better and we are 
able to play faster,” said the 
coach.

“I think there is a 
confi dence level our four 
returning starters on 
our off ensive line and 
our starting quarterback 
gives. I think Tucker being 
as dynamic as he was last 
year has given us a con-
fi dence level off ensively 
that we know we are going 
to be able to score points. 
I think Coach Harvey’s 
mentality has given us a 
mindset defensively that 
we know we are going to 
be able to stop people. You 
can feel that confi dence, 
it’s tangible within our 
kids which is exciting for 
me.”

Another positive for the 
Mustangs this season is 
the experience level. All 22 
Mustangs saw action last 
year and have had a year 
of seasoning under Akins. 
There were some bright 
spots in last year’s run, but 
this time around familiar-
ity with the coach and his 
way of doing things could 
go a long way in a success-
ful run.

“We had such high 
expectations for Tucker last 
year. We expected him to 
hit the ground game one 
and be who he is now. We 
can see a completely diff er-
ent kid and knowledge of 
our system in him. We can 
see a completely diff erent 
kid in Brody when it comes 
to knowing exactly what 
to do on the snap. All the 
new verbiage coaches use 
when there is a coaching 
change. It takes a while to 
learn algebra and it takes a 

while to learn verbiage for 
our football team as well,” 
said Akins. “Learning that 
verbiage and learning new 
concepts behind the words 
we say is defi nitely starting 
to build the ability to play 
faster, the ability to let loose 
and read what you are sup-
posed to read and go play. I 
think what people will see 
from that is more explosive 
plays. When we go back 
and look at last year, and 
passes over 20 yards and 
runs over 12, there is not 
a whole lot there. We were 
not very explosive. I think 
this year there will be a lot 
more explosive plays.

“It’s the same on de-
fense,” he continued.“When 
you look at our turnovers, 
we went the last four 
games and did not create a 
turnovers. I think with our 
confi dence level and un-
derstanding of defenses we 
will start seeing the num-
ber of turnovers increase. I 
think that will be indicative 
of our kids understand-
ing what we ask them 
to do. The things we are 
focusing on as a team is 
explosive plays on off ense 
and turnovers on defense. 
From that, we’ve got to 
make sure they play as 
fast as possible.”

Behind Pope will be 
Ryan Lay, who has made 
himself known in the fi rst 
two games on defense. If 
called upon, Akins has 
confi dence in his ability 
under center to carry on 
and lead the Mustangs.

“Ryan Lay will be our 
backup quarterback 
behind Tucker. He’s got 
unbelievable arm tal-
ent. It’s hard to match 
it. You don’t see arms 
like his at this level. He’s 
gaining understanding, 
like Tucker is gaining, of 

From Page D2

HERD: Walker Valley bringing 
confi dence, pride back to The Herd
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Voytik.com

Dr. Gary 
Voytik

Board Certified 
Orthopedic Surgeon

and Concussion 
ImPact Specialist

Orthopedic Walk-in Clinic. 
All injuries treated, all 

insurances accepted. Practice 
also includes concussion care 
and regenerative medicine. 

Banner photo, RICHARD ROBERTS

WALKER VALLEY QUARTERBACK Tucker Pope dives into the end 
zone in the fi rst quarter against Bradley Central. The senior Mustang was a 
preseason All-State pick.

the off ense. He’s a little 
behind Tucker, but he is 
really starting to under-
stand what we are asking 
him to do,” said Akins.

Other names that will 
come up throughout the 
year are Ethan West, Jax-
son McGowan, Tristen 
McCann, Jesse Sherk and 
Brian Criddle. Look for 
them to play roles when 
needed and step up when 
called upon.

“I think Ethan West 
played a lot for us last 
year at tackle. The one 
that is going to come up 
behind our off ensive line 
is Jaxson McGowan. I 
really think is he is going 
to have a year where he 
is playing a lot on the 
off ensive line. Tristen 
McCann, a receiver, I 
see making some plays. 
I’m excited to see what 
he does. Jesse Sherk is 
a kid who transferred in 
from McMinn Central. 
He played a lot of football 
there and he looks dif-
ferent. He has a diff erent 
look to him. A senior who 
hasn’t played a lot for 
us, but has really found 
a home on the defensive 
line is Brian Criddle. I see 
him making a big impact 
on our defensive line this 

year and really can work 
his way into a starting 
position.”

