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A familiar face will run the 2012 Ohio 
State defense, but he will face a unique task. 

For the first time since 2004, the Buckeyes 
enter a season coming off a campaign in 
which they were not first or second in the 
Big Ten in scoring defense. The sixth-place 
showing last season represents just one of 
several notable drops from a decade of domi-
nance for a group that has been known as 
the Silver Bullets since the mid-1990s. 

The 21.0 points per game the defense 
yielded last year were the most allowed 
since 1999 when Ohio State gave up 23.9 
points per game, and not coincidentally, that 
was also the most recent year the Buckeyes 
failed to post a winning record before 2011.

The 323.5 yards allowed per game were 
also the most since 2004 (332.0), the last 
time the Buckeyes gave up more than 300 
per contest. 

That means the defense is in real need of 
improvement as opposed to the refinement 
that marked the annual task of Jim Heacock, 
who was not retained by new head coach 
Urban Meyer after 16 years in Columbus, 
including the last seven seasons as defensive 
coordinator. 

Nobody had to tell Luke Fickell the 2011 
Buckeye defense was not up to the standards 
of recent vintages, and the former interim 
head coach and current defensive coordina-
tor took it upon himself to make sure his 
players were aware. 

“We put those stats up in front of our 
guys the other day to say, ‘This is what the 
expectation this year is at Ohio State,’ ” 
Fickell said. “ ‘You came here for a reason. 
Here’s where we’ve been the last 10 years 
defensively. That’s the standard you’re held 
to.’ ” 

Meyer also made it clear he expects more 
from the stop troops in his first year as head 
coach of the Buckeyes than he saw last sea-
son. The point was driven home to him when 
he happened to catch part of a rebroadcast 
of the 2011 Ohio State-Michigan game while 
in Chicago for the Big Ten’s annual Media 
Days in late July. 

As the Wolverines piled up 40 points and 

444 total yards in a six-point victory, Meyer 
said he did not recognize the team in the 
silver helmets with the scarlet stripes down 
the middle. 

“I watched it for about 45 minutes,” he 
told reporters July 27. “Defensively that 
wasn’t the Ohio State defense that I’m used 
to seeing. Ohio State for a decade had as 
good a defense as anybody in America. Last 
year was not that. We did not have a good 
defense last year.”

Familiar Personnel 
Experience is not a problem at the front 

or back of the unit. 
Three starters return on the line – seniors 

John Simon and Garrett Goebel along with 
junior Johnathan Hankins – and new starter 
Michael Bennett got his feet wet last year as 
a true freshman who played in all 13 games 
as a reserve. 

Behind them, a group of three sopho-
mores and five freshmen spent preseason 
camp competing for playing time that is left 
over from the starters. They have plenty of 
ability – four are former five-star high school 
recruits and two were four-star prospects 
– but it remains to be seen how quickly they 
develop into contributors. 

In the meantime, the coaching staff is 
hoping for the healthy return of one more 
senior – Nathan Williams. 

A starter in 2010 at end, Williams was sup-
posed to be a linchpin of the defense last sea-
son as a senior but was lost for the season to 
a knee injury in the season opener. He even-
tually underwent microfracture surgery and 
an aggressive rehab program while taking a 
medical redshirt season. Everyone believes 
he is on track to help the Buckeyes this year, 
but how much remains to be seen. 

“I think if you want to make a strength 
stronger, it’s Nathan Williams if he’s able (to 
play),” Meyer said Aug. 12. “We’re counting 
on him.” 

The defensive line as a whole has 68 starts 
to its credit, a figure that barely bests the 62 
possessed by the members of the secondary. 
That group returns all four starters – corner-
backs Bradley Roby and Travis Howard and 
safeties C.J. Barnett and Christian Bryant – as 
well as top reserve Orhian Johnson at safety. 

That is not to say anyone is resting on 
prior accomplishments, however, in part 
because for once the Ohio State defense did 
not accomplish much in 2011. 

“That’s good and bad,” Meyer said of 
returning a majority of starters. “If they were 
ranked No. 2 in America on defense, that’s 
really good.” 

Linebacker is another story. 
The slate is mostly clean for a group that 

includes no one with a full season as a starter 

to his credit and only one player with more 
than sophomore eligibility. Expectations 
remain high for the linebackers, however, 
both as a result of the Ohio State legacy and 
recruiting rankings. 

Etienne Sabino is a former five-star recruit 
and the only senior among the linebackers. 
He is scheduled to be joined in the starting 
lineup by sophomores Curtis Grant and Ryan 
Shazier, five- and four-star recruits, respec-
tively. All six of the reserves on scholarship 
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are freshmen, including four-star prospects 
Josh Perry, Camren Williams and David 
Perkins. 

Meyer wants to see those players remind 
fans of what they saw from the likes of James 
Laurinaitis, A.J. Hawk, Brian Rolle, Ross 
Homan and Matt Wilhelm. All earned first-
team All-Big Ten status during the previous 
decade with Laurinaitis, Hawk and Wilhelm 
also being named All-Americans. Laurinaitis 
and Hawk were also each named Big Ten 
Defensive Player of the Year. 

“Who’s played linebacker at Ohio State? 
I’d put that group against any group in 
America, maybe in college football history,” 
Meyer said. “I didn’t see that when I watched 
our guys play last year.”

Coverage Tweak On Tap 
How much the change in leadership with-

in the defense will be reflected in scheme 
alterations remains to be seen. 

Fickell and Heacock always stressed that 
the defensive game plans of the past few 
years were group efforts, and views of prac-
tice during spring football and preseason 
camp did not reveal much new despite the 
hiring of cornerbacks coach Kerry Coombs 
and safeties coach/co-defensive coordinator 
Everett Withers. Mike Vrabel was retained 
from last season and has taken over coach-
ing the defensive line after leading the line-
backers last season. 

“You know how we’ve always been here 
– it’s been a collaborative group,” Fickell 
said Aug. 21. “Coach Withers has brought a 
lot of really, really good things. We’ve done a 
lot of what he’s done in the past. And Coach 
Coombs comes in and he brings in a lot of 
different things that he’s done.” 

Withers came from North Carolina while 
Coombs made the move up Interstate 71 
from the University of Cincinnati. 

“The defense is similar to what we’ve 
done, but also it has its own touches,” Fickell 
continued. “We want to be on the same 
page all together, so it’s not any one man’s 
defense. It’s a group effort. We’ve kept the 
terms as close as possible for the guys.” 

The base set remains a 4-3 with the end 
spots being distinct from one another. 

On one side, the team deploys a “Leo” end 
on the weak side who is generally a smaller 

(245-270 pounds), more athletic player than 
the strongside end, who often checks in at 
280 pounds or more. 

Inside, a nose tackle is set to tie up the 
middle of the line while the other tackle 
– known as a 3-technique because he lines 
up between the offensive guard and tackle 
– is intended to be more of a playmaker. 

The Buckeyes spent the spring and the 
preseason with the 6-2, 263-pound Simon 
playing the Leo and Bennett (6-3, 285) at 
strongside defensive end. Goebel returned 
to his 2011 role at nose tackle and Hankins 
did the same at 3-technique, but that is not 
the lineup the coaches prefer to see this fall. 

The 6-3, 249-pound Williams is a wild card 
who could send Simon back to his more nat-
ural strong side – and Bennett to a reserve 
role in all likelihood – and give the front 
more speed overall if he is able to return 
to his 2010 form when he had five sacks 
and 12 tackles for loss. During mid-camp, 
Williams pronounced himself at “90 percent” 
health-wise, but he hadn’t yet mixed it up in 
full-contact drills.

Meyer said the difference Williams would 
make could be the deciding factor in whether 
or not the line is merely good or something 
special.

“If he doesn’t come back, I think we’ll still 
be good,” the head coach said, “but I just 
think Nathan brings that much sting to you 
and also experience.”

Whatever the lineup and rotation winds 
up to be, Fickell and his players expect the 
front to be the bedrock of the team. 

“We know that – it has to be,” the coach 
said. “Those guys have some experience. 
We have a little bit of depth up there.” 

He also looks for it to play more aggres-
sively this year than last, when it was stout 
against the run but did not put great pres-
sure on opposing passers. 

The return of Williams – or the emer-
gence of young edge rushers such as sopho-
more Steve Miller or freshman Noah Spence 
– would aid the achievement of that goal, but 
the back seven is also expected to do its part 
via both scheme and execution. 

One of the tweaks to the defense is 
expected to be an emphasis on “off man” 
coverage. Instead of dropping into zones 
or tightening up in classic bump-and-run 

man coverage, the four defensive backs are 
expected to employ essentially a combina-
tion of both. Each reads a different potential 
offensive target, putting them in position to 
break on short passes in front of them or 
turn and run with a receiver or tight end run-
ning a vertical route.

The technique also makes run reads 
easier as the defensive backs already have 
an eye on the backfield and can react more 
quickly if no receiving threats present them-
selves. 

“It’s an aggressive style,” Fickell said. 
“It’s the ability to play off sometimes in the 
back end and still allow those guys to have 
great vision and play on the football.” 

Improving Through Growth
Players and coaches alike seemed to 

agree the greater factor with regard to how 
good the Ohio State defense will be this year 
will be execution as opposed to X’s and O’s. 

Simply playing better should go farther 
than anything in creating better results. 
That means eliminating missed tackles and 
missed assignments while playing more as 
a team.

“We came into preseason with the whole 
mentality that we didn’t play the (Silver 
Bullet) ball we needed to last season,” 
Johnson said. “We let those guys down. I’m 
not saying we didn’t play great ball or great 
defense, but it wasn’t ‘bullet ball’ or anything 
like that, so we just wanted to come in here 
and work on it.” 

Fellow safety Barnett agreed, citing a lack 
of maturity and communication problems 
with some of the struggles. 

“I think we’ve gotten better with our com-
munication and our relationships and just 
knowing what each other are thinking out 
there,” he said. “With youth and inexperi-
ence comes mistakes, and that was shown 
last year.” 

Fickell also lamented the lack of a defined 
leader to take control when things went 
wrong in 2011, something he talked about 
earlier in the month. 

“You’ve got to have confidence in what 
you’re doing,” Fickell said. “Sometimes I 
think that was our biggest problem last year 
defensively. We just didn’t have anybody 
who could get the thing set.” 

