
As Ohio State’s sideline – down more than 20 scholarship 
players with injuries, opt-outs and illness impacting starters 

and reserves alike – streamed to 
the middle of the finely curated 
Rose Bowl field for the trophy 
ceremony, it quickly became ap-
parent that any and all rumors of 
a lack of interest in or motivation 
for the Granddaddy of Them All at 
Ohio State were overblown.

Just seconds removed from an 
expertly curated game-winning 
drive by way of quarterback C.J. 
Stroud and the Noah Ruggles 
field goal which capped it and 
pushed the Buckeyes to a 48-45 
win over Utah to ring in the new 
year, those donning the scarlet 
and gray flocked to the seemingly 
endless supply of roses for them 
to claim. 

Some passed theirs off to fam-
ily members in the stands – safety 
Ronnie Hickman nearly missed 
the singing of “Carmen Ohio” as 
he handed his off to his mom. Oth-
ers took in a tradition of the game, 
roaming through the postgame 
chaos with their rose firmly be-
tween their teeth. Tight end Jere-
my Ruckert, playing his final game 
as a Buckeye, collected as many as 

he could, leaving the field with at least half a dozen roses.
The team gathered itself enough for that final alma mater 

serenade of the season before breaking off into celebratory 
pockets dispersed throughout the stadium. High school team-
mates Marvin Harrison Jr. and Kyle McCord made a beeline to 
the end-zone stands, where Harrison’s high school wide receiv-
ers coach was seated.

Jaxon Smith-Njigba, the man of the hour, tried to find a quick 
escape from the ruckus but was caught in interview after inter-
view. Stroud, meanwhile, used his teammate’s newfound popu-
larity as a way to absolve himself of the impromptu media hits 
and shuffled off the field to significant fanfare from the contin-
gent of Buckeye fans who made the trip to Pasadena – outnum-
bered by Utah fans but in attendance all the same. 

The celebration waged on the field longer than it did all sea-

son for the Buckeyes and carried into the locker room, which 
had been filled with speeches of fighting back and being tough-
er only a few hours prior after a disastrous first half. For some 
players, it was a first taste of playing on one of college football’s 
great stages. For others, it was the final step in a tenure that 
saw Ohio State take two trips to the College Football Playoff, 
one to the national title game and another visit to this venue 
back in 2018. A select few fifth- and sixth-year seniors could 
add a Cotton Bowl and another playoff berth to the résumé.

That group was the one that lingered a bit. Ohio State was 
without several of its most veteran players because of opt-outs 
from super senior defensive tackle Haskell Garrett, redshirt 

Buoyant Buckeyes 
Sink Utes In Rose 
Bowl Comeback
By PATRICK MAYHORN
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Associate Editor
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SONNY BROCKWAY
FEELING ROSY — Ohio State ended its season with a celebration in Pasadena for contributors new 
and old, sending off seniors such as Thayer Munford (left) with a win, while welcoming new stars like 
Dawand Jones (middle) and Jaxon Smith-Njigba (right).
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FAN FORUM

From The Message Board

“I know that improvements in the 
defense are on everyone’s mind, but I 
think Ryan Day and Kevin Wilson need 
to improve run-blocking schemes. One 
of the best schemes I remember is the 
one the Buckeyes used against Oregon 
in the 2014 CFP Championship game. 
The run blocking in that game was 
unbelievable!

“Upon watching the Rose Bowl 
game again, the defensive line looked 
two steps too slow in run or pass 
defense for much of the game. Is 
strength & conditioning under coach 
Mickey Marotti working as it did during 
Urban’s tenure? No one would suggest 
that one of Urban’s teams was not 
tough!”

– AnthonyBuckeye

“Red zone and short-yardage 
execution need some work. In particular, 
the use of the running game in those 
situations. I don’t know how many 
times we got stoned trying to run on 
third- and fourth-and-short. It happened 
so much that we just throw in those 
situations. Look, with a quarterback 
like C.J. Stroud and his accuracy, it can 
be done. But at some point, you need 
to get physical running the football, 
particularly in the tough games against 
your rivals.”

– BuckeyeScott

“The defense needs to go back to 
school on fundamentals. The basics of 
tackling, getting off blocks, filling gaps, 
edge containment, and defensive backs 
finding the ball on deep throws. I can’t 
remember when there was such a large 
performance gap between our offense 
and defense.

“The linebackers need big 
improvement. In addition, our defensive 
line this year had no difference-makers 
like we’ve had in recent years with 
players like Chase Young or the Bosa 
brothers. We were not able to get 
consistent quarterback pressure, which 
makes everything else more difficult for 

the back seven.”
– Bucks89

“If the defense improves even 
marginally, Ohio State should be 
absolutely one of the top teams in the 
nation and favored over Notre Dame, 
Iowa, Wisconsin, Penn State, Michigan 
State and Michigan. Tough schedule, 
and it’s very, very difficult for any team 
to go undefeated any season, but my 
expectations are high.”