With COVID-19 nearly 
putting a stop to the 
football season before it 
started, players on every 
team are grateful for the 
opportunity to play. Now 
it’s time for the Mustangs 
to step up and take it 
from here. A full 10-game 
season is not guaran-
teed and they must take 
advantage of every oppor-
tunity.

“I think our kids are 
ready to play and I think 
we as coaches have 
worked really hard to 
get new schemes to our 
players to make sure they 
understand what they 
have to do to win. Every 
week I think there will be 
a new layer of off ense and 
a new layer of defense as 
we continue to get into 
the season and really 
start going. In the end, 
games getting played is 
what matters. Wins and 
losses matter and they 
always will, but us just 
starting the season and 
then fi nishing the season 
is what is so important. 
The only way that’s going 
to happen is doing what 
you are supposed to do 

and taking responsibility 
for that at all times,” said 
Akins.

The main Mustang 
also credited the Walker 
Valley community for its 
support for stepping up 
during an uncertain time. 

“I’ve been so impressed 
from March until now 
with what our community 
has done to support our 
football team. We raised 
$35,000 on a snap raise. 
We sold cards and will 
raise $10,000 to 14,000. 
People need to under-
stand football programs 
are run off  fundraisers, 
year-to-year off  fundrais-
ers,” said Akins. “There 
was a moment I was real-
ly concerned about how 
we were going to fund our 
football program. The 
Walker Valley commu-
nity really stepped up in 
such a big way and eased 
our minds and gave our 
players a chance to have 
a great season and do all 
the things we typically do 
for them. We feed them, 
get them gear and do 
things we like to do for 
our players. There was a 
chance of that being gone 
also. The Walker Valley 
community stepping up 
and helping us was huge.”

Date                        Opponent                     Time
Friday, Aug. 21 Karns                  7:30 p.m.
 Friday, Aug. 28 at Bradley Central       7:30 p.m.
 Friday, Sept. 4 at Rhea County*          7:30 p.m.
Friday, Sept. 11 open
Friday, Sept. 18    White County          7:30 p.m.
 Friday, Sept. 25 at Cumberland County   8 p.m.
Friday, Oct. 2         Lenoir City*               7:30 p.m.
Friday, Oct. 9        Marion County         7:30 p.m.
Friday, Oct. 16  at East Hamilton          7:30 p.m.
Friday, Oct. 23  at Loudon                    7:30 p.m.
Friday, Oct. 30      Soddy-Daisy*           7:30 p.m.
*Region 4-5A game

Walker Valley Mustangs
2020 Football Schedule



yards a carry (152 on 17 
rushes, 4 TDs) in limit-
ed use as a ball carrier 
last season.

“Riley has really good 
speed and is a hard-
nosed kid that doesn’t 
mind contact,” Floyd 
said of former Bear 
great and Tennessee 
Vol All-American Chris 
White’s nephew.

Averaging 21 yards per 
catch in 2019, Hall once 
again leads the receiving 
corps with 825 yards on 
38 receptions, scoring 
eight times.

“He’s our ‘go-to guy.’ 
He is the most athletic 
player on the team — he 
has really good speed 
and is a very good route 
runner. He’s able to 
make things happen 
after he catches the ball, 
as well,” commented 
Floyd of the 5-foot-9, 
165-pound speedster.

Senior captain Bray-
don Clark (5-foot-11, 
190) will be doing dou-
ble duty as a linebacker/
defensive back, plus 
stepping into a starting 
wide receiver role, as 
well.

“Braydon’s athletic 
and fast. He could have 
a break out season for 
us,” declared the Bear 
head coach.

Senior Donye Upton 
(5-foot-7, 155), sopho-
mores Taylor Duggan 
(5-foot-7, 150) and Finn 
Mertens (5-foot-9, 160), 
plus freshman Marcus 
Goree Jr. (6-foot-1, 165) 
will also see time at re-
ceiver on Friday nights.