He looks for a linebacker to step up 
in that capacity this time around, prefer-
ably Grant because he will play the middle. 
Sabino is slated to start at the Sam (strong-
side) linebacker while Shazier will man the 
Will position on the weak side. 

“You can have a John Simon in front of 
you or a C.J. Barnett behind you, but it’s real-
ly hard for the defense to do what it needs 
to do because it really has to come from the 
core of your defense up the middle,” Fickell 
said.

“We need that leadership and that ability 
to have some confidence there to be able to 
do what we need to do.”
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Having won two national championships 
during a three-year span while at Florida, 
Urban Meyer is as qualified as anyone in col-
lege football in understanding how to build 
teams that will be remembered forever. 

Meyer has yet to lead the Ohio State 
football team onto the Ohio Stadium field for 
a regular-season game, but the head coach 
can take solace in knowing this year’s team 
– though filled with uncertainty – has the 
same foundation as both of his national title 
teams at Florida.  

Isolated by Meyer as the unquestionable 
strength of his team, the defensive line boasts 
enough talent and depth to potentially be one 
of the premier units in college football. Given 
the importance the coach has always placed 
on that position, Ohio State could possess 
the formula for finding vast success in the 
coach’s inaugural season. 

“That is where it all starts,” Meyer said of 
the defensive line. “If you want to have a bad 
football team, have a bad defensive line. You 
can be average in some other spots and hide 
them, but it’s over if you have a bad defensive 
line. You have no chance.”

Perhaps that makes for pressure on 
the group, but the defensive linemen have 
embraced that they will likely be a large 
determining factor in how successful the 
team is this season. 

“We take it personally,” sophomore defen-
sive tackle Michael Bennett told BSB. “We 
love that people are going to lean on us and 
depend on us to carry this team. I think 
that’s how it should be. It really caught me 
off-guard how many guys we have that can 
actually see the field and be productive.” 

The defensive line is led by All-America 
candidates John Simon and Johnathan 
Hankins, players universally regarded by 
national experts as two of the best players 
in the country at their positions. It certainly 
wasn’t a surprise when Simon was selected 
as one of the team’s five captains Aug. 19. 
Meyer hadn’t been on campus for a month 
before he identified Simon as one of the most 
natural leaders he’s ever coached, comparing 

the senior to former Heisman Trophy winner 
Tim Tebow. 

Hankins, a 6-3, 322-pound defensive tackle 
with immense lateral quickness for someone 
his size, is projected by many as a high first-
round NFL draft pick if he opts to leave Ohio 
State early to pursue a professional career. 

And the Buckeyes could add a third star 
to the starting lineup if senior end Nathan 
Williams is able to return from microfrac-
ture knee surgery. If Williams can somehow 
regain his form from two years ago, Meyer 
wasn’t afraid to throw out some lofty compari-
sons for the defensive line. 

“If we get Nathan Williams back, I’d say 
this is in that category,” Meyer said, drawing 
parallels between OSU’s defensive line and 
the units on Florida’s national champion-
ship teams. “If he doesn’t, I think we’ll still 
be good. But I just think Nathan brings that 
much sting to you and that much experi-
ence.”

Ohio State is quite familiar with the 2006 
version of Florida’s defensive front, as the 
Gators beat up the Buckeyes’ offensive line in 
a 41-14 blowout in the national championship 
game that season.

“I think we know our potential and 
how good this team can be,” Bennett said. 
“Obviously we want to be the best defensive 
line in the country, and at Ohio State that’s 
always possible. It means a lot to us that 
Coach Meyer compared us to his Florida 
lines because we know he means it when he 
says something. But we still have to go out 
and do it. That’s the hardest part.” 

Joining Hankins and Simon on the starting 
defensive line are Bennett and senior Garrett 
Goebel, completing a group of four that makes 
an argument to be the most impressive start-
ing unit the Buckeyes have had in the last 
decade. The coming months will determine 
whether they live up to their potential. 

It takes a special unit to replace a 10-
game starter seemingly without a hitch, as 
the Buckeyes lost Adam Bellamy when he 
left the team early in fall camp for personal 
reasons. Perhaps the reason the Buckeyes 
were able to move onward was because of 
the backups, many of whom will play consid-
erable roles on this year’s team despite the 

immense talent that sits ahead of them on 
the depth chart. 

The backups make up a youthful bunch, 
as sophomores Joel Hale and Steve Miller and 
true freshmen Noah Spence and Adolphus 
Washington have each played a considerable 
amount with the second team this fall. Also in 
the mix is redshirt freshman and converted 
offensive lineman Chris Carter as well as 
true freshmen Se’Von Pittman and Tommy 
Schutt. 

Defensive line coach Mike Vrabel – who 
takes over that group after coaching the 
team’s linebackers a year ago – is encour-
aged with the potential of his charges despite 
not having Bellamy. The second-year coach, 
however, is far from satisfied with the unit. 

“We need to be in better condition,” said 
Vrabel, a three-time Super Bowl champion. 
“We’re not ready to play a game. We’re doing 
some things well, but where are we on the 
seventh or eighth play of a drive? I see us do 
things well early and then we get tired. That 
goes for most everybody in that group.”

While the unit’s conditioning doesn’t seem 
to be in midseason shape just yet, Hankins 
has made huge strides with his body in his 
time at Ohio State. It has been a long two 
years since his first fall camp when the defen-
sive tackle was struggling to play consecutive 
plays without becoming winded. 

Though Hankins remains one of the larg-
est players on the team, his conditioning 
has become a strength. Still just over 320 
pounds, Hankins is one of the players who 
has benefitted the most from training under 
first-year strength and conditioning coach 
Mickey Marotti. 

“Since (the new coaching staff) has been 
here, they’ve helped me so much,” he said. 
“I thank Coach Mick so much. I actually feel 
so good. I wish I could have played at this 
weight my freshman year, but I’m OK with 
the weight I’m at now.”

How Hankins will perform at a lower 
weight as a junior remains to be seen, but if 
practice is any indication of his capabilities, 
he could be on his way to a breakout season. 
Disruptive in the interior line, Hankins has 
also shown the ability to track down runners 
in the backfield because of his quick lateral 
movement, making for the ideal combination 
for any defensive tackle. 

“He has really and truly caught my eye,” 
co-defensive coordinator Everett Withers 
said. “I’m one of those guys, I look at the 
inside of the defense out. I think you have 
to be good inside. I look at a big guy that’s 
athletic and explosive off the ball and I say, 
‘That’s where you start on defense right 
there.’

“I just think he’s dominating. He’s aggres-
sive of the ball. He’s hat-in-hand. He’s tying 
up blocks inside. He’s being a factor in the 
inside run game, and I think that’s where it 
starts.”

Goebel was somewhat lost in the shuffle 
because of the star power around him on 
the starting defensive line, but his progres-
sion as a reliable playmaker wasn’t lost 
on the coaching staff. The 6-4, 290-pound 
senior joins Simon as one of the team’s 
captains. 

Not particularly flashy with his play, 
Goebel still had a productive junior season. 
In 13 games, he posted 33 tackles, a sack and 
recovered a fumble. Given the players he’s 
starting alongside, the senior could be in 
line for a big season in his final year with the 
Buckeyes. With the honor of being named a 
captain, it’s clear the coaching staff and his 
teammates have seen some big things out of 
the senior. 

“I’m excited,” Goebel said. “It is an honor 
that your teammates think that highly of you 
to name you a captain. I’m going to put every-
thing I have into this responsibility.”

One player who is finding himself with 
more responsibility than even he anticipated 
is Bennett. With the departure of Bellamy 
from the team, it looks as is if the sophomore 
is the clear choice to slide into the final start-
ing spot on the line. 

The reason Bennett has been able to 
move into the first team is because he’s versa-
tile enough to feel comfortable playing inside 
at tackle or sliding out to end. Vrabel has said 
repeatedly that specializing at one position 
isn’t advantageous, especially because the 
team will strive to put the four best defensive 
linemen on the field together.

Defensive coordinator Luke Fickell has 
seen enough from the 6-3, 285-pound sopho-
more to feel confident in what he brings to 
the table as a starter.  

“Michael was probably with the first team 
throughout most of spring,” Fickell said. 
“Michael has really shown a lot. He per-
formed pretty well for us last year as a true 
freshman. He was one of those guys that’s a 
very intelligent guy. He picks things up very 
quickly. He’s going to have the ability for 
us to probably play more than one position. 
When you have versatility, we have a chance 
to use you a lot more.”

Bennett still doesn’t sport the mind-set 
that he’s a starter, especially because he 
refers to Simon, Hankins and Goebel as “for-
sure starters,” intentionally leaving himself 
off that list. However, he hopes to be worthy 
of helping to lead one of the deepest positions 
on the field. 

“You always have guys coming for your 
spot, especially at the defensive line posi-
tion,” Bennett said. “It keeps you hungry. It 
makes you want to keep fighting every single 
snap to make sure your spot stays your spot. 
We have a really talented group, and I hope 
I can continue to be one of those guys that 
leads the position the right way.”

Meyer may feel comfortable with the way 
his starting line looks as he paces the fall 
camp sidelines, but there’s no question the 
head coach is keeping close tabs on Williams’ 
recovery process. 

D-Line Sports Abundance Of Talent, Depth
By ARI WASSERMAN
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer
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Lost since Ohio State’s season opener 

a year ago, the senior end has gone from 
being one of the most impactful players on 
the defense to somewhat of an afterthought 
last year. 

Meyer, however, has brought him back to 
the forefront of the conversation with repeat-
ed mentions of what kind of boost he can give 
this defense with a healthy return. 

“I feel like last year I was lost in the mix,” 
Williams said. “As one of the top returning 
players on the team coming back and getting 
hurt and then just vanishing off into nowhere 
(was tough). 

“When Coach Fickell would get asked 
questions about me, he’d just brush it off as 
if nothing had happened. It felt kind of weird. 
Having Coach Meyer come in here and really 
having my back through this whole entire 
process and making (the media) aware that I 
am here and working my butt off, it is really 
refreshing and it means a lot to me.” 

It still remains to be seen if Williams can 
make a full recovery in time to be the same 
player he was before his injury – one of the 
best pass rushers in the Big Ten – but the 
senior expects to be a main contributor yet 
again.