– Terrier Buck

“I think the number one thing that 
Coach Day will be trying to improve 
is coaching – not just in terms of 
their technical ability, but in terms of 
recruiting ability. I have read somewhere 
that Coach Studrawa was not an eager 
recruiter. That may have played a role in 
his departure.”

– Michael Bauer

“With new defensive schemes 
coming in from Knowles, I’d say the 
sky is the limit. Sure, we are losing key 
starters, but we have some bright stars 
coming in. I’d say things are looking 
good.”

– PeyoteBuck

“Ohio State’s offensive line could use 
some work. I think TreVeyon Henderson 
is legit coming out of the backfield, 
but the big boys up front seemed to 
let him down against more talented 
and physical front sevens. With Thayer 
Munford and Nicholas Petit-Frere out of 
the picture, the Buckeyes can return to 
a two-tackle, two-guard system rather 
than the four-tackle one they used this 
season. I expect to see Paris Johnson, 
Matt Jones, Luke Wypler, Donovan 
Jackson and Dawand Jones lining up 
for Ohio State against Notre Dame on 
Sept. 3, which I think would significantly 
improve the run blocking while still 
being effective at pass blocking.”

– Chase Brown, BSB

Ohio State’s 2021 season ended with a 48-45 win 
over Utah in the Rose Bowl. The Buckeyes will have a 
lot of things to address in the offseason, from replac-

ing all-time great receivers Chris Olave and Garrett 
Wilson, to a change in the defensive scheme with the 

hire of coordinator Jim Knowles. We asked posters 
on the BuckeyeSports.com Fan Forum, as well as staff 
members, what changes they would like to see from 

OSU as the Buckeyes head into 2022:

Buckeye Leaves
After Ohio State mounted a furious 

comeback to topple Utah in the Rose Bowl, 
the Buckeye Sports Bulletin staff and posters 
on the BuckeyeSports.com forum assigned 
their Buckeye leaves to the top players from 
the game.

Chase Brown, BSB: Jaxon Smith-Njigba is 
a record-breaker. Utah’s defense didn’t have 
an answer for the sophomore wide receiver, 
who caught 15 passes for 347 yards and three 
touchdowns against the Utes. 

He broke Ohio State’s single-season 
reception record, single-season receiving yards 
record and single-game receiving yards record, 
and he tied the single-game receptions record 
he had set against Nebraska earlier this season. 
Smith-Njigba also broke the Buckeyes’ bowl 
game record for receiving yards in a game.

It’s safe to say that Ohio State will be just 
fine without all-time greats Chris Olave and 
Garrett Wilson. Smith-Njigba is quarterback 
C.J. Stroud’s favorite target. He was all season, 
even with the future first-round picks on the 
field, and he will be in the future. Buckeye fans 
should be excited about what that looks like 
in 2022 because it might be another special 
season for Smith-Njigba in the scarlet and gray.

Patrick Mayhorn, BSB: Down two first-
round wide receivers and a starting left tackle? 
Facing a top-25 defense in the nation and 
staring down a deficit for nearly the entire 
game? Stuck without much of a rushing attack 
to bail you out on short downs? None of it 
mattered to Ohio State quarterback C.J. Stroud 
Jan. 1 as he led a furious Buckeye comeback in 
the Rose Bowl to beat Utah, 48-45.

Stroud was the guiding force behind 27 
second-half points, teaming up with superstar 
wideout Jaxon Smith-Njigba and rising star 
Marvin Harrison Jr. for the first 500-yard passing 
game in Ohio State’s history. He packed the 
stat sheet to the tune of 573 yards and six 
touchdowns on 37-of-46 passing.

As if that weren’t enough, Stroud provided 
the game-winning drive with only a minute 
and change on the clock, ending Ohio State’s 
season with a seven-play, 56-yard trek that 
ended in a Noah Ruggles field goal to secure 
the victory.

Braden Moles, BSB: With the number 
of scholarship players out in the Rose Bowl, 
a youth movement was absolutely necessary 
for Ohio State to claim a 48-45 win in The 
Granddaddy of Them All. Perhaps no young 

player better exemplified that movement than 
freshman wide receiver Marvin Harrison Jr.

Harrison finished with 71 yards on six 
receptions, three of which went for touchdowns 
of 25, 8 and 5 yards. He was an important part 
of an electric Ohio State offense in its win over 
the Utes that went for 683 yards against one 
of the nation’s top defenses, hauling in the 
second-most receptions to Jaxon Smith-Njigba.

This type of performance on one of college 
football’s greatest stages sends Harrison to the 
offseason on a positive note as he looks to help 
fill the void left by Garrett Wilson and Chris 
Olave next season.