“Upton isn’t very big, 
but he can f ly — he’s a 
vertical threat,” the Bear 
coach expressed. “Dug-
gan, Goree and Mertens 
will get a lot of reps on 
Fridays.”

Juniors Karter How-
ard (6-foot-3, 225) and 
Josh Helsdon (6-foot-4, 
245) give the Bears big 
options at tight end this 
season.

“Karter could play 
O-line in college. He’s 
a good blocker and 
has good hands. He’s a 
three-sport guy that we 
feel we can take advan-
tage of his size in our 
passing game,” related 
Floyd.

“Helsdon is a home-
school kid and this is 
the first year he’s ever 
played. We could go to 
a double tight end set 
some this year.”

With only one return-
ing starter along the of-
fensive line, the Bradley 
front is having to grow 
up quickly.

Senior captain Ben-
nett Burris (5-foot-10, 
230) will anchor the 
trenches at right guard 
and will be looked to in 
teaching the newcomers 
in the Bear way.

“He’s a leader,” pro-

claimed Floyd. “He lives 
in the weight room and 
has gotten stronger. He 
will take charge of our 
younger linemen.”

Senior Caden Moore 
(6-foot-2, 330) will be at 
the other guard posi-
tion, with junior Tucker 
Beshears (6-foot-2, 250) 
squeezed in between at 
center.

“Moore is a big kid 
that stays in the weight 
room. Beshears has 
good size, is a hard 
worker and a bright kid 
— there’s a lot on him to 
make calls and adjust-
ments for the line,” the 
Bear mentor stated.

Bookending the line 
at tackle will be junior 
Gabe Campbell (6-
foot-2, 265) on the left 
and sophomore Brody 
Morgan (5-foot-11, 225) 
opposite him.

“Campbell has really 
good footwork, really 
good hands and good 
size. He has a chance to 
play at the next level. He 
will protect the blind-
side,” proclaimed Floyd. 

“Morgan started two 
or three games last year. 
He’s very intense and 
has the O-line mentality. 
He gets after it on every 
play. He reminds me of 
CJ Dills.”

Junior linemen 
Brayden Owens (5-foot-
10, 265), Tyler Moore 
(6-foot, 230) and Alex 
Dayton (5-foot-11, 210) 
will help out as needed.  

DEFENSE
As many as seven 

different linemen will 
see action for the Bear 
D-line.

After being in on 41 
tackles, including three 
for loss and a pair of QB 
sacks, Hardy returns 
for his second season at 
Bradley.

The 6-foot-1, 
220-pound defensive 

end has already commit-
ted to UT-Martin and 
is ready for a breakout 
season.

“His best days are 
ahead of him,” declared 
Floyd. “He came to us 
late last year, just before 
the season, and it took 
him a while to learn 
our system and what we 
wanted him to do. Now 
having been with us a 
full year, he is ready to 
go. He has the size and 
athleticism to be really 
special.”

Either junior Isaiah 
Arnold (6-foot, 255) or 
senior Brandon Cruz (5-
foot-11, 195) will be on 
the other side.

“Cruz started last year 
and can play any spot 
on the D-line. Arnold 
would have been a start-
er last year but he broke 
his leg in two places. 
He runs good, has good 
size and a God-given 
ability with his speed 
and hands,” the coach 
assessed.

Helsdon and senior 
Cody McDaniel (5-foot-
10, 180) will also see 
action on the outside.

Clogging things up in 
the middle will be junior 
Nadavien Richards (5-
foot-9, 250) and senior 
Ike Phanor (5-foot-9, 
205).

“Both of those guys 
are starters, they’ll 
rotate,” explained 
Floyd. “Richards is 
really strong and hard 
to move; he’ll keep the 
blockers off our line-
backers. Ike was a run-
ning back; he will give 
opponents problems 
with his speed.”

The middle of the 
defense is strong with 
the return of Hooper (6-
foot, 200) and Creighton 
(5-foot-9, 185).