Whether that comes in the form of earn-
ing a spot as a starter or as a valuable mem-
ber of the rotation remains to be seen. The 
only thing Williams doesn’t plan to do is sit a 
second consecutive year.

“The first two weeks of camp before I got 
hurt, I felt like I was dominating every single 
day,” Williams said, referring to last year’s 
fall camp. “I really felt myself improving after 
a great offseason that I had. Hopefully I can 
get back to that level and come back mentally 
stronger and tougher knowing what I have to 
do to be great here.”

The hunt to find a consistent – and relent-
less – pass rush isn’t a difficult process 
for Meyer, even if Williams takes longer 
than anticipated to return. That’s because 
the Buckeyes brought in a pair of five-star 
defensive end prospects whom most experts 
considered ready for college action right out 
of high school. 

Spence and Washington have played a 
considerable amount of time with the second-
team line during fall camp and should figure 
into the rotation as freshmen. Given the way 
both were rated coming out of high school, it 
isn’t a surprise they’ll be relied upon for pro-
duction so early in their collegiate careers. 

Rated the No. 2 defensive end in the 2012 
class by Scout.com, Spence has immediately 
caught the attention of his teammates. 

“He probably has more athletic ability 
than any of us on the defensive line,” Simon 
said of the 6-3, 240-pounder. “He’s very gifted 
and very determined.”

Earning playing time in the defensive 
trenches as a freshman isn’t an easy task, but 
Spence’s combination of immense speed and 
a filled-out frame made him a perfect candi-
date to see the field early. 

After posting 204 tackles and 35½ sacks 
over the course of his final two high school 
seasons, Spence hopes he’ll be ready to con-
tribute the same playmaking ability as part of 
the Buckeyes rotation. 

“Right now, I probably haven’t done much 
but learning the plays,” he said. “I’ll probably 
come in a little bit on passing downs to get 
in the backfield because I am pretty good 
at that. Right now I am just hoping to keep 
getting better.”

Meanwhile, Washington is a tad more 
physically imposing than Spence. The 6-3, 
289-pound freshman also plans to crack the 
rotation, but he’ll do it from the interior after 
manning a defensive end position in high 
school. Washington’s goal is to play just as 
effectively as the starters. 

“My role is backing up Johnathan 
Hankins,” he told BSB. “I want the coaches 
to trust me that if he gets tired I can go in 
and do the same exact thing that he’s doing 
– dominating the offensive line. That’s my 
role right now and that’s what I am going to 
stick to.

“I feel like I’ve grown a lot. I’ve learned a 
lot of things that I didn’t know in high school. 
The speed of college sports is so different. 
You have offensive linemen that can really 
move. It is a surprise, but it is something that 
you need to get used to.”

Ranked the No. 1 overall prospect in the 
state of Ohio and the third-best defensive 
end prospect in the nation in the 2012 class, 
Washington recorded 23½ sacks in his final 
season, leading Cincinnati Taft to only the 
second playoff appearance in school history.

Vrabel has seem tremendous growth in 
Washington since his arrival 

“He’s grown up and he’s gotten bigger,” 
the OSU assistant coach said. “He’s a big, ath-
letic kid. For us, right now, our need was to 
have him play inside. And he’d play wherever 
we need him to, he’s that type of kid. But he’s 
big and athletic, so that’s a good combination 
as the three-technique.”

To the delight of Meyer, the rest of the 
second-team defensive line is also young, and 
both Miller and Hale enter their sophomore 
seasons having heard plenty of praise during 
the summer. 

Miller came to Ohio State as a five-star 
defensive end prospect out of Canton (Ohio) 
McKinley in the 2011 class, but he wasn’t 
able to be a contributor out of the gate. 

Having spent the entire offseason as one 
of Simon’s understudies in the weight room, 
Miller has all of a sudden emerged as one 
of the dark horses to become a difference-
maker in his sophomore season. 

If nothing else, Miller has gained consid-
erable mass. With his 6-3, 255-pound frame, 
he looks to be every bit as big as Simon when 

the two stand next to each other. Simon has 
taken notice to the strides the sophomore 
made in the summer. 

“Steve may have had the best offseason 
of anyone on our team,” the OSU co-captain 
said. “I love Steve. Working with him every 
day and seeing his dedication, he never com-
plains. We’re always working out together. 
He’s going to have a big season.”

Hale also worked diligently to improve 
his physique during the offseason, and the 
6-4, 295-pounder backs up Goebel to provide 
depth at a crucial position for the Buckeyes. 
Meyer was pleased with Hale’s growth. 

“On defense, the guy who’s caught me is a 
guy named Hale,” Meyer said. “Joel Hale has 
done a very good job. I can’t say he’s an All-
Big Ten player yet, but from where he was in 
the spring to now, he came out and worked.”

Hale made an immediate impression as a 
freshman when he took Simon on in a circle 
drill and outmuscled the upperclassman in 
front of the watching media. The sophomore 
shrugged the drill aside as just a positive rep, 
but he does hope he can contribute regularly 
during the season.

“It’s always nice to hear the coach say 
your name as somebody who has played 
well,” Hale said. “I just use it as motivation, 
though. I want to get better and I want to 
make plays and help this team win games. 
That’s what I am really after.” 

Carter has found new life with the 
Buckeyes after switching to the defensive 
line late in the spring.

“I knew I wasn’t really progressing as an 
offensive lineman,” he said. “I felt it myself. I 
was heavy and the first half of spring practice 
was really hard for me. I wasn’t progressing 
and getting better like I needed to.”

The big-bodied lineman wasn’t the only 
one who felt that was the case, which is 
likely why Meyer gave into Fickell’s desire to 
move Carter to the defensive side of the ball. 
Sporting a big body like Hankins, Carter fit 

the mold for a player Fickell thought would 
make an excellent gap-filler and run-stopper.

Having been a shade less than 400 pounds 
during his freshman season, Carter strug-
gled to find a place on the offensive line. He 
moved around from tackle to guard but never 
arrived at a place that felt right.

“My first thought process when I moved 
was more of relief,” Carter said. “After the 
change I felt, just being a D-lineman, that I 
learned the concepts pretty well and I felt bet-
ter as a football player having a new position. 
I feel myself getting better now.”

Add in a summer of conditioning under 
Marotti, and Carter has drastically changed 
his body. Though he’s still one of the most 
physically imposing players on the team, the 
6-3 Carter is down to roughly 340 pounds 
– about 60 pounds lighter than when he 
arrived at Ohio State.

“I think I can contribute this year,” he 
said. “I am technically young – I am a redshirt 
freshman – but I think I’ll be able to contrib-
ute on goal-line situations and short yardage 
more than regular play because we have a lot 
of guys in front of me who have more experi-
ence in the defensive line, so I expect them to 
be ahead of me.”

Both Pittman and Schutt are guys who 
also hope to earn their way into the mix, but 
the rotation on the defensive front won’t be 
quite as active as it was in the past under 
defensive coordinator Jim Heacock. 

Vrabel intends on keeping the most effi-
cient players on the field, which should go 
a long way in keeping the competition level 
high in practice. 

“We’re going to play the best players,” he 
said. “If I think I’ve got four really good guys 
and they don’t get tired, they’ll play the whole 
game. That’s what I’m used to, the game I 
came from. The best players played. If you 
don’t get tired, you’ll play the whole game. So 
if we have guys that get tired, we’ll rest guys, 
but the best guys will be out there.”

Simon Takes Even Bigger Step As Leader
Perhaps the most daunting task for Urban 

Meyer when becoming Ohio State’s new 
head coach was learning the existing roster 
as well as he would have had he recruited 
each player on his own. 

If getting to know each individual were as 
easy for Meyer as it was to become familiar 
with senior defensive end John Simon, that 
task would have been a breeze.  

Meyer knew what he was getting in 
Simon even before he took the lectern for his 
introductory press conference. A few weeks 
into the job and Meyer was already throw-
ing out Simon’s name in lofty comparisons 
to Tim Tebow, the Heisman Trophy-win-
ning quarterback at Florida known for his 
unmatched charisma and leadership skills. 

At first it was a surprise to hear Meyer 
refer to Simon as “Tebowish.” That com-
ment wasn’t enough for Meyer, though, and 
he took it a step further. 

“I used the term ‘Tebowish’ and I’ve got 
to be careful not to do that,” Meyer said. “It 
should be ‘Simonish.’ He’s a next-level type 
player – leader, character, toughness and 
commitment. He’s elite elite.”

When looking at his on-the-field pro-
duction alone, Simon has already proved 
his merit. A three-year contributor, the 6-2, 
263-pounder’s most recent season was his 
best as he posted a team-leading 17 tackles 
for loss and seven sacks, more than twice 
as many as any other player on the OSU 
defense. 

Meyer was impressed enough with what 
he saw early in spring with Simon to keep 

the senior out of drills outside of the team’s 
customary scrimmaging sessions. Simon 
was simply too disruptive most of the time 
for productive work to get accomplished 
while he participated. 

Simon, who was held out of Ohio State’s 
spring game because Meyer said he “didn’t 
need to (prove anything),” became more 
involved in practice during fall camp as the 
team prepared for the 2012 regular season.  

It wasn’t a surprise when Simon was 
named one of the team’s five captains Aug. 
19, becoming only the seventh two-time cap-
tain in program history. It was the strides he 
made to help the team get better during the 
summer that are the latest testament to his 
value to the team. 

Simon’s perfectly sculpted body is a result 
of countless hours training and lifting, a habit 
that started before he reached the age of 10 
and was passed down by his father, John 
Sr. The young Simon now sets his alarm for 
4:30 a.m. each morning for a 6 a.m. workout 
at the Woody Hayes Athletic Center, which 
only further feeds his insatiable appetite for 
lifting sessions. 

Perhaps that’s one of the reasons Meyer 
referred to Simon as an “A-1” example when 
he asked where the defensive lineman ranks 
in his coaching career for hard workers. It 
was that work habit that Meyer said was 
imperative for this year’s team to adopt. 

The “John Simon Rule” was therefore 
created, not allowing the senior to work out 
at the weight room alone. He’s still first to 
arrive – he just has company now. 

