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By Ben Spicer

Rob Woodward said. “I
could tell in his mind he
was evaluating “Ok, what
can I do? Am I going
to hurt this team? Am I
going to be able to still
be effective with this?”
and he displayed full confidence in us that he was
good to disperse the ball
where he needed to.”
“He didn’t bat an eye
when it came time. He
had been evaluated by
our trainer, our trainer
didn’t know definitively
what exactly things were
and felt that he could go
back out, so we went with
that.”
Woodward noticed
the limp in Salyers’ step
shortly after he was hurt,
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Trent’s toughness leads Pirates to title
bspicer@aimmediamidwest.com

When a person wants
something in life, they
will do whatever it takes
to attain what they are
after.
For Wheelersburg
junior quarterback Trent
Salyers, a state championship was what was
desired.
It didn’t matter what
it took, Trent and his
team were not going to
be denied. Regardless of
what happened, Wheelersburg knew what they
wanted and there was
nothing their opponents
could do to stop them.
Not even a broken right

fibula would keep Salyers from taking home
the state championship
trophy.
“The injury happened
with like 4:13 to go in
the third quarter,” Salyers said. “But then in the
fourth quarter, I threw a
throw across the field off
my back leg like 20 yards
down the field to Bryson
Keeney, and that’s the first
time I put all my pressure
on it. That’s when I knew
it was a bad injury and
not just a little tweak.”
Still, Salyers refused to
leave the game.
“Trent never for one
second thought about
coming out of the game,”
Wheelersburg head coach
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but the junior had his heart set
on finishing the game on the
field.
“I was committed to it all
along,” Salyers said. “The first
time I hobbled off the field,
Coach Woodward looked at
me and said “Is it bad, is it
alright?” and I said it’s bad,
but I’m not coming out of this
game.”
“My guys meant more to me
than just a little injury, so I
had to go out there and push
through and get the victory
with my teammates.”
Salyers even said he had no
thoughts about checking out of
the game.
“It didn’t cross my mind,”
Salyers said. “I was thinking
more about what I needed
to do the next play than the
pain in my right leg. I kind of
ignored that and put it to the
side and was more focused on
getting that trophy.”
His teammates admired his
grit, but they didn’t know until
a day after the game the severity of the injury.
“He’s a fighter, he’s crazy,”
junior Avery Donini said.
“Honestly, he played it off so
well I thought it was just a little
rolled ankle, but I saw on the
videos that it landed on him
wrong.”
“It’s honestly crazy that he
played throughout that, I don’t
know how someone could do
it.”
Salyers embraced the role of
a fighter late in the fourth quarter when his team fell behind
14-7 with 1:50 remaining after
Eastwood ran for a touchdown.
Before the quarterback headed out on the field, he received
some vital feedback from his
coaches on the sideline.
“They just said to stay calm
and take what they give you,
and to do what you’ve done
all year,” Salyers said. “So, I
just kind of took that to heart,
and I’m going to do what I’ve
done all year and be me and be
relaxed and get the open guy.”
“Thank the Lord that I hit
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some special throws out there
and I was clutch when it happened, and I was calm, cool,
and collected and made it happen when I needed to.”
As you may have guessed,
the comeback was not short on
drama. In fact, you probably
couldn’t script it any better if
you tried.
After two plays netted only a
yard to start the drive, Salyers
was looking at third down and
a long nine to pick up a first
down. He was running out of
chances, and needed a big play.
Salyers would get just that
on an 18-yard completion to
senior Bryson Keeney on the
sidelines to move the chains for
a first down.
“I was a little scared because
I was running out of opportunities … I hit Bryson on the
sideline on that 3rd and 9, and
that’s kind of when the rhythm
started,” Salyers said. “I got in
a rhythm and I felt pretty confident after that moment.”
Keeney knew his signal caller
was not going to be stopped on
the series.
“He’s got to be one of the
toughest kids I’ve ever met,”
Keeney said. “Not a lot of people can come out here and play
on a broken leg, I mean you’ll
see people cramping and being
out for a whole quarter because
of cramps.”
“It’s actually his right foot,
so when he throws the ball he
would have to throw off his
right foot. It’s got to take a lot
of toughness to play through
that.”
After the completion to Keeney, Salyers would find senior
Cole Lowery for a 31 yard gain
all the way to the Eastwood
25-yard line.
Following the throw to Lowery, Salyers kept the hot hand
going on a 13-yard pass to
junior Tanner Holden. Then,
Salyers hit Makya Matthews
underneath for a 12-yard touchdown with just 17 seconds left.
The extra point tied the score,
and sent the game into over-

time.
“We called angle protection,
which meant Makya was going
to slip up through the middle,”
Salyers said. “As soon as I
caught the ball and dropped
back, they blitzed a linebacker
and another flew out, so I knew
he would be wide open in the
middle of the field if I gave him
time.”
“I dropped back about five
steps and just tossed it over the
middle and he was wide open
and got in the end zone thankfully.”
In overtime, Wheelersburg
got the ball first on offense.
Faced with a 4th down and 1
from the 11-yard line, senior
Xander Carmichael found Holden wide open on a jump pass to
take the lead.
The Pirates just needed a
defensive stop to win a state
title, and they would get just
that. Senior Alex George made
a hit, and Donini swept in to
force a fumble. Lowery recovered, and Wheelersburg was
victorious, 21-14.
“As soon as that fumble
was recovered by Cole I just
dropped to my knees and
bawled crying, because all that
hard work and all that emotion
built up to that,” Salyers said.
“I could just let it out because I
knew that we had that success.
It was a special night to everybody in this community and
everybody in the county really.”
Surprisingly, Salyers said he
didn’t really feel the pain in the
last minutes of the game.
“I felt it barely,” Salyers said.
“The fourth quarter when I
came in there and we had the
game-tying drive, the adrenaline was rushing so fast that I
didn’t feel much pain.”
“On the way home on the bus
I felt a lot of pain, and I had ice
on it. I wasn’t worried about
the pain, I was worried about
celebrating with my teammates
and our community.”
Throughout the season and
his career, Salyers has shown
continued toughness and a will