“It’s very nice to have 
Kins back. His speed 
is right where it was,” 
stated Floyd of his 
“Sam” linebacker. “He’s 
physical. He loves con-
tact. He’s an emotional 
leader.”

At “Will” LB, Creigh-
ton is the top returning 
tackler from last season, 
having been in on 70 
total hits, with 47 solos, 
eight TFLs, a sack and 
four takeaways.

“He’s really smart 
and real disciplined,” 
the coach assessed. “He 
reads keys and gets us in 
the right spots. He reads 
formations really well.”

On the outside, soph-
omores Gage Anderson 
(6-foot-1, 205) and JD 
Kirkpatrick 6-foot, 195) 
will patrol.

“Anderson is physical-
ly gifted — he has size, 
speed and strength,” 
Floyd explained. “He 
played a lot as a fresh-
man last season until he 
had a knee injury.

“JD has really good 
size and speed,” the 
coach added. “He can 
do a number of different 
things to help us — he’s 
a ball player.”

Wilson will back up 
the outside linebacker 

slots, while Knox Wat-
son (5-foot-10, 175) and 
Landon Price (5-foot-7, 
175) will help out in the 
middle.

“We have no problem 
putting either one of 
them in. They will see 
a lot of reps on Friday 
nights,” proclaimed 
Floyd. 

With the graduation 
of leading tackler Tucker 
Still and McClary shift-
ing to the other side of 
the line, the secondary 
is a work in progress for 
the Bears.

Seniors Trentavious 
Roberts and Javon 
Burke are returning 
starters on the corners, 
with Goree and Mertens 
working into the mix, as 
well. All will do dou-
ble duty by also play-
ing offense.  “’Rango’ 
(Roberts) is a good cover 
corner,” Floyd praised. 
“He’s long and has good 
speed. Javon’s speed 
really helps him.

“Goree could be a 
future college prospect. 

He and Finn are both 
long and fast, athletic 
kids.”

Moving from lineback-
er to the last line of de-
fense, Clark shifts from 
linebacker to strong 
safety. 

The 5-foot-11, 
190-pounder was in on 
29 tackles last season 
with 16 solos, a trio of 
QB sacks and two others 
for loss, plus had a 
nose for the ball with a 
half-dozen takeaways.

After starting at OLB 
some last year, Harmon 
will help out there as 
well as in the secondary 
this season. He also had 
29 total tackles in 2019, 
with 18 solos and one 
for loss.

Hall, Duggan and 
freshman Tito Williams 
(6-foot, 165) will help 
out deep, as well.

SPECIAL TEAMS
Stepping into the big 

shoes of one-year won-
der Isaac Vaughn, who 
connected on 52 extra 
points and a trio of field 

goals last season, will be 
fellow soccer standout 
Era Rojas.

The sophomore has 
been true on 7-of-8 PATs 
and booted a 35-yard 
field goal in the first two 
games of the campaign.

“Rojas has been the 
most consistent with 
(fellow sophomore) 
Grant Haney right there 
with him,” remarked 
Floyd.

Clark returns as the 
punter, with Wilson 
pushing him. “It’s been 
a good competition in 
practice,” commented 
the coach.

Javon Burke and Hall 
are taking care of the 
return duties, having 
gained 95 yards in their 
first five tries this sea-
son.

COACHES
Head coach: Da-

mon Floyd (92-72), 15th 
year; Assistants: Matt 
Moody (OC), Keith Free-
man (STC), Scott Ford, 
Shane Blalock, Blake 
Gideon, Todd Stevison, 
Daniel Hearn, Easton 
Clark, Todd Burkhart, 
Buck Watson, Garrett 
Payne, Colby Dills and 
Brett Standifer and Da-
vid Phillips; and Chap-
lain: Mikey Clark.   
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BEARS: Adjust to unexpected situations