During the summer, Simon regularly 
brought players such as fellow defensive line-
men Noah Spence and Steve Miller as well as 
linebackers Ryan Shazier and Curtis Grant to 
the weight room. Zach Boren, a fellow captain 
who lost 25 pounds this summer while partak-
ing in the dawn workouts, was also a regular.

Those sessions have made a tangible dif-
ference in Meyer’s eyes. 

“Here’s a true freshman learning from 
the best,” said Meyer, referring specifically 
to working with Spence. “(Simon) is giving 
something back to the team. Him lifting 
(alone) at 6 a.m. does nothing for our team. 
It does something for him. But this is not an 
individual sport.”

Given that Ohio State won’t be permitted 
to partake in the postseason this year due to 
NCAA sanctions, Simon could have viewed 
the NFL as a viable option after his junior 
season. However, he said he never gave leav-
ing early a second thought, adding he could 
never envision leaving his teammates and 
brothers behind. 

Perhaps Simon is primed to give a whole 
new definition to leadership, as he’ll head 
perhaps the deepest – and one of the young-
est – position group on the team. 

“I take that very seriously,” he said. 
“Leadership is very important to our suc-
cess, and I take it personally to make the 
people around me better. I am excited to 
help the team any way I can, but hopefully 
that will also come out in some of the plays 
my teammates make around me.” 

– Ari Wasserman
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Last year, Luke Fickell simply moved 
down the hall of the Woody Hayes Athletic 
Center from the linebackers room to the 
head coach’s office, but the two spots might 
as well have been worlds apart.

Fickell had developed a reputation as 
one of the best linebackers coaches in the 
country while mentoring numerous stars 
in his seven years in the spot, but his 
shotgun move to the top job in the wake 
of Jim Tressel’s dismissal resulted in a 6-7 
campaign.

Now, what’s old is new again. Fickell has 
returned to his more comfortable position 
room. The space is smaller and the paycheck 
isn’t as big, but the coach who always pro-
fessed to love the details of coaching more 
than the glory is pleased to be back in charge 
of the linebackers.

“It’s more like previous years,” Fickell 
said. “It’s just a different feel, a different 
perspective, I guess, as a coach out there, 
but you can look back and all the years have 
been exciting, all the years have been fun. 
It’s been different challenges at different 
times, but this is definitely an exciting time 
and I think you can see it in our guys’ eyes 
as well.” 

Fickell inherits a group in which only one 
scholarship player – senior Etienne Sabino 
– actually remembers what it was like to have 
the former OSU defensive lineman as a posi-
tion coach. That speaks to just how young 
the Buckeyes are at linebacker, but Sabino 

is happy to have Fickell back in his natural 
surroundings.

“It’s good because we know each other,” 
Sabino said. “At this point, we’ve known 
each other for 4½ years, so we know what 
to expect from each other. We’re usually on 
the same page as far as what he 
expects on a play or in the class-
room or just in general.”

Sabino’s presence will 
undoubtedly help Fickell in his 
return to coach linebackers since 
five of the nine scholarship play-
ers at the position are true fresh-
men and another is a redshirt 
freshman. That means Fickell, 
who is also now the team’s defen-
sive coordinator, will have to get 
his hands dirty as he molds a 
group that has lots of talent but 
little in the way of experience. 

That’s just the way the coach likes it.
“It’s getting back into the things you love 

to do,” he said. “If you worry about too many 
things outside of what you have control over, 
it’s very difficult. Whatever your job is, that’s 
where your focus is. The ability to stay on 
task and do that is probably the key.”

Rebuilding A Unit
While Sabino brings four years in the 

program into the 2012 campaign, even he 
is young by playing time standards. He has 
started only five games in his career, and 
Ryan Shazier’s three starts at the end of the 
2011 season are the only other ones pos-
sessed by anyone in the linebackers room. 

With that in mind, the Buckeyes need to 
work to replace the departed Andrew Sweat 
(graduation) and Storm Klein (dismissal) 
as well as Tyler Moeller, once a linebacker 
who played at the hybrid star position last 
season in his sixth year in the program. On 

top of that, the production wasn’t 
quite at the level expected at 
Ohio State – and that observa-
tion comes from the top.

“You look at the last decade 
and you can arguably say that 
the greatest set of linebackers 
in recent history played here 
at Ohio State,” said head coach 
Urban Meyer. “That’s kind of 
what I’d expect, and I didn’t see 
that necessarily last year.”

It is assumed that starting 
roles will fall to Sabino, who will 

play the strong side in the base defense and 
also play in the middle in the nickel; Shazier, 
who is tabbed as a potential breakout star at 
weakside linebacker; and new middle man 
Curtis Grant. But Fickell cautioned early in 
camp that assumptions about his starting 
spots were just that.

“You know what? We don’t know if we truly 
have three starters yet let alone have depth,” 
he said. “That’s my biggest concern. Yes, we 
have to develop depth, and I’m looking for 
those six guys that you can lay your head on 
the pillow at night saying, ‘Hey, they’re going 
to give you everything they’ve got.’ 

“I’m not saying they’re the greatest play-
ers yet or they’re going to be A.J. Hawk 
or James Laurinaitis, but they’re going to 

give you every single thing they’ve got and 
they’re going to find a way to be successful.”

Fickell seems to have the talent to fill out 
that two-deep, though, and all indications are 
that Sabino, Shazier and Grant will be start-
ing when the Sept. 1 opener against Miami 
(Ohio) arrives.

Sabino seems ready to play his best 
football, and the Miami Dr. Krop product 
will admit he didn’t play quite to the level he 
expected a year ago in his first extensive time 
on the field. The 6-3, 237-pounder dropped a 
few pounds in an effort to add some speed 
to his game and has clearly become one of 
Meyer’s most trusted players.

Last year, Sabino finished with 62 tackles 
and delivered some of the biggest hits on the 
squad, but the one-time five-star prospect 
feels his group continued to need to improve.

“I think we all feel like we have something 
to prove,” he said. “This is Ohio State. We’re 
linebackers at Ohio State and we feel we 
have a certain standard we have to uphold. 
As a group, we’re disappointed in our play 
last year. We feel like we have something 
to prove and we owe it to our team to play 
better.”

One thing that should help is the matura-
tion of Shazier, who earned plenty of time 
on the field last year as a true freshman. He 
played at 100 mph and showcased breath-
taking big-play ability – he had five tackles 
for loss, three sacks, two forced fumbles, a 
number of big hits and a blocked punt in the 
Wisconsin win – that earned him a starting 
role late in the campaign, but Shazier too 
often was out of position or overran plays.

Fickell’s Return Should Help OSU’s Linebackers
By JEFF SVOBODA
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer

Luke Fickell
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As a result, this was a big offseason for 

the Plantation, Fla., native. Shazier, who 
finished last year with 57 stops, added nearly 
25 pounds to get up to 6-2, 230, and dedicated 
himself to fixing the flaws in his game.

“Sometimes when the ball was going to 
me, I would go too fast or I just had to be 
more patient and read the blockers better,” 
he said. “I can see a lot of the mistakes I 
made. When I was watching the Florida and 
the Penn State games, I saw a lot of gaps that 
I should have filled and a lot of tackles that 
I missed. 

“I want to be in there as many plays as 
possible to help the team succeed, and I just 
want to make as many plays as the defense 
calls for me to make. Every opportunity I 
want to take advantage of.”

One thing that isn’t questioned is Shazier’s 
dedication and work ethic.

“He’s still the same person,” Fickell said. 
“He was a leader from the day he came in. 
He has that natural ability to do that. He’s 
going to be in a situation where he’s asked 
to do it a lot more. We’re going to push him 
to do that.” 

The third projected starter is Grant, who 
entered Ohio State last year as a five-star 
prospect from Richmond (Va.) Hermitage 
but struggled to learn the defense.

“He wasn’t ready (last year),” Meyer said. 
“He’s the first guy to come in here and say, 
‘I was not ready.’ So Luke was torn apart last 
year being the head coach, but him being 
able to spend full time with Curtis Grant, it’s 
really helped Curtis.”

Grant (6-3, 235) played mostly on special 
teams, finishing the season with two tackles 
and recovering the punt Shazier blocked 
against Wisconsin. This offseason, his focus 
has been on playing faster – both by losing 
about 15 pounds to help him get to the ball 
quicker and by studying the defense so he 
can play through reaction instead of over-
thinking.

The sophomore will also be in charge of 
setting OSU’s defense from his middle line-
backer spot, putting the onus on Grant – who 
has admitted he considered quitting during 
last year’s rough campaign – to be ready.

“He has to continue to do what he’s 
done and continue to show us,” Fickell said. 
“He’s one of those guys that I’ll lay my head 
on the pillow knowing he’s going to give us 
everything he’s got. He’d die for this game 
and he loves this game. He studies it. If he 
works at it, he’s got a chance to be a great 
player.”

Ohio State also has senior walk-ons 
Stewart Smith and Ross Oltorik in the line-
backers room. The 6-3, 230-pound Smith 
plays on the strong side and saw spot duty in 
two games last year, while Oltorik (6-1, 225) 
has taken a circuitous route to his position. 
He started his career as an Ohio State quar-
terback in 2008, played baseball at OSU the 
next spring and then transferred to Arizona 
where he played football before his return 
to Columbus. 

Exciting Future
Behind that group, Ohio State has six 

scholarship freshmen, some of whom will 
be in the two-deep and get a chance to play 
special teams given the lack of experience in 
front of them.

That could be a scary thought, but the 
vibe around the program is that those players 
will bring something to the table in 2012.

“I definitely have a lot of confidence in 
the guys in that room,” Sabino said. “They 
definitely have a lot of ability. They may be 
young, but they have heart. In this sport if 
you have heart, it can take you a lot farther 
than if you don’t.”

For their part, the young linebackers are 

aware of the potential they bring to the group 
and don’t seem shy in expressing it.

“We have a lot of talent, a lot of skills, and 
Coach Fickell is one of the best linebackers 
coaches in the country,” Camren Williams 
said. “I’m interested to see what he can do 
with us. It’s exciting to see what the future 
holds for us.”

Williams is one of two freshmen battling 
Grant for the middle linebacker spot. He is 
joined by redshirt freshman Conner Crowell, 
who missed all of last season with a leg injury 
but quickly moved into the two-deep upon 
his return. The three-star prospect from 
Waldorf (Md.) North Point is just happy to 
be back on the field after last year’s tough 
first campaign.