Wednesday, December 20, 2017

3

Dusty Salyers

Wheelersburg’s Trent Salyers battled through the second half and overtime of the
OHSAA Division V State Championship with a broken fibula.

to win. His heart, along with
the pride and passion of his fellow Pirates, no doubt led them
to winning it all.
Salyers hopes that the heart
his Wheelersburg team played
with this season will be remembered in the years to come.
“The heart that we had this
year, I want that to be remembered the most,” Salyers said.
“Almost every playoff game we
got behind going in to the second half, and then we bounced
back and kept a high head.”
“We played with our hearts,

and that’s more important
than the physical talent that
you have out there. When we
played with heart, we got the
job done. That’s what I want
people to most remember our
team for.”
For Woodward, he knows his
team is full of kids who never
give up at anything they pursue
in life.
“Some people wonder if we
have tough men these days,”
Woodward said. “By golly, the
Wheelersburg Pirates do, and
Trent’s one of them for sure.”
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In the trenches
By Ben Spicer

do everybody is going to see it in the
stands. You’ve just go to put it to yourself
to say this guy is not getting past me.”
Success up front is determined by the
overall ability of the unit, too. While one
or two linemen might stand out at times,
it takes a total team effort on the line to
be able to sustain said success.
“Playing in the trenches, you’ve got
to be selfless,” Hall said. “It feels good
when you’re sitting there taking on a
double team or getting a block and your
back is making great plays.”
If it wasn’t for the stout play up front,
the state championship dreams might
not have become a reality.
In the second-round playoff game
against Columbus Academy, the Pirates
trailed 13-0 at halftime. The typical
offensive play calls that had worked all
season long were sputtering, and Wheelersburg’s hopes of advancing to the
regional final were in jeopardy.
That is, until they made some adjustments at halftime to rely more on the
running game.
“We went in and just decided we
wanted to run a heavy offense, run it
right at them,” senior defensive lineman
Nic Parsley said. “They really just didn’t
know what to do.”
Wheelersburg would score four rushing touchdowns in the final two quarters
on their way to a 35-16 victory, paving
the way for what was to come in their
historic playoff run.
“When we were in [the locker room],
we were just telling [the coaches] that
the backs have had us all season,” Hall
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Championship football teams are often
times built on the line of scrimmage.
The offensive line does the dirty work,
and defensively the front seven needs to
be talented for a team to compete at a
high level.
It’s easy to overlook those aforementioned players. Of course, they typically
aren’t the ones scoring the highlight reel
touchdowns. But what they are doing is
setting the tone of the game, establishing
themselves on the line, and ultimately
encapsulating what the sport of football
is all about.
Certainly, the Wheelersburg Pirates
had a lot of spectacular skill position talent. Wide receiver Tanner Holden was
the Division V Offensive Player of the
Year. Quarterback Trent Salyers passed
for 35 touchdowns. Running back Dominic Reyes scored eight rushing touchdowns.
Yet, the talent goes beyond that and
extends up front, where Wheelersburg
won all 15 games they played this season
with a dominant offensive line and defensive front.
“I had a great role,” senior lineman CJ
Hall said. “I was just blocking every play,
but whenever you see that you have athletes like that and they make great plays
off your block, that’s all I need.”
Hall says playing up front, especially
on the offensive line, is no easy task.
“It’s a challenge,” Hall said. “A lineman can’t take off a play, because if you
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Rob Woodward watches the offensive line go through pre-game repetitions.

said. “It’s time to put the backs on our
back and we’re ready to go.”
“We really thought we could get some
movement because they were standing
up and just trying to make plays. They
had an athletic front more so than a
powerful one, so we really just started
getting that ball moving.”
For the big guys up front and on both
the offensive and defensive lines, that
comeback win in the second round of the
playoffs demonstrated their hard work
and dedication throughout the season
and their careers.
“It was nice, it was a great feeling,”

GREAT JOB
PIRATES!

Ben Spicer | Daily Times

senior defensive lineman Alex George
said. “We were stomping on their throats
right there, and then finally kind of end
it with a couple more touchdowns to
finally put them in a coffin. It was great.”
The win against Columbus Academy
propelled the Pirates to a blowout in the
next round over Johnstown-Monroe to
make it to the state semifinals in a game
against Madison.
Once again, Wheelersburg wound up
behind late in the contest. The defense
never held their heads, and kept fighting
to prevent the Pirates from falling behind
even more.
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“I think we wanted to do our part
more than anything else,” junior linebacker and offensive lineman Evan Dahm
said. “We knew if it was a three-score
game it was going to be difficult for our
offense to come back.”
“I think we knew that we were going
to get the job done, it was just everybody
doing their part and everybody going
after the ball when they could.”
Trailing 10-0 in the third quarter,
Wheelersburg was in dire need of a big
play.
They would get that play from Dahm,
who intercepted a Madison pass on a
drive that saw the Mohawks deep in
Pirates territory.
“Coach Tilley had been telling me I
was going to get a pick all game,” Dahm
said. “They rolled out, and their quarterback was a great athlete but a lot of
times he doesn’t check his receivers.”
“He’s ducking and trying to get that
thing out as quick as possible, and I
came underneath. I’m glad I caught it,
because if I wouldn’t have it would have
been really embarrassing.”
The play brought Wheelersburg fans
back on their feet, and helped the Pirates
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make their late push once more.
“It was electric,” Dahm said. “When
you look up there and every single person is on their feet, everybody is going
crazy, it changes the course of the game.”
“After they caught me from behind, I
was like “We’re winning this ball game,
there’s no way that we can’t.” Even
though we ended up punting it away, we
changed the momentum. We were able
to shift the momentum to our side, and I
think we never lost it after that.”
Riding that momentum, the Pirates
came back to win 15-10 with another
late second half surge on the shoulders of
their defense and offensive line.
Next up was the state championship
game against Eastwood, another game
that would test Wheelersburg up front.
“Their interior two were just stocky
boys that you couldn’t move,” Hall said.
“Their defensive ends I felt like were
not as good as Madison’s, but they were
faster and more agile than them but not
as strong.”
On the other side of the ball, Dahm
said the offensive line for the Eagles was
as tough as they come.
“Their linemen were some of the best