Date                          Opponent                     Time
Friday, Aug. 21    at Farragut           7:30 p.m.
Friday, Aug. 28    Walker Valley       7:30 p.m.
Friday, Sept. 4     at Heritage*        7:30 p.m.
Friday, Sept. 11   Bearden         7:30 p.m.
Friday, Sept. 18   Ooltewah*         7:30 p.m.
Friday, Sept. 25   Open 
Thursday,Oct. 1   at Cleveland*      7:30 p.m.
Thursday, Oct. 8   Maryville*              7 p.m.
Friday, Oct. 16   at William Blount*  7:30 p.m.
Friday, Oct. 23   Soddy Daisy          7:30 p.m.
Friday, Oct. 30  McMinn County*    7:30 p.m.
*Region 2-6A game

Bradley Central Bears
2020 Football Schedule

Photo courtesy of Bob McEachern Photographers

2020 BRADLEY CENTRAL BEAR COACHES

Photo courtesy of Bob McEachern Photographers

BRADLEY CENTRAL senior DE CJ Hardy 
has committed to play for the University of Tennes-
see-Martin.



By TERESA M. WALKER
Associated Press

NASHVILLE — Der-
ek Mason has plenty 
of experience back on 
his Vanderbilt defense. 
Better yet, the coach 
believes his Commodores 
are fast, talented and 
deep enough to have an 
impact in the Southeast-
ern Conference.

The Commodores are 
going to need that play-
ing a 10-game slate all 
against SEC teams.

“We’re closer now than 
we’ve ever been to having 
enough guys who can win 
one on one, and that’s 
what football is about,” 
Mason said. “It’s a team 
game. Everybody has to 
do their job, but you need 
someone to win one on 
one, and I think that’s 
where the recruiting and 
development we’ve gotten 
better, gotten a little 
deeper.”

Vanderbilt is coming 
off  a disappointing 3-9 
season where the Com-
modores cycled through 
quarterbacks and failed 
to take advantage of 
a trio of top off ensive 
returnees that went onto 
the NFL. Mason changed 
both coordinators not 
long after the season 
ended, hiring a pair of 
veterans in Ted Roof and 
Todd Fitch.

The Commodores hav-
en’t lost fewer than three 
games since Robbie Cald-
well’s season as interim 
coach in 2010 when they 
went 2-10. The last time 
they managed to win only 
once in a season was 1990 
in Watson Brown’s fi nal 
season.

Only a recent contract 
extension and big buyout 
kept Mason’s job safe for 
another year. He’ll need 
a strong coaching perfor-
mance to make sure he’s 
back for an eighth season 
in 2021.

QUARTERBACK 
CAROUSEL

Mason started three 
quarterbacks and played 
four last season, and all 
are gone. Riley Neal was 
a graduate transfer who 
threw for 1,585 yards 
with nine touchdowns 
and fi ve interceptions. 
Deuce Wallace left the 
program after graduating 
with a year of eligibility, 
while Mo Hasan (South-
ern California) and Allan 
Walters (Mississippi 
State) both transferred.

Fitch has four new 
quarterbacks. Freshman 
Ken Seals and Jeremy 
Moussa, a transfer from 
San Bernardino Valley 
College, worked this 
spring before the pan-
demic canceled practice. 
Junior college transfer 
Danny Clark and fresh-
man Mike Wright joined 
the competition when 
practice started in Au-
gust.

“Watching these 
quarterbacks, I like the 
rhythm, their cadence, 
their ability to command 
the huddle,” Mason said. 
“They just got to continu-
ally step on the grass and 
get better.”

LONG GONE
Vanderbilt lost a trio 

of key players off  that 

couldn’t overcome the 
quarterback issues. 
Running back Ke’Shawn 
Vaughn was a third-
round pick of Tampa 
Bay. Wide receiver Kalija 
Lipscomb is with Kansas 
City and tight end Jar-
ed Pinkney signed with 
Atlanta after both went 
undrafted.

HEALTHY 
BACKFIELD

Jamauri Wakefi eld 
suff erd a season-end-
ing injury in the sea-
son-opening loss to 

Georgia. Now he’s healthy 
with the senior the top 
returning running back. 
Keyon Brooks was second 
in rushing as a freshman 
last season with 56 car-
ries for 252 yards.