“It was probably one of the hardest years 
of my life,” the 6-1, 235-pounder said. “It’s 
just tough watching everybody else compete 
and go through the grind and you’re just 
sitting back and watching. After my return, 
it took a while to get adjusted. Spring ball 
was definitely a big jump for me, but I’ve 
improved a lot since spring ball.”

Williams (6-1, 225) said he looks up to 
Crowell, but his hope is to push him on the 
depth chart. The four-star prospect from 
West Roxbury (Mass.) Catholic Memorial 
made 119 tackles last year in high school and 
says he’s a do-it-all player who wants to be a 
fixture in the middle for years to come.

“When I was getting recruited, they 
noticed that I was a smart football player,” 
Williams said. “They said one of their biggest 
problems last year was they didn’t really have 
a quarterback of the defense. I’m starting to 
get the playbook more and more, and I feel 
like I’ve always been really good at getting 
the team together and being the quarterback 
of the defense.

“I feel like I’m athletic and physical at the 
same time, so I have a good balance. I feel 
like I’m a pretty good player.”

That confidence continues over to the 
weakside spot in David Perkins. Another 
four-star prospect, the South Bend (Ind.) 

Washington product has earned praise for 
his aggressive nature.

“The guy that has really taken a notice 
is David Perkins from South Bend. He had 
a heck of a scrimmage yesterday,” Meyer 
said at the team’s Aug. 12 media day. “He’s a 
fly-and-hit guy, which is what we want. He’ll 
play this year. How much? He’s still working 
on that.”

Perkins checks in at 6-2, 220, and made 
103 tackles last year while playing both sides 
of the ball. While focusing exclusively on 
linebacker now, Perkins is refining his game 
and isn’t shying away from his confident 
nature.

“I fly to the ball,” he said. “I bring some 
power. I see ball, get ball, and I come hard. 
I bring the wood. My goal was to come in 
here and play, and that’s what I’m trying 
to do.”

He’s battling at the backup weakside spot 
with Luke Roberts, who earned only three 
stars in the recruiting cycle but found him-
self in the two-deep this spring after enrolling 
early. The 6-1, 226-pounder also wrestled in 
high school at Lancaster, Ohio, and brings 
toughness and intelligence to the position in 
the words of his teammates.

Moving to the strong side, Ohio State 
has two attractive options battling for play-
ing time – early enrollee Joshua Perry and 
another true freshman, Jamal Marcus.

Perry, a four-star recruit from Lewis 
Center (Ohio) Olentangy and the No. 9 
outside linebacker in the country, immedi-
ately stands out because of his size at 6-4, 
238 pounds. He is also a tremendous athlete 
who starred in basketball and track, which 
he hopes allows him to bring a total package 
to OSU.

“At the linebacker position, I have length, 
so I can get in the passing lanes and get 
reroutes without getting caught up with the 
scrum,” Perry said. “Taking on blocks, I am 
able to get extension so linemen can’t get 
into me. I think those are all tools you can’t 
teach, so I can use it to my advantage.”

Another player who has turned heads this 
fall is Marcus, who immediately earned the 
praise of the coaching staff for flying to the 
football even if he didn’t necessarily know 
where he was supposed to be on each play.

“When you ask what is very important 
and what Coach Meyer has as a core value, 
it’s going from point A to point B very, very 
fast,” Fickell said. “Jamal Marcus does that. 
At times, now, you have to control yourself 
as you go from point A to point B, but I can 
assure you that I’d rather teach a guy how to 
control himself than try to teach him how to 
go really hard.”

Marcus was a three-star defensive end 
coming out of Durham (N.C.) Hillside so 
he’s still learning his position, but the 6-2, 
225-pounder thinks he’s coming along. 

“I played like a standup defensive end in 
high school,” Marcus said. “Now I moved to 
a 4-3, so I’m learning to play the linebacker 
position. It’s a little different but they still 
have me coming off the edge a lot. Each play, 
I’m going to give it my all. I’m going to go as 
fast as I can to get to the ball by any means 
necessary.”

In the eyes of Sabino, each player in the 
new group brings something different.

“It’s hard to say one jumps out at me,” 
the OSU senior said. “I think they all bring 
something to the table. Josh is a big, athletic 
kid who has through-the-roof potential. Luke 
Roberts is another kid who is a very smart 
player, a student of the game. He studies 
film like no other. David Perkins can run like 
a gazelle. He’s a great athlete. Jamal is the 
same way. I think the potential in that room 
may be better than it’s ever been.”

Ohio State also has two true freshmen 
who are walk-ons. Cincinnati La Salle prod-
uct Joe Burger has been lining up at middle 
linebacker, and the 6-1, 225-pounder was 
a first-team all-state choice his senior year 
after making 103 tackles. Craig Fada (6-0, 
225) played at Columbus Bishop Watterson, 
making 45 tackles while playing both ways 
as a senior.
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Sabino Eager To Make Most Of Final Season
Though Etienne Sabino wears No. 6, he 

can’t seem to avoid the No. 5.
When he first arrived at Ohio State, 

he was a five-star, can’t-miss linebacker 
prospect.

Now, he’s a fifth-year senior who has 
been humbled by football at the college 
level, but he’s not upset that his career 
didn’t take off immediately.

“My career has not been by the books as 
most people would say,” Sabino said. “But 
that’s in the past for me. I’m excited to be 
where I am. I would never change. If I could 
do it all over again, I’d still come to Ohio 
State. I love it here. It’s been fun.”

For one thing, Sabino is happy to still 
be in Columbus because it has allowed him 
to develop. Though it hasn’t been the rapid 
rise projected when he was the No. 2 mid-
dle linebacker in the country and the No. 
39 overall player in the class of 2008 out of 
Miami Dr. Krop, Sabino said he has picked 
up plenty from the large group of talented 
players who have occupied the room with 
him in his time.

“I’ve played behind a lot of great guys 
like James Laurinaitis, and I think that’s 
cool because I can pick little things up from 
everybody that I’ve seen whether it’s Brian 
Rolle, Ross Homan, James Laurinaitis or 
Austin Spitler,” Sabino said. 

“Everybody does something a little dif-
ferent, and it’s cool to see how different 
aspects of different people’s games can 
work for them.”

That talented roster is one reason 
Sabino didn’t immediately find playing time 
upon arrival as a 6-3, 240-pound, 17-year-old 
specimen who could also run a 4.6-second 
40-yard dash. 

He also had some well-publicized trou-
bles when it came to playing fast in Ohio 
State’s complicated defensive playbook. 
Coaches routinely said Sabino 
was thinking too much rather 
than reacting, a condition that 
kept him to six tackles apiece 
while playing mostly on special 
teams in 2008 and ’09.

Sabino finished with zero 
tackles in 2010, but that’s 
because he took a redshirt for 
a variety of reasons, including 
a desire to learn the middle 
linebacker position to take over 
for Rolle upon his impending 
graduation.

That ended up being for naught when 
Sabino moved into the strongside line-
backer role last fall upon his return, but he 
did have an impact a season ago, finishing 
with 62 tackles and seven tackles for loss 
while starting five games. He was also the 
MVP of Ohio State’s Gator Bowl loss to 
Florida.

First-year head coach Urban Meyer 
hopes to see even more improvement from 
Sabino in 2012.

“He has to be one of those guys,” Meyer 
said. “He’s a nice guy and he hasn’t played 

to his potential yet. He’s doing everything 
he can, and I trust that he will.”

A big year out of Sabino is a function of 
necessity as well. He is the only scholar-
ship upperclassman in Luke Fickell’s room, 
pushing him into a role in which he will 
need to excel both on the field and as a 
leader.

He’s already started to fill 
the latter role. Meyer has noted 
Sabino is one of the players 
whose opinion he respects 
most – intimating at one point 
that Sabino is on his exclusive 
leadership committee – and the 
coach tabbed him as one of the 
three players to represent OSU 
at the Big Ten Media Days in 
Chicago.

With those credentials and 
his advanced experience level, 
there’s no doubt he’s the elder 

statesman of the linebackers room – a status 
that leads to some interesting situations.

“I kind of feel like the grandpa in the 
room, but it’s cool,” the team co-captain 
said. “I look around sometimes and I’m like, 
‘Wow, I didn’t come in with any of these 
guys in here.’ But I love being around them. 
They’re a fun bunch. 

“Maybe I’m just old, but they do some-
thing and I just die laughing sometimes. I 
guess you could say it keeps me young, even 
though I’m not that old. It’s a fun time.”

– Jeff Svoboda

Etienne Sabino
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Average. Underachieving. Worthy of a 
C, maybe C-plus. 

Those are just three ways returning 
members of Ohio State’s defensive back-
field described the play of the unit last 
season. As the Buckeyes sputtered to a 6-7 
record in 2011, the team’s cornerbacks and 
safeties failed to be the playmakers Ohio 
State desperately needed – especially when 
key cog Nathan Williams was lost for the 
season after only one week on the defen-
sive line, which put more pressure on the 
secondary to make an impression.

That feeling is one of the reasons those 
same players feel excited and hungry com-
ing into the upcoming season. All of the 
secondary’s projected starters saw ample 
playing time last season, and they each 
have the motivation to atone for last sea-
son’s difficulties.

“I think we got a lot of experience,” said 
senior safety Orhian Johnson, who started 
four games last season but will begin this 
season as a backup. “We learned a lot dur-
ing the season. Last year, we’re not going 
to hide it. It wasn’t our best year. But I 
think that’s what made us go into this off-
season real hungry. We want to make plays 
when we get a chance to.”

The group has two new coaches guiding 
it in Kerry Coombs and Everett Withers, 
who will lead the cornerbacks and safe-
ties, respectively. While neither was in 
Columbus last season, Coombs said he 
knows how eager his players are to improve 
on their 2011 results.

“You don’t have to talk about it,” Coombs 
said. “They feel it. You don’t have to bring it 
up. They know, they know.”