I’ve ever seen,” Dahm said. “Probably
the best I’ve ever seen at getting out and
blocking the linebackers.”
“They had good leverage, and you
could not move them. With the combination of that and their backs that ran well
and played hard, it was the toughest
game I’ve ever played in.”
Of course, the Pirates didn’t anticipate
the state championship would come easy.
“That’s what you expect at that stage,”
Dahm said. “You expect to play a team
that’s going to try and exploit your
toughness and make you give 110 percent. It was tough, but we got it done.”
Wheelersburg came back to tie the
game with just seconds remaining in the
fourth quarter, and sent the contest into
overtime where the Pirates would score
first on offense to take a 21-14 lead.
Now, it all came down to the defense
for Wheelersburg if they wanted the trophy.
“I was nervous, because it all comes
down to you at that point,” Dahm said.
“You can’t give it to anyone else, you
can’t give it to the offense, you have got
to get the job done.”
“It didn’t look like it was going to hap-
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pen, but Avery [Donini] came up and
made a great play, the perfect play that
had to be made and we’re state champions.”
George came in to make first contact,
and Donini forced a fumble that was
recovered by Cole Lowery to seal the
deal.
“I was playing defensive end,” George
said. “Avery was at the pirate position,
which is just like a monster linebacker/
strong safety.”
“I came down and had the initial hit,
and then Avery came in and just knocked
the ball out. I rolled over and looked
up, and Cole jumped on the ball. That’s
when I started running down the field,
looking up in the stands and saw everyone going crazy. It was breathtaking to
realize that we did it.”
In a great all-around performance, the
defense put a cap on the historic 2017
season for the Pirates to claim their treasure of a state championship trophy.
“We always had the motto that defense
wins championships,” Parsley said. “We
were always just making a killing on the
field, and I think our defense is what got
us there.”
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Party like it’s 1989
By Ben Spicer

bspicer@aimmediamidwest.com

28 years ago, the community
of Wheelersburg celebrated
their first state football championship.
Now, in 2017, the Pirates are
once more state champions.
The 1989 Wheelersburg
football team, and the teams
who came before that, ultimately established the tradition that is Wheelersburg
football.
Getting to that first state
championship seemed like a
tall task, especially since the
’89 Pirates trailed at halftime
in every playoff game they
played.
That Wheelersburg team
had a little extra motivation to
keep fighting, though.
In week 10 of the season,
senior Eric Wallace suffered a
brain injury in a game against
Washington Courthouse. The
lives of Wallace and his teammates were changed forever
that night.
“There were two times I saw
[Coach Ed Miller] have tears
in his eyes, and that was the
first,” said Steven Hamilton, a
senior on the 1989 team. “He
told us “Men, if you’ve never
prayed before, you go home

and you pray tonight.” He
let us be aware that they life
flighted Eric to Grant Hospital
in Columbus to the trauma
center.”
“That’s when it donned upon
us that hey this is serious.”
Hamilton and his fellow
seniors had made a promise
in junior high that they would
win a state title as seniors in
high school.
“In seventh grade ball, we
traveled to Ironton for just a
seventh-grade game in junior
high, and we beat Ironton,”
Hamilton said. “On the bus
ride on the way back to the
‘Burg, that’s when we all
vowed. We said when we’re
seniors, we’re going to win the
state championship.”
Now, they had other, more
pressing issues at hand. The
health of their friend and
teammate was in question, and
it was hard to think about the
game of football.
“We would take turns after
practice during the week, and
after practice we would drive
two hours up to Grant Hospital to see him,” Hamilton said.
Playing football seemed like
just an afterthought at this
point, but the team knew that
Wallace would want them to
accomplish the goal they had

set.
“Going into the playoffs we
had that to deal with and that
really gave us the incentive
to play harder I think,” said
Jimmy Carver, a junior split
end and defensive back on that
team.
That extra incentive gave
the Pirates the edge they
needed to go all the way in the
playoffs. Little did they know,
they would soon be playing
football in the city of Columbus for a championship.
“If he had not gotten hurt, I
don’t know if we would have
won the state that year,” Hamilton said. “That kind of motivated us over the bar, we won
that for him.”
“We just played above our
level because we wanted to
win for Eric.”
An incredible postseason
run matched Wheelersburg up
with Warren John F. Kennedy
in the 1989 Division IV championship game.
The Eagles of John F. Kennedy High School looked to
be a difficult obstacle to overcome, standing in the way of a
state title.
“They had two big offensive
tackles and a big fullback,”
said Matt Williams, who was
a senior lineman on the team.
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The 1989 Wheelersburg Pirates celebrate with their state title following their 14-7
victory over Warren John F. Kennedy in Columbus.

“I believe one tackle went to
Ohio State, and another went
to division one. They were a
big team.”
“I think everyone just had
the mindset that it’s just
another game. Just go and
hopefully everything works
out.”
Again, the Pirates trailed
early in the game.
“That team had a lot of
heart,” said Chris Risner, a
senior running back/safety
and captain said about the ’89
squad. “There were several

games we were behind, but we
always found a way to suck it
up and pull out a win in the
end of it.”
Risner had the big play
in the game to tie the score
before halftime.
“I lined up as a tackle eligible,” Risner said. “I went
down the field for a pass, and
Matt [Miller] the quarterback
put the pass right on the
money. I was wide open, and
really just kind of walked right
into the end zone.”
“I thought that that got us