VIRUS UPDATE
Mason’s best news 

came Aug. 26 when line-
backer Dimitri Moore, 
his top returning tackler, 
changed his mind and 
announced he would play 
his fi nal season rather 
than opt out. Moore’s 
grandfather died of 

COVID-19 earlier this 
summer.

“His ability to be a 
calming force is really 
going to impact how those 
guys play around him,” 
Mason said of Moore.

Roof will need Moore 
for the defense to build 
off  last season when Van-
dy ranked 95th nation-
ally in scoring defense, 
allowing 31.8 points a 
game. The Commodores 
also were 101st in total 
defense allowing 436.6 
yards a game.

SCHEDULE 
SCRAMBLE

The SEC’s decision 
to go to a league-on-
ly slate didn’t help the 
Commodores. They lost 
non-conference games 
against Mercer, Colorado 
State and Louisiana Tech 
at home plus a trip to 
Kansas State. Vanderbilt 
added a visit from de-
fending national champ 
No. 6 LSU and a trip to 
Mississippi State.

Half of Vanderbilt’s 
schedule features Top 25 
teams in the preseason 
Associated Press rank-
ings. The Commodores 
won’t fi nd it easy opening 
at Texas A&M before 
opening at home against 
LSU followed by South 
Carolina. The fi nishing 
stretch isn’t much better 
hosting No. 8 Florida and 
No. 25 Tennessee before 
the regular season fi nale 
at No. 4 Georgia.

By JOHN ZENOR
Associated Press

Alabama coach Nick 
Saban stressed the im-
portance of humility to 
his players in a preseason 
talk, urging them to avoid 
the pitfalls of entitlement 
and self-satisfaction.

Chances are, the lesson 
found a receptive au-
dience going into this 
season.

The preseason No. 3 
Crimson Tide received 
that program’s equivalent 
of a humbling last sea-
son, if an 11-2 record can 
qualify as such. Alabama 
failed to make the College 
Football Playoff s for the 
fi rst time thanks largely 
to a 48-45, regular sea-
son-ending loss to rival 
Auburn.

Making matters worse, 
that followed a 2018 
season that ended with 
national championship 
game thrashing at the 
hands of Clemson. Ala-
bama hasn’t failed to play 
for a national title or at 
least make the playoff s in 
consecutive years since 
Saban’s fi rst two seasons 
in Tuscaloosa.

This season’s mantra 
might as well be, “Roll 
Redemption.”

“I do not think that last 

year’s team refl ected the 
culture of what we’re try-
ing to develop here, what 
has made this program 
be as successful over time 
(as) it has been,” Saban 
said. “There’s no ques-
tion that we’re trying to 
emphasize the fact that 
we want to make sure 
we reestablished that 
culture.”

That starts with a 
defense that was plagued 
by injuries last season 
and not coincidentally 
often didn’t look like ’Ba-
ma’s typically dominant 
group. The biggest loss 
is star quarterback Tua 
Tagovailoa, though his 
season-ending hip injury 
gave heir apparent Mac 
Jones an early start at 
growing into the starting 
job.

A national champion-
ship remains the goal for 
a team that has won fi ve 
since Saban took over 
in 2007, whatever that 
distinction entails under 
the circumstances. The 
COVID-19 pandemic that 
led the PAC-12 and Big 
Ten to opt against playing 
football this fall, plus a 
10-game SEC-only season 
has changed much, but 
not that annual ambition.

Despite the yearly 
exodus to the NFL draft, 

Alabama did get a signif-
icant boost when line-
backer Dylan Moses, wide 
receiver DeVonta Smith, 
left tackle Alex Leather-
wood and tailback Najee 
Harris all opted to return 
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VANDERBILT LINEBACKER Dimitri Moore tracks down a Northern Illinois runner, in Nashville. 
Moore is the team’s top returning tackler, and has announced he will play his fi nal season rather than opt out. 

AP photo, John Bazemore/FILE

ALABAMA OFFENSIVE LINEMAN Alex Leatherwood (70) blocks 
LSU safety JaCoby Stevens (3) in Tuscaloosa, Ala., in this 2019 photo. Leather-
wood was selected to The Associated Press preseason All-America fi rst-team.