Three Down, One To Go
Coombs neared the end of preseason 

training camp in August with most of what 
he wanted to accomplish completed. A 
pair of returning starters in senior Travis 
Howard and sophomore Bradley Roby pro-
vided a foundation to build upon, and 
Coombs also had the benefit of the emer-
gence of Doran Grant in the spring. Grant, 

a sophomore, played well in the spring and 
was listed as a co-starter with Howard on 
the post-spring depth chart. His progress 
continued in August, with Coombs saying 
Grant would join Howard and Roby in get-
ting ample playing time this fall.

But Coombs wasn’t completely happy.
“We have three guys that are game 

ready,” he said. “We don’t have enough. 
We have to get more, so we’re continuing 
to work on our depth. We’re trying to stay 
healthy, trying to stay hydrated and trying 
to stay rested. But I am very, very pleased 
with Travis, Bradley and Doran Grant. 
They’re playing great ball.”

Howard (6-1, 196) is the elder statesman 
of the group. The fifth-year senior out of 
Miami Dr. Krop started 11 games last sea-
son and has played in 31 career games as 
a Buckeye. He made 41 tackles last fall and 
picked off two passes – both coming in the 
fourth quarter in tight games vs. Illinois and 
Indiana. Still, Howard was viewed before 
last season as a potential breakout player, 
and that did not happen.

Coombs called Howard a future NFL 
player with a tremendous upside who can 
have a big season for the Buckeyes. How 
big will be up to Howard, and the senior 
knows the time is now to put last season’s 
disappointment – for both himself and the 
team – in the past.

“Words can’t explain how hungry I am 
after last year,” Howard said. “It was a big 
disaster. I feel like coming into this year 
we have to do some new things. I feel like 
this year has been more of a grind, and 
I’ve had to get after it and focus on the 
football aspect. Last season left a bad taste 
in my mouth. Sometimes when you get a 
bad taste in your mouth, it just makes you 
hungrier for what’s to come.”

Howard’s co-returning starter is Roby 
(5-11, 190). Like Howard a year earlier, 
Roby is tabbed by some of his teammates 
as a potential star-in-the-making this sea-
son. After taking a redshirt season in 2010, 
Roby started all 13 games last season and 
tied for the team lead in interceptions with 
three. 

“I’ve seen him grow from a freshman to 
a grown man,” Howard said. “He’s come a 

long way. You can see his work ethic now. 
You see him mature as a player. The person 
he has become has been amazing to me. 
I learn so much from him every day, and 
we learn from each other. It’s a wonderful 
bond we have.”

Coombs called Roby a potential first-
round NFL pick, and Roby’s teammates 
have long known the Georgia native had 
plenty of talent.

“We all knew Roby had it in him,” junior 
starting safety C.J. Barnett said. “Coming 
in as a freshman, we knew that Roby was 
going to be a great corner. He’s living up to 
that. He can always improve and get better, 
but for where he is right now, he’s in pretty 
good shape.”

Roby is not a player who lacks for confi-
dence. He said he doesn’t read what people 
write about him, but he has high expecta-
tions for himself all the same.

“That’s my goal. That’s why I came here 
– to be one of the best,” he said. “Whatever 
they’re saying, that’s exactly what I believe. 
I was the first one to believe 
that. Now you’re all just see-
ing it.”

Unlike Howard, Roby isn’t 
unhappy with his performance 
last year, but he does want to 
see improvement this fall.

“I feel like I did what I was 
supposed to do,” Roby said. “I 
came in and had a decent year. 
I’m just really trying to build 
on that. I’m not really thinking 
about last year now, though. 
I’m thinking about this year and 
what I’m going to do.”

Grant (5-11, 188) might not start games 
this season, but Coombs said the sopho-
more will play a lot. The Akron St. Vincent-
St. Mary product made six tackles last sea-
son and played in all 13 games. He really 
came on in the spring, gaining praise from 
head coach Urban Meyer and Coombs.

Grant may be battling Howard and Roby 
for time on the field, but he credits his 
older counterparts with helping his devel-
opment.

“Ever since I came here as a freshman 
I’ve looked up to those guys and watched 

how they play,” Grant said. “They’ve been 
here. They know how it goes. I feel like 
we’re going to be a pretty good group this 
year at the cornerback position. We have 
experience and we’re hungry.

“We want to make plays and be better 
than last year. We want to be the best in 
America – BIA.”

Coombs downplayed the battle for a 
starting spot between Howard and Grant.

“I don’t see any of it as a battle,” Coombs 
said. “I hope you can appreciate the fact that 
if you’re going to play at the highest level 
you’re going to have to have more than two 
cornerbacks because corners can’t play 75 
snaps a game. You really need four, and 
they’ve got to be out there and be fresh, be 
rested and be ready to go. 

“We have three, and we’re going to 
roll those kids through. They’re all going 
to play and they’re all going to play a sig-
nificant amount, and I’m very well pleased 
with that. What we’ve got to do is get that 
fourth one.”

As for who that will be, time 
will tell. A likely option – to at 
least start the season at that 
spot – is sophomore Adam 
Griffin. The third-year player 
from Columbus DeSales was 
listed as the primary backup 
behind Roby after spring and 
prior to the start of training 
camp. 

“I’m always excited about 
the opportunity to play because 
I have a level of confidence 
where if I go in the game I know 

I can get the job done,” said Griffin, the son 
of two-time Heisman Trophy winner Archie 
Griffin. “It’s nice to be in the two-deep.”

Coombs said on Aug. 17 that Griffin 
had suffered a minor injury, however. That 
could open the door for one of three mem-
bers of Ohio State’s 2012 recruiting class 
to try to grab the No. 4 spot – Najee 
Murray (5-9, 178), Tyvis Powell (6-3, 196) 
or Armani Reeves (5-10, 194). Coombs 
called the freshmen a special group, but 
time will tell if any see significant playing 
time this fall.

“We’re competing, but it’s not up to us,” 
Murray said. “The coaches will decide who 
plays. We’ll see how things go when camp 
ends.”

As for the battle for the fourth corner-
back spot, Coombs knows what he is look-
ing for.

“They have to have great speed,” he 
said. “They have to have great sense of 
direction. The main thing is the ball can-
not get over their head. They’ve got to 
keep the ball inside and in front of the 
defense. They’ve got to understand how 
to play.”

Adding extra depth to the cornerbacks 
is redshirt freshman walk-on Nik Sarac (5-
9, 180) from Cleveland St. Ignatius.

Safeties Eager To Improve
Unlike the cornerbacks, Ohio State’s 

safeties appear to have a set top four. The 
likely starters are juniors Christian Bryant 
and Barnett, with veterans Johnson and 
junior Corey Brown next up when called 
upon.

All four saw playing time last season, 
with Barnett (13), Bryant (nine) and 
Johnson (four) starting several games last 
season. The presumed top four safeties 
this season combined for 180 tackles and 
five interceptions. Even so, much like the 

Secondary Wants Big Bounce Back This Year
By MATTHEW HAGER
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer
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cornerbacks, the safeties were not pleased 
with their 2011 performances.

“We had multiple opportunities and we 
just didn’t capitalize on them,” Bryant said. 

Added Barnett: “We were kind of young 
(last year). That’s not an excuse, but we 
were young. This year, we have some play-
ing experience together, so I look forward 
to having that experience pay off and us 
being a better defense.”

Barnett (6-1, 202) returns after leading 
the Buckeyes in tackles last season with 75. 
He also intercepted two passes and broke 
up six others. He was one of several play-
ers complimented by Meyer in the spring, 
describing him as a player who “does not 
accept being average.”

The Clayton (Ohio) Northmont product 
also earned praise from Withers, his new 
position coach.

“C.J.’s one of the guys back there and 
on our football team that’s really worked 
himself into being one of the leaders of this 
football team  because of the way he works, 
the way he attacks practices, the way he 
attacks meetings,” Withers said.

Barnett has been called one of Ohio 
State’s most studious players in the film 
room. He’s also one of the hardest hitters 
in the secondary, which is why he earned a 
starting spot in 2010. That season was cut 
short after two games because of an injury, 
but following a healthy 2011 he’s ready to 
continue his upward trajectory.

“My biggest attribute at safety is my 
confidence and my knowledge,” Barnett 
said. “I’ve studied the game a lot. I’m not 
the most gifted athlete. There are some 
freaks out there like Bradley Roby. He runs 
a 4.31 (40-yard dash) and he’s pretty strong. 
But being smart and knowing what’s going 
on helps me a lot.”

Barnett’s counterpart in the presumed 
starting lineup is Bryant (5-10, 190), a prod-
uct of Cleveland Glenville who has played 
in 19 games with 10 starts in his three 
years at Ohio State. His 78 career tackles is 
the fifth best on the team, and his 68 stops 
last season is behind only Barnett among 
returning players.

Despite being one of the most physical 
defenders on the team and tying for third 
in the Big Ten last year with eight pass 
breakups, Bryant has never intercepted a 
pass. A lack of turnovers was something he 
laments and hopes that the entire second-
ary can improve on this season.

“The ball is the key,” Bryant said. “That’s 
what the coaches tell us every single day. 
The ball is the key. As long as we get turn-
overs, we’ll be one of the best defensive 
backfields in the country.”

Withers called Bryant a worker and a 
grinder who wants to improve.

“He’s always working hard on the things 
that he thinks he needs to improve on 
– tackling in space and covering areas of 
the field, those types of things he contin-
ues to work on every day,” Withers said. 
“That’s what you like about him. He’s a guy 
who will work on his weaknesses and rely 
on his strengths.”

The third returning safety with experi-
ence is Johnson (6-3, 210). Johnson tied for 
the team lead with Roby in interceptions 
last season and is one of the most veteran 
players in the secondary, having played in 
37 games – including all 13 games in 2010 
and 2011. 

Johnson will see the field this fall and, 
perhaps more importantly, has been a guid-
ing influence for the younger members of 
his group. He was the mentor for freshman 
safety Devan Bogard in Meyer’s black-
stripe program, and the duo worked well 
together. Bogard was the first player to 

lose his black stripe, becoming a full-
fledged member of the Buckeyes.

“He should get a lot of credit because we 
talk all the time,” Bogard said of Johnson. 
“We go over the playbook because I’m not 
familiar with the playbook because I’m a 
freshman. But I’m getting used to it and 
I’m getting into the flow. We communicate 
a lot.”

Johnson said he’s taking his leadership 
position to heart.