Congratulations Wheelersburg Pirates!
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back in the ball game. We
could fight, and we could win
that ball game.”
Much like this year’s Wheelersburg team, the ’89 Pirates
got a big lift from a trick play
in the title game.
Carver remembers the play
clear as day.
“I stepped back off the line
to get in the proper position,
and then ran a quick route
to pull the corner back up on
me,” Carver said. “I looked at
him and said “touchdown” and
turned around, and Risner was
catching the ball and gone.”
Hamilton recalled a play
later in the game that stuck
out in his mind.
“It was late in the fourth
quarter, and Mark Miller intercepted a pass,” Hamilton said.
“We got the ball back, and
there wasn’t much time left
and we knew at that point we
had it wrapped up.”
“We were in victory forma-

tion, and the clock stopped.
We all looked up at the scoreboard, and Eric’s number was
36. We looked up, and the
clock had stopped and it had
exactly 36 seconds on it.”
As the game came to a close,
the realization was there that
Wheelersburg had won the
1989 state championship by a
score of 14-7.
“It was the most emotional
time that I ever remember,”
Hamilton said. “Those senior
guys, we played together for
eight years and that was our
final year playing together.”
Along with Carver, Hamilton
did a little celebrating after
the game had ended.
“Me and Steve Hamilton
before the game promised each
other that we would meet on
the 50-yard line afterwards,”
Carver said. “It happened
to be the Big Ten emblem,
the block O with the Big Ten
emblem, and me and him met

there after the game and broke
it down and did a little dance.”
Fast forward 28 years, and
now the players were watching
this year’s Wheelersburg team
from the stands in Canton as
they pursued the second state
title in school history.
“I was there with the ring
on and the same jersey I had
on when I won mine,” Carver
said. “I was so proud of those
kids, and I wanted it for them
so bad. I always told them
it’s lonely at the top, we need
someone up there with us.”
Others, like Hamilton,
played a big role in the development of the 2017 team.
Hamilton coached many of
the seniors in sixth grade, and
recounts a little motivational
tactic of his own from his
coaching days.
“I wanted to motivate these
guys,” Hamilton said. “On the
first day of practice, I brought
my old state champ ring and

Congratulations

I broke it out when I started
talking to them.”
“I said “if you guys play as
a team, and you work really
hard, you guys can get one of
these yourself.” I was just so
proud of those kids, I remember every one of them. They
worked really hard together,
and I knew it was possible or I
wouldn’t have taken my ring in
and said you guys can get one
of these through hard work.”
Regardless of the role they
played on the team or within
the program, every member
of the 1989 team and all the
other teams in Wheelersburg
history are a part of a special
school.
“We’re all like a big family,
whether you played 30 years
ago or you played this season,”
Hamilton said. “It doesn’t
matter, all the ‘Burg football
players it’s like we belong to a
family.”
Not only are the players
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special, but the students and
fans play just as big of a role
in the success of all the Pirates
teams.
“I think we’ve got a very
good fanbase,” Williams said.
“We travel well, it’s not just
parents. Past players and students still keep up with what
the football team is doing, and
we take pretty good pride in
how well the kids play.”
Really, the entire community
of Wheelersburg is involved
when it comes to the school.
“The community is amazing when it comes to sports
and who we are,” Carver said.
“We’re always standing behind
each other, and we’re a great
community. We really are.”
Over the years, the Pirates
have produced many great
teams. Most importantly,
they’ve created winners off the
field, and it’s all thanks to a
town that never stops believing and never gives in.

Congratulations Pirates
UNDEFEATED
15-0 SEASON

Wheelersburg Pirates

“Pick Us” for Discounted Healthcare Services

Wednesday, December 20, 2017

8 Wednesday, December 20, 2017

WHEELERSBURG STATE CHAMPIONSHIP 2017

Daily Times

Breaking Through:
Former star wins coveted state title 15 years later as assistant coach
By Kevin Colley

kcolley@aimmediamidwest.com

Having prior experience is
always crucial in anything in life,
regardless of what the obstacle is.
Going into the OHSAA Division V State Championship
game, it was well-known that the
Pemberville Eastwood Eagles
— the No. 1-ranked team in the
Division V ranks across to the
AP Poll at the end of the year —
were going to be tough.
However, the Wheelersburg
Pirates had a crucial chip on
their shoulder that certainly
helped on its way to proving
that they were, indeed, the best
Division V unit in all of Ohio.
As the only person to officially
participate in both of the state
title games across the Scioto
County landscape during this
millennium, 2003 West graduate
Bryson Williams has experiences that the rest of us could
only dream of having — both as
a player and as a coach.
But after falling to Kenton and
its prolific offensive attack in the
2002 Division IV State Championship affair, Williams got to
experience the right side of the
coin 15 years later as a coach
when the Pirates pulled out the
21-14 overtime thriller that will

be regarded as one of the best
state championship games to
ever be played, regardless of
class, back on Dec. 1 in Canton.
“It’s a great feeling, especially
winning it,” Williams, the wide
receivers and defensive backs
coach for the Pirates, said. “It’s
a very close second to being a
player and really being a part of
it as far as your hard work and
efforts are concerned. Bringing
a championship back to Scioto
County was very special.”
However, it’s clear that bringing a state title back to the
county lines has been a goal of
Williams’ for a long time.
In 2002, Williams was a part
of a team that greatly contrasted
Wheelersburg’s current offensive scheme, as West primarily ran the wishbone while the
Pirates have worked from the
shotgun almost exclusively for
the past several seasons. However, the heart, the fight, and
the overall mentality the the
Senators had in 2002 proved to
be almost identical to Wheelersburg’s 2017 squad.
“We were a senior-laden
team,” Williams said. “Justin
Cantrell, Bryan McCormick, and
myself all started as freshmen,
and there were other seniors
from my class, including Zach

Evans and Jeremiah Lenz, who
contributed on the varsity roster
and got playing time as freshmen. We were a class that was
always pretty good coming up,
and we had a lot of goals and
wanted to accomplish some
things that West had never done.”
And Williams, who played
quarterback and defensive back,
was right at the center of it all.
After leading West to an 8-2
record and a second consecutive
playoff berth — the first backto-back playoff berths in school
history — Williams, who also
handled the kicking and punting
duties for the Senators, led West
to not only its first-ever playoff
win in the history of the school
(34-6 win over New Lexington),
but three straight wins after
that in thrilling affairs against
Coshocton (27-21), Portsmouth
(34-18), and Youngstown
Urusline (13-7). The former
pair of victories avenged 34-20
and 27-18 regular season losses
while the latter win was a takedown of one of the state’s more
well-respected programs.
“Going into that playoff run,
we wanted to do something that
West had never done before,”
Williams said. “The atmosphere
was new to all of us, which was
a good thing. We didn’t know

what to expect. We didn’t understand the pressure that was
on us, so we played loose as a
result. We didn’t hold anything
back. It was, ‘Hey, we’ve never
been here before, so let’s give
them everything that we’ve got.’
There was no pressure there. We
had already exceeded expectations, so it was just about going
out on the field, doing our best,
and running with that.”
West’s reward for its hard
work and fight, unfortunately,
was facing a simply possessed
Kenton unit that still holds
records to this day thanks to
the production of former Wake
Forest and Cincinnati quarterback Ben Mauk. Mauk, who
finished with an astronomical
6,540 yards passing in 2002,
and 17,364 yards passing for his
career, would end up being the
leading force behind a seismic
shift in how teams conducted
their offensive schemes.