BuckeyeScott: Well, you have got to give 
those big Buckeyes up front some Buckeye 
Leaves. C.J. Stroud had lots of time to throw 
those deep balls.

bstu9: We all know about the stats 
for C.J. Stroud and JSN so I’m going to go 
another direction and give my leaves to Tommy 
Eichenberg. He seemed to be making plays all 
over the field in what was by far his best game 
as a Buckeye.

Poster That Harley Built: Stroud and 
JSN are obvious. Eichenberg came out of the 
blue for a leaf, and how about a season-long 
achievement leaf for Ruggles?

PeyoteBuck: We saw the obvious stars 
but who was the tackling machine? Tommy 
Eichenberg. And of course, a slightly battered 
Ruggles put the cherry on the sundae. I give 
them all leaves.

AnthonyBuckeye: The all-world QB C.J. 
Stroud and his partner-in-glory Jaxon Smith-
Njigba, of course. The entire OL and TEs Jeremy 
Ruckert and Mitch Rossi for keeping Stroud 
clean all game long and Marvin Harrison Jr. 
and Emeka Egbuka for showing glimpses of a 
glorious future. 

It is hard to give Buckeye leaves to the 
D when the opposition scores 45, but Taron 
Vincent and Tommy Eichenberg brought 
energy and effort from the start. The offensive 
coaching staff for bold play calling including 
the fourth-and-1 pass to Harrison for a TD! And 
Noah Ruggles for being a quiet, but cool and 
reliable Buckeye star.

Tiffin Buckeye: Stroud and Smith-Njigba, 
what a masterful performance.

R1TBDITL: Demario McCall, who reportedly 
gave an inspirational rallying talk in the locker 
room at halftime.

Georgia Came Prepared
Memo to Ryan Day:
“That is how you prepare for a foot-

ball game against Michigan!” - Kirby 
Smart

Pence Roth
Bradenton, Fla.

Oh, What A Beautiful Victory
This Rose Bowl victory not only 

snatched the team from another dis-
appointing defeat but established new 
Rose Bowl achievements for bragging 
rights over “that team up North.”

The Buckeyes became the Big Ten 
team with the most Rose Bowl victo-
ries, and two great freshman players 
established new Rose Bowl passing 
and receiving records too. Any football 
fan or a high school player desiring to 
play the game of football appreciates 
and dreams of games like this game 

as an achievement. It helps any team 
for a future season to make team goals 
that are rewarding and recognized. Oh, 
what a beautiful victory but a beauti-
ful way for all BUCKEYE NATION to 
see this coming 2022 Buckeye team 
achieve successes.

Nelson Bell
Toledo, Ohio

If you would like to express an opin-
ion concerning Ohio State University 
sports, please send your letter to BSB 
Letters, P.O. Box 12453, Columbus, 
OH 43212, or email it to bsb@ buck-
eyesports.com. Letters must be signed 
and include the writer’s hometown and 
a daytime telephone number for verifi-
cation. Publication priority will be giv-
en to those letters that are brief, and 
we reserve the right to edit letters for 
publication.

LETTERS TO THE EDITORLETTERS TO THE EDITOR
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Oodles To Unpack Since Our Last Visit
Since last we visited, Ohio State’s new de-

fensive coordinator moved into his office at the 
Woody Hayes Athletic Center, the Buckeyes 
dispatched one offensive line coach and hired 
another, receivers coach Brian Hartline added 
the title of passing game coordinator to his 
business card, four starters decided to opt out 
of playing in the Rose Bowl, two former players 
accused OSU coaches of improper treatment, 
the team’s long snapper announced he is re-
turning for a seventh (not a misprint) season, 
and a Hero born in Germany joined Ryan Day’s 
recruiting class of 2022.

Outside Columbus, Michigan learned the 
meaning of the Biblical passage “pride goeth 
before destruction, and a haughty spirit before 
a fall,” Alabama extended its record to six ap-
pearances in the eight-year-old College Foot-
ball Playoff championship game, and college 
football moved closer to becoming a clone of 
the NFL with programs embracing free agency 
(also known as the transfer portal) and using 
the Name, Likeness and Image legislation as a 
recruiting tool.

Oh, yeah. And the combination of C.J. 
Stroud and Jaxon Smith-Njigba obliterated the 
offensive record books in Pasadena as Ohio 
State spotted Utah 14-point leads at four differ-
ent junctures before claiming a 48-45 victory in 
one of the most entertaining games of the col-
lege football postseason.

That’s a lot to unpack in a relatively short 
amount of time, but Day’s hiring of defensive 
coordinator Jim Knowles might outrank all the 
rest. Knowles comes from Oklahoma State, 
where the Cowboys led the nation this past sea-
son with 8.1 tackles for loss and 4.1 sacks per 
game and ranked fifth against the run, giving up 
an average of 87.6 yards per contest.