‘Roll Redemption’: No. 3 Alabama 
aims to restore dominance

Vanderbilt leaning on defense in tough SEC-only schedule

See ALABAMA, Page D12



for their senior seasons.
Alabama’s preseason guest speakers (this time 

via Zoom) included NBA legend Michael Jordan. 
Saban said Jordan and the late Kobe Bryant in 2018 
both off ered a similar message of the importance of 
remaining humble enough to maintain that compet-
itive edge.

“When you don’t have humility, it can cause a little 
complacency which creates a great disregard for not 
doing what’s right, because you feel like you’re entitled 
to something,” Saban said. “And that’s not good for team 
chemistry.”

Here are some things to know about Alabama’s team:
JONES’S JOB?

Speculation abounded that highly recruited freshman 
Bryce Young might push Jones for the starting job before 
COVID-19 canceled spring practice. Young received 
solid early reviews from teammates, but it’s unclear if he 
can progress rapidly enough to challenge Jones. Jones 
only threw three interceptions last season, but two were 
returned for touchdowns against Auburn.

BACK FROM INJURY
The defensive front seven gets some key players back 

from injuries. Topping that list is star middle linebacker 
Moses, who missed last season with a knee injury. Fellow 
linebacker Josh McMillion also missed the season with 
an injury but got a sixth year of eligibility. Defensive end 
LaBryan Ray and tackle DJ Dale were sidelined for the 
fi nal games with injuries. Inside linebackers Shane Lee 
and Christian Harris did get plenty of starting experience 
as freshmen.

PLAYMAKERS
Losing NFL fi rst-round receivers Jerry Jeudy and 

Henry Ruggs III didn’t leave Alabama’s off ensive 
cupboard anything close to bare of playmakers. 
Smith and Jaylen Waddle, also one of the nation’s 
top return men, are a formidable receiving duo. 
Harris emerged as Alabama’s latest star runner last 
season, gaining 1,224 yards and scoring 20 com-
bined touchdowns rushing and receiving. Former 
fi ve-star recruit Trey Sanders joins Harris and 
returning backup Brian Robinson Jr. in the backfi eld 

after missing last season with a foot injury.
SCHEDULE SCRAMBLE

Gone is the season opener against USC in Arlington, 
Texas, along with a few mismatched nonconference oppo-
nents. The SEC added games against Missouri (Sept. 26 
on the road) and Kentucky (in Tuscaloosa on Nov. 21). The 
Tide already plays No. 4 Georgia and got a break in not 
having to also face No. 8 Florida.

VIRUS UPDATE
Alabama has given scant information on its COVID-19 

cases throughout the summer, though Saban said the 
number of tests coming out positive was down to about 
1 percent in late August. The City of Tuscaloosa did shut 
down bars for two weeks starting Aug. 24 after images of 
mostly maskless students and others lined up outside bars. 
The university put a similar hold on student gatherings.
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SEC: Remains loaded 
in season when little 
else is normal
tices limited by the knee injury that ended his last 
season at USC.

Chad Morris, OC, Auburn: Sure, Morris bombed 
as head coach at Arkansas, but he has a much better 
track record as an off ensive coordinator, including a 
stint at Clemson. He will take over play calling duties 
from his boss, head coach Gus Malzahn.

ON THE HOT SEAT
This list should come with a COVID caveat because 

the fi nancial toll, league-only schedule and other fac-
tors besides the win-loss record could impact schools’ 
decisions.

Will Muschamp, South Carolina: The Gamecocks 
lost their last three games, including a defeat to Ap-
palachian State and blowout losses to Texas A&M and 
Clemson. They scored just nine points in those fi nal 
two games.

Derek Mason, Vanderbilt: Mason has had his suc-
cesses with the Commodores, but has also won just 10 
SEC games in six seasons. Vandy was 3-9 last season.

AP photo, Todd Van Emst

AUBURN COACH Gus Malzahn, right, talks to players during the fi rst team meeting of the season, in Auburn, Ala. 