“Ben’s one of the best quarterbacks to ever play in the state,”
Williams said. “His national
passing records were no joke.
He was the real deal.”
And while Mauk certainly
proved his talents in the state
title game — obtaining 433
total yards of offense and all
seven touchdowns on his own
— West, behind Williams, made
things interesting. A pick by
Evans in the first half allowed
Williams to score from a yard
out later in the same sequence
as the Senators cut an early
Kenton lead to 13-7 in the second quarter of play. However,
Williams’ second score of the
game — an 11-yard run — was
all that the Senators could muster offensively as the Wildcats
proved to be too strong. Final
score: 45-13, Kenton.
Still, the experience proved to
See coach | 10
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be a fruitful one for the signalcaller and do-it-all athlete.
“Getting to the state title
game against Kenton, who had
won it the year before (15-0 in
2001) was really neat,” Williams
said. “They introduced the State
of Ohio to a five-wide offense.
That was something that a lot of
teams hadn’t seen, especially in
Scioto County.”
Little did he know that within
a decade, he’d be working with a
similar offense.
In 2011, Williams was brought
into the fold by Wheelersburg
head coach Rob Woodward to
assist with the freshman. A
quick study, it took no time for
the West graduate to work his
way up to the varsity level as
Williams obtained a spot on the
main staff by the next year. Since
then, it’s been full speed ahead

WHEELERSBURG STATE CHAMPIONSHIP 2017
with the newfound opportunity
— one that he credits Woodward, among others, for grooming him for.
“My Dad (Dave) really taught
me the game in all of the sports
that I played,” Williams said. “He
taught me to be a hard worker,
and the work that he put in with
me during the summer months
was great. Then, you’ve got Mike
Bricker. He’s just a motivator.
Kids ran through a wall for him,
and he would have you ready
to play. At Wheelersburg, Rob
Woodward is a guy who just
does things the right way. He
doesn’t cut any corners. He’s a
fine guy, and hard work’s in his
blood. Jonathan Eaton has also
been a big role model for me.
He’s really taught me a lot about
the defensive secondary.
After helping put together a
prolific Wheelersburg offense
in aiding the development of
former wide receiver Dylan
Miller, Williams proceeded to
do the same with guys like Tan-

ner Bivens, and this season, the
star quartet of Tanner Holden,
Bryson Keeney, Cole Lowery,
and Makya Matthews, who all
produced on both ends of the
field. Need proof? 2,981 receiving yards, 28 receiving touchdowns, and 11 interceptions
between them certainly does
justice to the work Williams has
done with the group.
However, Williams credits
the unselfishness of not only his
receiving core, but the entire team,
for setting an appropriate tone.
“Very unselfish,” Williams
said. “We had guys that were giving up carries, whatever it took,
to benefit the team and produce
wins. The 2017 Wheelersburg
Pirates did the same thing this
year. No one ever cried or complained about a lack of touches,
and that was the same thing
with our team. No one cared
who touched the ball. It was all
about the final score at the end
of the game.”
And the unselfish attitude,
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along with the sheer enjoyment
of coming to the practice field,
reminded Williams of his old
playing days.
“That was like us,” Williams
said. “We enjoyed each other and
we enjoyed being out there on
the field. We busted it every day.
That’s one thing that I noticed
out of this team. We’re at Ohio
Wesleyan University, and it’s 90
degrees in July, but there was no
moaning and groaning going out
to the practice field. Everybody
enjoyed competing.”
During the run to the school’s
state state championship, Williams and the entire Pirate unit
faced adversity after finding
themselves trailing in the second
half against Columbus Academy, Madison Middletown, and
Eastwood. They won all three
— behind a special mentality
that Williams says is simply part
of the fabric in a great town that
has never accepted anything less
than excellence.
“That’s just instilled in Wheel-

ersburg kids,” Williams said. “It’s
a never-say-die attitude. There’s
never a time that they’re down
and out, and I believe that comes
from not only the coaching staff,
but the parents in this community. There’s never a time where
they are defeated.”
However, it certainly helps to
have a coach that has been there
before.
“They always asked, ‘What’s
it like to play in a state title
game?’ ‘How’d your game go?’ Of
course, we didn’t have the best
outcome, but they asked questions about what it was like, and
that’s always great,” Williams
said. “I just told them that from
my experiences, the speed of the
game, especially when you’re
that deep in the playoffs, picks
up. That’s something people
don’t realize from the sidelines
or the stands, but everything’s
going to speed up, and windows
are going to open and close a
whole lot faster than they did
Week 1, Week 2, or Week 3.”
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Unprecedented success part of culture
Five state titles, 11 state
semifinal appearances
in current decade
By Kevin Colley

kcolley@aimmediamidwest.com

Over the course of the last halfcentury, the Wheelersburg Pirates’
sports programs have taken home their
fair share of SOC titles — to the point
where not winning one on a yearly
basis is a disappointment.
However, it’s becoming evident that
the Wheelersburg athletic program, as
a whole, has developed new goals that
have evolved into much more than just
obtaining SOC titles or making runs to
region.
So if one has seen clothing apparel
that says “When you play Wheelersburg, you play the whole town,” it truly
is evident in the way that the Southern
Ohio community of approximately
6,500 residents handles its business.
Just ask Rob Woodward and Teresa
Ruby — they’ll tell you firsthand.
“Athletics go hand-in-hand with academics,” Woodward said. “You go back
to the administrators and teachers at
Wheelersburg. Everybody works so
hard to demand excellence out of our
student-athletes, both in the classroom
and on the athletic field. It’s just a
sense of holding players and students
accountable for their actions in the
classroom and on the field, and we
have a great set of coaches across all of
the sports that demand that excellence.
The community supports that.”
“You have kids who are committed
and dedicated who put in a lot of work
to reach the highest levels,” Ruby said.
“I feel honored to work with such a
great group of coaches who also put in
a lot of time and effort with the kids.
There’s just a lot of commitment to
excellence at Wheelersburg with the
type of kids that are there, and with
the type of school system that supports
it.”
While the entire Wheelersburg