“Any way possible I can help Devan or 
any of the other younger guys on the team 
I try to (do),” Johnson said. “Whether it be 
me coming in to talk to them or whether it’s 
me showing them something in the weight 
room or in the field. It’s a real brotherhood 
and we treat it like that. Everybody’s on the 
same playing level once we go out there. 
When we put on those pads, we’re fighting 
together.”

Brown (6-1, 197), not to be confused 
with the same-named wide receiver who 
goes by the nickname “Philly,” is the least 
experienced member of the two-deep at 
safety. Brown, a junior, has played in 21 
games and is a two-year letter winner. He 
played in all 13 contests last season and has 
nine career tackles. 

Behind the top quartet is a trio of return-
ing players in Zach Domicone, Ron Tanner 
and Jamie Wood.

Domicone (6-2, 216) is a fifth-year senior 
who is coming off a knee injury that kept 
him out of the Gator Bowl and required sur-
gery. Unfortunately for the Beavercreek, 
Ohio, product, Domicone tweeted Aug. 17 
that he was going to undergo another knee 
surgery. Meyer told reporters on Aug. 20 
that Domicone would miss two weeks.

Tanner (6-0, 192) enters his second 
season after taking a redshirt in 2011. 

He was a safety/quarterback at Columbus 
Eastmoor who earned all-city, all-central 
district and all-metro honors. Wood (6-1, 
207) is another central Ohio 
product, a teammate of Zach 
Boren at Pickerington Central, 
and a junior who took a redshirt 
in 2009. Wood has won two let-
ters and has played primarily 
as a special teams player in 26 
games as a Buckeye.

In addition to his work at 
safety, Bogard (6-0, 197) has 
seen time at Ohio State’s star 
position – the Buckeyes’ nickel-
back spot. OSU did not employ 
the nickel much in August, but 
players said Bryant, Bogard and Brown had 
all seen time there.

Bogard said he expects to 
see the field this fall, especially 
after being the first freshman to 
lose his black stripe. A lineback-
er at Cleveland Glenville, the 
freshman said his transition to 
safety has been slow but sure.

“Every freshman comes 
here expecting to play,” Bogard 
said. “You wouldn’t be here 
if you were not expecting to 
play. That’s what Coach Meyer 
says.”

Adding depth to the safeties is 
walk-on Vincent Petrella. Petrella (5-11, 173) 
is a fifth-year senior from Columbus Bishop 
Hartley. He is in his third year at Ohio State, 
initially joining the team in 2010.

New Coaches Make Grade
The members of the secondary watched 

both of their coaches leave for Arkansas in 
the offseason.

Former safeties coach Paul Hayes left 
in December to become the Razorbacks’ 
defensive coordinator. One month later, 

Haynes was joined by former 
OSU cornerbacks coach Taver 
Johnson. Johnson served as 
the interim head coach dur-
ing spring practice when Bobby 
Petrino was dismissed and is 
now the assistant head coach 
/linebackers coach under John 
L. Smith.

That could have created a dif-
ficult situation for the Buckeye 
cornerbacks and safeties, espe-
cially the upperclassmen who 
had worked with Haynes and 

Johnson. Fortunately for the Buckeyes, 
Coombs and Withers have made a great 

impression on their new charg-
es.

“They’re very smart coach-
es,” Roby said. “They’ve been 
around the game for a long 
time. They’ve implanted in me 
the whole thinking aspect while 
you’re playing. They’ve helped 
me a lot. That’s where I feel I’ve 
grown the most.”

Several of the players raved 
about how much the new coach-
es had taught them in the first 
few months of the Meyer era.

“This coaching staff is pretty remark-
able,” Orhian Johnson said. “I really can’t 
picture any other coaching staff that can 
match up with ours. Those guys are great. 
Coach Withers has experience in the NFL. 
Coach Coombs has had some head coach-
ing jobs and coaching jobs at other colleg-
es. I think those guys bring an enthusiasm 
and knowledge to help us out a whole lot.”

Expectations High For Sophomore CB
One goal down, plenty more to go for 

Bradley Roby.
Roby will have a new look this fall. Not 

only does he say he is in the best shape of 
his life after working with Mickey Marotti, 
Ohio State’s new assistant athletic director 
for football sports performance, during the 
offseason, but the sophomore cornerback 
has a new uniform number. He’ll don No. 1 
for the Buckeyes after wearing No. 25 last 
season.

The Suwanee (Ga.) Peachtree Ridge 
product was not given his new number; he 
had to earn it. New Ohio State head coach 
Urban Meyer and his coaching staff made 
Roby work for it during the offseason, and 
shortly before OSU’s preseason training 
camp began in August, Roby got the call he 
was waiting for from Meyer.

“He called me and he just said, ‘I’m giv-
ing you No. 1 like you asked,’ ” Roby said. 
“ ‘You showed me the things you told me 
you were going to do. You showed me the 
things I see in you. I see greatness in you, 
so here it goes. Make sure you don’t slip 
up.’ ”

Roby did more than just look out for 
No. 1 this offseason. He, like many of 
his teammates, transformed his body. He 
gained weight during the offseason, mov-
ing up to 191 pounds after playing at 185 in 
2011. Despite that added weight, Roby also 
returns to the field after making headlines 
during the summer when it was leaked 
that he ran a blistering 4.31-second 40-yard 
dash. 

He confirmed that time in August, say-
ing it bested his previous best of 4.40. Roby 
called the workouts the hardest he’s ever 
done, but they produced results.

“I ran it twice, actually,” Roby said. 
“So it wasn’t a fluke. That’s just a result 
of the workouts we’ve been doing. Coach 
Mick knows what he’s doing. He’s the best 
strength coach in America.”

Roby is hoping for a big season after 
breaking through as a starter last season 
as a redshirt freshman. He recorded three 
interceptions – tying for the team high 
– with 47 tackles, 3½ tackles for loss, six 
pass breakups and a forced fumble. Despite 
solid personal numbers, Roby watched as 
Ohio State struggled to a 6-7 season.

He said he learned last season.
“Don’t underestimate anybody,” said 

Roby of his biggest lesson. “I had some 
good games, and sometimes I messed up 
a little bit vs. Indiana or Purdue. It’s just 
because I really underestimated them. 
That’s one thing I learned. You have to treat 
every opponent the same.”

Meyer indicated during training camp 
that Roby needs to be challenged in order 
to succeed. When asked if Roby jumps out 
at him on film, the coach said no – at least 
not at first.

“His first spring practice was no,” Meyer 
said. “His first couple of days of train-
ing camp, no. His last two (practices)? 
Absolutely, yes. He jumped all over the 
place.”

The practices Meyer is referring to hap-
pened near the end of the first week of 
training camp, and one included a team 
scrimmage.

So why did Roby improve in the eyes of 
his new head coach? 

“I think he gets bored,” Meyer said. 
“I think he’s really talented, and we at 
positions aren’t great, but we’ve gotten 

a lot better. So there’s a little bit of a 
challenge out there. There was no chal-
lenge (before). In the spring, he didn’t 
get challenged and we didn’t have time 
to challenge him because we were either 
getting sacked or we weren’t very good 
on offense. 

“So right now we’re seeing him chal-
lenged and he’s answered it. The last two 
days, the day before the scrimmage and 
the scrimmage, he looked like the way he’s 
supposed to look.”

If Roby can keep that up, that should 
concern Ohio State’s opponents. A confi-
dent sophomore, Roby’s ability has never 
been questioned.

“He competes a lot more,” sophomore 
wide receiver Devin Smith said. “He loves 
the game, and you can tell that when he’s 
out there playing. He’s really worked hard 
on his footwork playing the corner position. 
If he continues the path that he’s on, there’s 
no doubt in my mind that he can be the best 
corner in the nation.”

Before Roby entered his quest to become 
a top cornerback, he was a verbal commit to 
play wide receiver at Vanderbilt. Though 
the defensive backfield is his home, he let 
his confident nature shine through when 
asked if he could still play on the offensive 
side of the ball.

“I always tell the coaches that I could 
play receiver,” said Roby, who is one of 
Ohio State’s top options to return kickoffs 
this season. “One of these days they’re 
going to put me on the other side.”

For now at least, Roby will have to settle 
for being No. 1 in the program and a starter 
in the secondary.

– Matthew Hager
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Kicker Drew Basil knows he and punt-
er Ben Buchanan are fortunate to have the 
resources to make them successful. 

“We’re spoiled to have two great long 
snappers, and the offensive line they’re going 
to be putting out there to block – it’s unreal,” 
Basil said.

“I’m going from a school where my long 
snapper my senior year was a 5-5, 130-pound 
guy to having them about 210 and 225 and hav-
ing guys to each side of them three deep who 
are all over 300.”

It just gets better for Basil, et al.
If he thought that the special teams would 

take a backseat to the highly publicized spread 
offense under new head coach Urban Meyer, 
he was wrong. Meyer is coaching the units 
himself.

“He brings a whole new motivation to this 
program,” long snapper George Makridis said 
of Meyer. “When you’re around him, you feed 
off his energy every day. He’s made me a lot 
better. My snaps are so much better since the 
spring. He told me that the other day.  It’s true 
I can see it watching film. He’s had a positive 
effect on me.”

Makridis, a 6-2, 230-pound junior, starts his 
second season as the starting long snapper 
over redshirt freshman Bryce Haynes (6-4, 
220), who was given a scholarship by then 
head coach Jim Tressel in 2011.

Of course, it was Tressel who famously said 
he regarded the punt as the most important 
play in football. After Luke Fickell 
replaced Tressel in a caretaker 
role for the 2011 season Tressel’s 
brother Dick handled the special 
teams and also emphasized the 
kicking game.

Meyer is cut from the same 
cloth, although with a slightly dif-
ferent weave. As such, he hasn’t 
told Buchanan the punt is the most 
important play, but the message 
has been delivered.

“He hasn’t said those exact 
words, but he’ll make the com-
ment that the punt’s run by the head duck and 
he means him,” Buchanan said. “He knows it’s 
of great importance. He made the comment 
that every time a punt is blocked, 90 percent of 
the time you’re going to lose that game.”

Meyer’s teams at his previous stop, Florida, 
were always strong and ranked among the top 
15 nationally in net punting all six years he was 
in Gainesville.