No. 11 Auburn banking on Nix, successful overhaul on lines
By JOHN ZENOR
Associated Press

The Auburn Tigers have 
played for a Southeastern Con-
ference championship, knocked 
rival Alabama from playoff  con-
tention and had a losing league 
mark.

The Tigers’ last three seasons 
have been eventful in a Western 
Division where it’s awfully hard 
to break through. Now, they 
have quarterback Bo Nix back 
from a promising freshman 
season with a new off ensive 
coordinator and a dangerous 
wide receiver in Seth Wil-
liams.

Taking that next step from a 
nine-win season that included 
a thrilling win over Alabama 
will require more than just a 
more seasoned Nix and fresh 
play calling. It will takes a 
major replenishing of big men 
on both sides of the ball.

The Tigers, who are ranked 

No. 11 in the preseason AP Top 
25 poll, lost all fi ve primary of-
fensive line starters from last 
season, though center Nick 
Brahms started fi ve games 
each of the past two sea-
sons. The defensive line must 
replace top 10 NFL draft pick 
Derrick Brown in the middle 
and end Marlon Davidson, a 
second-rounder.

The secondary will require a 
similar overhaul having to re-
place four starters, including a 
fi rst-round pick in cornerback 
Noah Igniboghene.

The defense is led by line-
backers KJ Britt, Owen Pappoe 
and Zakoby McClain.

There’s little question about 
the off ensive leader this season. 
Nix completed a modest 57.6% 
of his passes but didn’t throw 
an interception in the last fi ve 
games.

He’ll lead an off ense directed 
by new coordinator Chad Morris, 
who was fi red after two disas-

trous seasons as Arkansas’s head 
coach. Morris will take over play 
calling duties from head coach 
Gus Malzahn.

“He’s very confi dent,” Malzahn 
said of Nix. “There’s no doubt 
about that. I can tell that he’s 
started to feel like it’s more of 
his team, which that’s natural 
progression for a true freshman 
that starts.”

CALLING THE SHOTS
Malzahn reclaimed play-

calling duties last season 
with mixed results but hand-
ed the reins to a longtime 
friend. Morris, a former head 
coach at Arkansas and SMU, 
had considerable success as 
Clemson’s offensive coordi-
nator.

Morris and Auburn, howev-
er, didn’t get a single practice 
during the spring because of the 
coronavirus pandemic.

“Not having a spring with a 
new coach, a new off ensive co-
ordinator, kind of new plays and 

things like that, it’s been chal-
lenging,” Nix said. “Not having 
a spring didn’t allow us to dive 
deep in the playbook or anything 
like that.”

WHO’S RUNNING
With leading rusher JaTar-

vious Whitlow having left the 
team, Auburn will likely turn to 
D.J. Williams or top freshman 
recruit Tank Bigsby to lead the 
running game. Williams ran for 
400 yards and two touchdowns 
as a freshman last season. 
Redshirt freshman Mark-Antony 
Richards also could be in the 
mix.

BIG MEN
If there was a position that 

most needed a spring to sort 
things out, it’s the off ensive line 
under new position coach Jack 
Bicknell Jr. Brahms and juniors 
Austin Troxell and Brodarious 
Hamms seem likely starters, 
and Auburn signed fi ve off ensive 
linemen including two junior 
college transfers.

VIRUS UPDATE
Auburn had to cancel several 

practices in late August after 
nine players tested positive for 
COVID-19. With contact tracing, 
that meant 16 players had to be 
held out four weeks before the 
season opener. Malzahn said two 
unspecifi ed position groups were 
particularly left short-handed. 
Several Auburn players have opt-
ed to sit out the season, includ-
ing backup linebacker Chandler 
Wooten.

SCHEDULE SCRAMBLE
Auburn added a road game 

against South Carolina Oct. 17 
and a home game against No. 
25 Tennessee Nov. 21. Gone 
are Alcorn State, No. 18 North 
Carolina, Southern Miss and 
Massachusetts.

“Playing two extra (league) 
games won’t be a shock to our 
system,” Malzahn said. “I think 
we’ve had the toughest schedule 
since 2013. We’re really looking 
at that as an advantage.”
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ALABAMA: No. 3 Alabama aims to restore dominance
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