Signs across Wheelersburg showing support for the Wheelersburg football program and its 2017 state
championship. The title is the fifth for the Wheelersburg athletic program in a five-and-a-half year span.

school system has been lauded
throughout its history for its attention
to detail in the academic and athletic
disciplines, the Pirates have truly taken
their success to another level since
2010. Wheelersburg baseball started
what has become a runaway freight
train by making the first of what ended
up being six consecutive trips to the
OHSAA Final Four, a streak that ran
through the 2015 season. In 2012 and
2013, Michael Estep’s club got the ball
rolling by winning back-to-back state
championships — by one run apiece
over Lima Central Catholic and BloomCarroll — to get the attention of those
across the state, as guys like Derek
Moore, Wade Martin, Camron Parsley,
and Garrett Carmichael, among others,
came to the forefront.
“Preparation leads to success,”
Woodward said. “There is a confidence that comes with that. Our students have it. We try to harness that,
enhance that, and push that.”
As the baseball program established
itself as a perennial powerhouse in the
Division III ranks, the softball program

— led by Ruby — began making its
ascent up the ladder. Wheelersburg had
just one OHSAA Final Four appearance (2004) before Ruby’s hiring, but
have already made three consecutive
OHSAA Final Four appearances — and
back-to-back state championship game
appearances — in her four seasons as
head coach. In 2016, Wheelersburg,
behind an extremely talented group
that included Michal Cunningham,
Faith Howard, and Kalle Coleman —
all Division I signees in the sport —
broke through by defeating Canfield
South Range, 8-3, for the program’s
first-ever state crown.
Ruby, however, knows that the support wouldn’t be possible without the
very community that backs the kids.
“You can’t find a community more
supportive and more invested in the
success of their kids than the Wheelersburg community,” Ruby said. “It’s
just phenomenal. If you need something, they give time, they’re supportive, and they definitely show up.”
However, the baseball and the softball programs weren’t the only ones

Signs across Wheelersburg showing support for
the Wheelersburg football program and its 2017
state championship. The title is the fifth for the
Wheelersburg athletic program in a five-and-a-half
year span.

to break through. Ellie Ruby, who has
proven to be one of the best threesport athletes to ever come out of the
school, won the Division II long jump
title. And Drew Jackson added a state
appearance in tennis to boot. Then,
in 2017, Wheelersburg dovetailed its
softball success with a fantastic run
by Maddie Gill and Kaitlyn Sommer,
who were the youngest doubles team
to qualify for state in the Division II
ranks.
Little did everybody know, however,
that more was yet to come — including the 2017 Wheelersburg football
program’s exhilarating run to a state
title. After putting up nine running
clock victories in 10 affairs during the
regular season, the Pirates showed the
entire state their grit and their mental
toughness by coming back from three
second-half deficits in its final four
playoff affairs en route to one of the
more thrilling playoff runs one could
ever dream of witnessing as a football
diehard, let alone a football fan of a
See success | 14
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singular team.
“When you walk through the hallways and see the signs and the posters
that are hung up, as well as the level of
spirit that’s generated from a morale
standpoint, you just feel it yourself,”
Woodward said. “Everybody listens to
one another, communicates well with one
another, and works well with one another
in trying to show the best Pirate Pride
that we can at all levels.”
With 11 appearances in the state semifinals over the past seven years and five
state championships across four sports,
it’s certainly an arguable point that the
2010s will go down as arguably the best
decade in school history from an athletic
standpoint.
However, it’s also known that once the
mountaintop has been reached, it will
2010
Wheelersburg baseball program
makes third OHSAA Final Four
appearance, falls to Bellville
Clear Fork in Division III State
Finals
2011
Wheelersburg baseball program
goes back to OHSAA Division III
Final Four
2012
Wheelersburg baseball program
defeats Lima Central Catholic,
1-0, for OHSAA Division III State
Championship — second state
championship in sport
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take as much work, if not even moreso,
to maintain it. And that work is what has
made the Wheelersburg athletic program
the face of the county over the course of
the decade.
“We want everybody to push through
those barriers, and develop a growth
mindset where people can reach farther,
reach higher, and reach past where you
believed that you could,” Woodward said
of the #ReachHigher theme that was
adopted by the football program.
“It’s a commitment that’s truly greater
than yourself,” Ruby said. “There’s a
strong commitment to playing for each
other, and that can carry you a long way.
It’s exciting to coach kids that are passionate and put in the time not only away
from the field, but when we practice.
The kids work hard, they have fun, and
they’re good to one another. It’s a coach’s
dream.”
Reach Kevin Colley at (740) 353-3101 ext. 1930
OR on Twitter @KColleyPDT

2013
Wheelersburg baseball program
repeats by defeating Carroll
Bloom-Carroll, 5-4, to repeat
as OHSAA Division III State
Champions — third state title in
sport.
2014
Wheelersburg baseball program
makes fifth consecutive OHSAA
Division III Final Four appearance
2015
Wheelersburg baseball program
makes sixth consecutive OHSAA
Division III Final Four appearance
Wheelersburg softball program
makes second-ever OHSAA

Signs across Wheelersburg showing support for the Wheelersburg football program and its 2017
state championship. The title is the fifth for the Wheelersburg athletic program in a five-and-a-half
year span.