The Buckeyes got a roundabout taste of 
Meyer’s methods during the Jan. 2 Gator Bowl 
against his former team. Although he was one 
season removed from the Gators, they must 
have learned their lessons well because Florida 
blocked a punt and returned it for a touchdown 
and also got a kickoff return against Ohio State 
for a quick six.

Not surprisingly, OSU lost a 24-17 deci-
sion.

“(Meyer) brought a lot of intensity to the 
program,” Buchanan said. “We had a very suc-
cessful punt team last year, and he takes great 
pride in his punt teams he’s had in the past.

“That combination of being able to build off 
last year with a great reputation of Coach Meyer 
is going to add up to a good punt team and a lot 
of good special teams. I’m very excited.”

The Buckeyes were good in some areas 
and not as shining in others in 2011.

Buchanan, a senior from Westerville (Ohio) 
Central, was 46th nationally when he averaged 
41.3 yards per kick. The net punting average of 
37.4 was ranked 37th.

However, his 70 punts were the most at 
OSU in seven years as the offense struggled 
and he was forced to become more involved 
than the team had hoped.

“The punt is a huge play,” Buchanan said. 
“You think of how much is covered on one play 
– 40, 45, 50 yards compared to a 7-run yard or 
a 12-yard pass. There’s always pressure to do 
well on that one play.

“Our offense is going to come along this 
year. I don’t know how often we’ll be backed 
up. It could be more pooch punting because 
I feel our offense is going to be able to move 
the ball.”

A big change for Buchanan (5-11, 190) 
and his likely backup, Basil, is that Meyer is 
drastically changing the coverage by going to 
directional and/or situational punting.

“Since (Buchanan) got here, he pretty 
much punted down the field and whatever 
happens, happens,” Makridis said. “Now we’re 
doing a little bit of directional punting. It’s 
really the first time Ben’s done it in his career. 
He struggled a little bit at first, but he’s gotten 
a lot better. He’s hit some bombs.”

Gone are the days of punting downfield 
and hoping the tacklers are there. It worked 
to a degree thanks to Buchanan’s efforts last 
year – 25 of his punts were fair caught, and he 
ranked sixth nationally with 27 punts downed 

inside the 20 and was third nation-
ally with 13 punts downed inside 
the 10. But he has been asked to 
do more this year.

“It is different,” Buchanan said. 
“The directional punting aspect is 
what we’re going to bring to the 
table this year. I did that a little 
bit in high school but not really 
under Coach Tressel or Coach 
Fickell.

“I’m thankful I was able to 
work on that a bit in the spring 
– get the schemes down. I know 

we’re going to have great athletes with great 
effort covering the ball. As long as I can do my 
job with a great get-off and great hang time, 
I know they’re going to get down there and 
cover well.”

Buchanan explains the new approach as 
follows: “If we’re on the right hash, we’d like to 
keep it between the hashes and the numbers 
so we can strategically have our guys run and 
have a good punt placement.

“We can kick it across the field, too, if 
there’s a big crosswind. Ideally we’re pinning 
them in one corner of the field so our guys can 
surround them and be able to force a fair catch. 
If not, I know my guys are going to be able to 
make tackles.” 

Buchanan is also facing another change as 
he will be the holder for field goals and extra 
points for the first time.

“Coach Meyer asked me as a senior vet-
eran to take over the spot, and I was happy to 
do that,” he said.

Being a former placekicker in high school, 
Buchanan is well aware that he has to develop 
chemistry with Basil.

“First, we were both kickers and punters,” 
he said. “I can understand what he’s going 
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through and he can understand what I’m going 
through in certain parts of the game.

“Now, to be able to work on the field-goal 
unit together is pretty cool. Anytime we’re 
scoring points for the Scarlet and Gray is pretty 
exciting. Drew had a great year last year. I’m 
sure he’s looking to have a great one this year, 
and I’m looking to help him accomplish that.”

Neither can do their job without a good 
long snapper, and they have the utmost faith 
in Makridis and Haynes.

“It starts with the snap,” Basil said. “All the 
blocking up front, the hold and then I’ve got to 
put it through. If we don’t put it through, it’s a 
failure.”

Basil (6-1, 210) led the Big Ten in field-goal 
percentage last season when he connected on 
16 of 19 (84.2 percent). He opened his career 
in 2010 by missing his only two attempts and 
then missed his first two last season.

He made all but one the rest of the season, 
and his streak of 12 converted kicks at one 
point was the third longest in school history. 
Basil made four from 40 or more yards and 
also hit 36 of 37 extra points.

Having Meyer around will make him bet-
ter, the Chillicothe, Ohio, native said.

“It’s nice to know he is teaching us what 
goes through his head and teaching us what 
we’re doing and why we’re doing it,” Basil said. 
“It’s taken us to the next level.”

Seeking Better Returns
One area where improvement is needed 

is kickoff return defense after the Buckeyes 
placed 33rd nationally last season as opponents 
averaged 20.2 yards when they got the ball. 
Basil had 14 touchbacks.

“I’ve think I’ve gotten stronger with all the 
strength and conditioning we’ve done this 
year,” Basil said.

As far as the return units, the loss of senior 
co-captain Jordan Hall (5-9, 198) for as many 
as two games could lead to a bevy of potential 
replacements. Hall (17th nationally in kickoff 
returns with a 26.3 average and 41st in punt 
returns at 5.8) underwent surgery in June after 
he cut a tendon in his foot.

Junior wide receiver Chris Fields (6-0, 197) 
shared the load with Hall last season.  He had 

five punt returns for 88 yards and a 17.6 per 
return average, including a critical 69-yard 
punt return for a touchdown in the win against 
Toledo.

But there is plenty of competition.
Sophomore cornerback Bradley Roby (5-

11, 190) has been pining for a chance to return 
kicks.

“I’ve been trying to tell them to put me back 
there,” he said. “I was back there in the spring, 
and I had a couple of good returns.”

When asked what makes a good return 

man, Roby said, “You can’t be scared. You just 
have to run. When you see a hole, you have to 
hit it and just make a play.”

Confidence also helps. Roby knows he 
may not be the first choice for punt returns 
but that he will not let the team down if given 
a chance.

“Hopefully I can get first string on that, too, 
and make a whole bunch of plays,” he said.

There will be others vying for opportunities. 
Junior running back Carlos Hyde (6-0, 235) and 
freshman backfield mate Bri’onte Dunn (6-1, 

214) have been mentioned along with junior 
wide receiver Corey “Philly” Brown (5-11, 186).

Whether they are kicking or receiving, it’s 
a new era for the Buckeyes’ specialty units 
under the watchful eye of Meyer.

“He has core values for the team and the 
first one is honesty,” Makridis said. “It’s about 
being real to each other.

“He makes it pretty clear to everyone if 
you’re not doing your job right, he’ll find some-
one else who will do it. I have to make sure I’m 
doing things right. That’s the motivation.”

Basil, Buchanan Ready For Anything
Pressure? What pressure?
Drew Basil has already been put through 

the ringer by new Ohio State head coach 
Urban Meyer, who also happens to take a 
keen interest in the special teams as their 
supervisor.

During a spring practice indoors at the 
Woody Hayes Athletic Center, Meyer had 
the 3,000 or so fans crowd around the junior 
kicker as he attempted a field goal. 

Talk about up close and personal. Even 
though they were screaming and waving 
their arms at Meyer’s behest, Basil was 
successful.

“Just another kick,” Basil said. “The O-
line, snapper and holder all did great to give 
me a chance to put it through.”

Basil also was tested the following week 
at the spring game in Ohio Stadium when 
Meyer made him attempt several long-range 
kicks out of the normal flow of the scrim-
mage. He wanted all the attention of 80,000 
people on Basil, and the junior responded 
with a series of makes and a few misses.

Those clutch situations were nothing 
compared to what Meyer did during the 
preseason camp, however.

“No, he hasn’t put everybody around 
me,” Basil said, “but the most pressure I’ve 
had so far is Coach Meyer standing liter-
ally right behind the holder on the kick. 
Sometimes I’m afraid I’m going to kick him 
with how close he is.”

That holder happens to be senior punter 
Ben Buchanan, who is assuming the role 
for the first time.

“He’s doing real well,” Basil said. “He’s 
gotten a lot better at it. The thing is you’ve 
got to hit the spot (where the ball needs to 
be placed) every time.”

Another thing Basil likes about Buchanan 
is he knows the holder is going to grab the 
occasional errant snap.

“Being the punter, you have to have the 
best hands on the team,” Buchanan said. “If 
you drop a punt snap, all eyes are on you.”

And, yes, the punt is still considered a 
critical part of the Buckeyes’ success by 
Meyer.

“Oh, yeah. That’s why he personally 
coaches the punt team,” long snapper 
George Makridis said. “That’s his philoso-
phy. The punt is the No.1 thing around 
here.”

Even so, Makridis said it may not appear 
to the rest of the team that there is a lot of 
work that goes into kicking.

“During the season we’ll get our fair 
share of – I don’t know what to call it, jeal-
ousy? – from the team because we can only 
practice so much,” he said. “You can punt 
only so many balls and snap so many balls 
during the day while they’re bashing each 
other in.

“They clearly have the tougher job, but 
during the offseason we do everything the 

same. We do all the workouts with the 
team.”

Meyer has changed how the punt team 
operates this season by implementing direc-
tional punting that puts more emphasis on 
kicking to a spot rather than raw yardage to 
give the cover unit the best opportunity to 
limit runbacks. 

By doing so, Buchanan may sacrifice his 
distance.

“I don’t know,” he said. “That’s an 
executive decision from Coach Meyer 
and I’m a team player first and foremost.  
Individual stats are great, too, but I’d 
rather go 12-0.

“Last year we were able to lead the Big 
Ten in punts inside the 10, inside the 20. We 
had a good net average as well. My favorite 
thing is pinning them deep and putting 
my team in good field position. Whatever 
Coach calls for, I’m going to execute to the 
best of my ability.”

That could include a bit of trickery along 
the way by Meyer.

“I think there’s a good chance, I really 
do,” Buchanan said. “Fake punt. Fake field 
goal. I know he has some tricks up his 
sleeve.

“I am an ex-baseball player so the dream 
would be to throw a nice little 40-yard 
touchdown pass to (Jake) Stoneburner or 
something like that.”

– Craig Merz
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