Division III Final Four (2004 was
first)
Wheelersburg football program
goes to state semifinals for first
time since 1998
2016
Wheelersburg softball program
defeats Canfield South Range,
8-3, to win Division III State
Championship — first title ever
in sport
Ellie Ruby wins long jump state
title at OHSAA Division II Track
and Field State Championships
Drew Jackson qualifies for
OHSAA Division II Boys Tennis

Tournament in singles — only
ninth-grader in Division II ranks to
qualify in singles competition
Wheelersburg girls soccer
team goes to OHSAA Division III
Regional Tournament for first time
2017
Wheelersburg softball program
makes third consecutive
appearance in OHSAA State Final
Four, falls to Warren Champion in
OHSAA Division III State Finals
Maddie Gill, Kaitlyn Sommer
qualify for OHSAA Division II
Girls Tennis Tournament in
doubles, were youngest doubles
team to qualify in Division II

as freshman and sophomore,
respectively
Wheelersburg girls soccer
program makes second straight
appearance in OHSAA Division III
Regional Tournament — exactly
half of its years of existence
Wheelersburg volleyball program
advances to OHSAA Division III
Regional Tournament with firstyear head coach Allen Perry
Wheelersburg football program
wins OHSAA Division V State
Championship — second ever
in football — by defeating
Pemberville Eastwood, 21-14, in
overtime
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Holden down the fort
By Kevin Colley

kcolley@aimmediamidwest.com

Putting together your own path can
be a very tough thing to do — especially
when a person has two family members
that have done nothing but light up nets
along the way en route to being all-time
greats themselves.
However, it only takes one look at
Wheelersburg’s Tanner Holden to know
that the junior isn’t seriously phased by
the challenges that come his way.
And it’s that preparation — both mentally and physically — that has allowed
the thrilling athlete to excel in multiple
facets.
Division V First-Team All-Southeast
District — in both football and basketball. Division V All-Ohio — in both
football and basketball. And last, but
certainly not least, Mr. Football nomination — the latter being obtained this
year after earning All-Southeast District
Division V Player of the Year honors and
All-Ohio Division V Co-Player of the
Year accolades.
Those awards, however, all serve as
microcosms for a much bigger purpose
that Holden, and all of his teammates,
fight for — the Wheelersburg community.
“Being a Wheelersburg Pirate means
everything to me,” Holden said. “Just the
drive that the coaches and everyone in
the community has towards academics
and athletics amazes me, time and time
again. It’s truly a wonderful thing to be a
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“Playing under the direction of
(Rob) Woodward and (Steven)
Ater has been amazing. They have
done so much to help me build my
leadership skills and mold me into
the person that I am today. I can’t
thank them enough for that.”

– Wheelersburg wide receiver Tanner
Holden on coaching staff

part of, and the support that comes with
being a Pirate is something that you can’t
find anywhere else.”
The pride that Holden has in his teammates, his coaches, his teachers, his
school, and his community, however,
hasn’t gone unnoticed by either one of
his head coaches — Rob Woodward and
Steven Ater.
“Tanner’s earned his way up through
the ranks,” Woodward said. “He is a big
target that is easy to go to, but he works
at his craft, and he works at being really
good at what he does.”
“It’s fun to watch Tanner compete,”
Ater said. “He’s such a competitor.
He loves to get out there and just go.
He couldn’t be happier to be out there
competing with his teammates, and just
representing the community in the right
way.”
Ever since his days coming up through
the Wheelersburg ranks, the eyes were
always focused on Tanner and his older
sister, Sydney — who was a stellar

Ben Spicer | Daily Times

Tanner Holden gets ready to run a route in pre-game. Holden set single-season records in catches (78),
yards (1,535), and touchdown receptions (21) en route to a dominating campaign that proved to be
among the many keys en route to Wheelersburg’s second state title in the sport of football.
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Congratulations Pirates
2017 Division 5 State Champions
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athlete in her own right.
That, however, was expected from Day
One considering that Rodney Holden,
the Holden’s father, is considered to be
one of the greatest athletes to ever come
out of the Marshall basketball program.
A 6-7 forward who played at Marshall
from 1984 to 1988 after making the trip
to Huntington from Atlanta, Ga., the
elder Holden averaged 9.3 points and
7.6 rebounds per affair for his career, but
averaged numbers north of 10.5 points
and 8.7 rebounds per bout during the
final three years of his college playing
days en route to establishing himself as
one of the more skilled rebounding presences to ever
And obviously, the apple hasn’t fallen
too far from the tree. Sydney averaged
16.7 points and 8.8 rebounds her senior
season to obtain First-Team All-Southeast District and First-Team All-Ohio
honors, and hasn’t slowed down from
there en route to averaging 13.8 points,
6.3 rebounds, and 3.1 assists on 47
percent shooting from the field at Rio
Grande.
“He’s got a fantastic family,” Ater said.

Kevin Colley | Daily Times

Tanner Holden catches a pass in the OHSAA Division V State Championship Game against Pemberville
Eastwood.

“There’s great support there. They’ve
instilled good values in him, and he’s
certainly following a lead that has been
set at home.”
As with Sydney, Tanner is making his

own name for himself — and in a fashion
that may have the attention of more than
just the state when it’s all said and done.
But as with any true great, success
has to be earned. As a freshman, Holden
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found himself splitting time on the freshman and junior varsity squads as the raw
wideout continued to harness the offensive schemes that are present in the consistent and deep Wheelersburg playbook.
“As a coaching staff, we started to
evaluate holes on the varsity level,”
Woodward said. “I talked to Tanner and
told him that if he continued to work
hard, that we wanted to bring him up to
the varsity stage and challenge him as
well as us. However, I told him that in our
system, he had to be good at blocking.”
Ultimately, Holden became “the best
blocker” among the wideouts on not only
the freshman squad, but the junior varsity unit, as well. With that point checked
off of the list, Woodward and Co. decided that his gamebreaking ability needed
to be showcased on the varsity level. The
freshman responded by delivering on the
brightest of lights almost immediately,
catching a 53-yard touchdown pass and
picking off a pass in Wheelersburg 31-0
victory over Zane Trace that sewed up the
Pirates’ first regional title in 17 years.
“Tanner went on to gain a starting
See holden | 18
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Holden
From page 17

role, and continued to get better and
earn the opportunities that he got,”
Woodward said. “He continued to grow
and get better as a sophomore, and really
has taken off from there. However, it’s
that growth process, and earning what
he has gotten, that has allowed Tanner to
continue to develop.”
On the basketball court, Holden
showed equal growth en route to making
an immediate impact for the Pirates on
the floor, averaging 12.3 points per contest as a freshman en route to

BY THE NUMBERS
OFFENSE:
87 catches, 1,535 yards, 21 touchdowns
(all single-season school records)
DEFENSE:
Four interceptions, returned 59-yard
interception for score against Bishop
Watterson
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earning Third-Team All-Southeast District honors. During that time, Ater saw
qualities that obviously made Holden a
truly unique, and special, talent.
“Tanner works so hard just to be a
better student-athlete in both football
and basketball,” Ater said. “Then, from
an overall knowledge standpoint, he
sees things so well on the court that it is
almost like having a coach out there on
the floor. Every year, he’s added a little
bit to his game that makes him a better
player and allows him to go to the next
level.”
But if his first year was a simple flirtation of how good Holden could be, the
last two have been the realization of it.
After showing flashes in his initial campaigns, Holden bumped up his marks en
route to being named as an All-Southeast
District Special Mention honoree and
an All-Southeast District First-Team
nomination, along with an All-Ohio mention, in the 2016-17 season. This season,
Holden simply blew away the competition in football by garnering 1,535 yards
and a ridiculous 21 touchdown receptions on 87 catches — all school records
that blew away Dylan Miller’s previous

PORTSMOUTH, OH

740-250-2333
OH-70020159

marks in 2013.
“He was outstanding this year as he
became more comfortable with his route
running,” Woodward said. “He became
more confident too, and part of that
comes with maturity. In addition to all of
that, he’s done a good job in the weight
room getting stronger in the offseason,
and when you put all of those things
together, it really allows you to become
the best student-athlete that you can be.”
And that’s even more impressive considering the amount of pressure that
Holden had to deal with during the season. In addition to the numerous doubleteams that Holden faced — especially
as the season progressed — the wideout
received newfound attention from Ohio
State on the football gridiron after collecting 208 yards and three touchdowns
on 10 catches and returning a 59-yard
interception to the house in what is arguably the best game of his career to date.
Still, the newfound sensation — now
6-6 — kept his main focus centered
around the opponent that lied ahead
each week.
“I didn’t feel any pressure because of
the trust that I had in my teammates and
coaches,” Holden said of the eyes that
were on him. “I knew we had prepared
enough to take on the tasks ahead of us.”
And honestly, Holden knew that the
extra attention would help the team
— which has always been the greater
concern.
“If you look at the number of teams
that double-covered him and put all
of their attention on him, that’s what
allowed us to open up the rest of our
offense,” Woodward said. “He had people
in his face all of the time. They’d try to
find ways to get under his skin or get to
him. He really had to put up with a lot
out on the field. Everybody says, ‘If I can
hit this guy one time really hard, he’ll
stop trying to come across the middle
or do this or that.’ That wasn’t the case.
Tanner continued to up his game, and
continued to be a student of the game.”
That was, again, on display during
Wheelersburg’s thrilling run to the Division V State Championship.
Against Middletown Madison, Holden
caught a critical 35-yard pass from
Trent Salyers that ultimately set up the
game-winning one-yard run from Xander
Carmichael that allowed the Pirates to
advance to the state title bout. Then,
after a thrilling 12-yard connection from
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Salyers to Makya Matthews allowed
Wheelersburg to take Pemberville Eastwood to overtime in the state championship game, Holden fittingly caught
Carmichael’s jump pass out of the Wildcat formation on fourth-and-one from
the Eastwood 11, and waltzed in for the
score for what ended up being the gamewinning touchdown reception.
“Catching the game-winning pass in
the state final was so unreal,” Holden
said. “I still can’t wrap my head around
it. It was definitely a moment in my
life that I will never forget. Putting up
the numbers that I did throughout the
season is a great accomplishment, but I
couldn’t have done that, either, without
the hard work of our offensive line and
Trent (Salyers) for always placing the
ball where it needed to be.”
While his star is certainly shining
around the Wheelersburg community, it
is clear that Tanner Holden has become
more than a talented student-athlete with
great potential. In fact, he is just the latest example of what makes the Wheelersburg community as special as it is today.
“I’m proud of Tanner,” Ater said. “He’s
saying, ‘I’ve got four years here, and
I’m going to do everything that I can in
order to contribute to my school and my
community while I’m here.’ That says a
lot about him. He’s making the sacrifices
in order to be out there with his teammates, and that means a lot as a coach. It
shows how much he loves his teammates
and his community.”
However, Holden will be the first to tell
you that it is the people closest to him
— his family, his friends and teammates,
and his coaches — who have given him
the strength to hold down the fort.
“It’s been tremendous playing with the
teammates that I’ve been able to play
with over the past three years,” Holden
said. “The upperclassmen have really
pushed me to do my best in every drill or
set in the weight room, and have pushed
me to do my best on every play. It’s definitely a blessing to have the success that
I have been able to have in both football
and basketball, but there is no way that
I would be able to do it without my
family, who drives me to be the best in
everything that I do, and my coaches and
teammates, who get me ready to perform
on a daily basis.”
Reach Kevin Colley at (740) 353-3101 ext. 1930
OR on Twitter @KColleyPDT
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IMPROVING THE QUALITY OF LIFE
THROUGH EXCELLENCE

• Rapid Recovery Program: hip & knee
replacement

King’s Daughters highly skilled orthopedic team is dedicated to

• Upper extremities including shoulder,
elbow and hand repair

improving patients’ quality of life through orthopedic excellence
and compassionate care. Our team offers patient-specific
treatment options for bone and joint pain. Our fellowshiptrained surgeons and support staff are dedicated to restoring
motion and getting patients back to their daily activities.

OH-70020396

Wednesday, December 20, 2017

Ashland, Grayson
& Prestonsburg

Portsmouth, Jackson &
Wheelersburg

(606) 327-0036

(740) 351-0980

• Lower extremities: Surgical podiatry care
• Concussion management and school
physicals for youth sports, middle school,
high school & college athletes
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Congratulations Wheelersburg Pirates
UNDEFEATED

15-0

2034 11th Street
Portsmouth, OH

Hours: Mon. - Thus. 9am - 9pm, Fri - Sat. 9am - 10pm, Sun. 11am -7pm

OH-70019972

740-353-7227

“Check us out on Facebook”