Obviously, Ohio State could use a heaping 
helping of whatever Knowles was cooking in 
Stillwater after the Buckeyes surrendered an 
average of 261.5 rushing yards and registered 
exactly one sack in its final two games com-
bined against Michigan and Utah.

Defense was mostly an unmitigated disas-
ter in 2021 for Ohio State, a unit that relied as 
much on the offense to score as many points as 
possible because it couldn’t stop anyone during 
crunch time. Did you know that the Buckeyes 
had never before in program history surren-
dered 40 or more points in back-to-back games 
before they did so against Michigan and Utah? 
The closest they had ever come to that dubious 
distinction was a 38-10 loss to Oberlin and a 
42-6 defeat at Kenyon on successive Saturdays 
in 1893.

As entertaining as the game was, if the Rose 
Bowl taught us anything, it’s that the concept 
of the Silver Bullets is dead and buried. When 
Urban Meyer arrived in Columbus as head 
coach in 2012, he brought with him the kind 
of high-octane offensive attack Ohio State fans 
could only dream about during the Jim Tressel 
era. But all of that attention paid to the offensive 
side of the ball has come with a price.

Since 2013, while the Buckeyes have en-
joyed record-setting offensive seasons, oppo-
nents have flourished as well, recording four of 
the top five seasons in program history for most 
points scored against Ohio State.

Between 1947 and 2011, OSU opponents 
topped the 40-point mark just 12 times in 
720 games. That’s an average of once every 
60 games. Over the 130 games the Buck-
eyes have played since the beginning of the 
2012 season, their opponents have scored 
40 or more points on eight occasions. That 
computes to an average of once every 16.3 
games. Yes, I know it’s a different game these 
days, but I’m sorry. That is simply unaccept-
able at Ohio State. Recruiting talented offen-

sive players is only one part of a multi-layered 
equation, and simply hoping to outscore your 
opponent on a weekly basis is not a champi-

onship formula.
The Knowles hiring paid an immediate 

dividend when Oklahoma State starting safety 
Tanner McCalister used the transfer portal to 
follow his defensive coordinator from one OSU 
to another. McCalister will fill a position of need 
for the Buckeyes, who saw Lathan Ransom 
break his leg during a kickoff in the Rose Bowl 
and Marcus Williamson leave the program (and 
burn the bridge behind him on the way out).

There’s A Right Way
College football players have every right to 

explore (or exploit) opportunities presented to 
them, including the transfer portal, NIL money 
and opting out of postseason games with an eye 
toward an NFL career. But spare me the sancti-
mony about how these new rules are somehow 
payback for the years during which college 
players were simply indentured servants.

I know the concept of a free college edu-
cation is lost on many these days, but annual 
tuition to Ohio State is $11,518 for in-state 
students and $33,502 for those attending from 
outside the state. Add the academic counsel-
ing, physical and mental wellness programs 
and other amenities that go with being an Ohio 
State football player, and the experience is not 
worthless in terms of monetary gain.

For the best of the best, a lucrative profes-
sional career awaits. Joey Bosa is currently 
working on a five-year contract worth $135 mil-
lion. His brother, Nick, signed a four-year deal 
worth in excess of $33.5 million. Ezekiel Elliott 
is due $90 million on his six-year contract, Co-
rey Linsley has a $62.5 million deal working 
and Denzel Ward is said to be looking for a 
contract extension in excess of $19 million per 
season.

So, do I blame Chris Olave, Garrett Wilson, 
Nicholas Petit-Frere or Haskell Garrett for opt-
ing out of the Rose Bowl? I do not. Recognizing 
football is a business, both on the college and 
professional levels, each made a business de-
cision. I don’t have to like their decisions, but I 
respect them.  

On the other hand, there remains a handful 
of players, disgruntled for one reason or anoth-
er, who opt out for different reasons. 

Williamson might be the perfect example. 
The 2020 graduate in history and fifth-year 
defensive back who did not travel to Pasadena 
with his teammates, dropped a number of so-
cial media bombs during the Rose Bowl game, 
taking particular aim at what he described as 
untrustworthy coaches and know-nothing fans 
as well as lobbing accusations that college foot-
ball takes advantage of its players, particularly 
black ones.

“POP QUIZ,” Williamson wrote. “What 
American industries rely on free black labor for 
the lucrative benefit of white men? …It makes 
you wonder… How much control do these insti-
tutions have over our young black boys?”

Forgetting for the moment that no one twist-
ed Williamson’s arm to force him to play college 
football, how well do you think his tweets will 
play for prospective NFL owners and coaches? 
For that matter, how well will they play for pro-
spective bosses in whatever career he chooses 

after football?
And then there is K’Vaughan Pope, last seen 

quitting in the middle of the Akron game before 
returning to social media in early January to air 
a number of grievances. Apparently embold-
ened by Williamson’s missives, Pope tweeted, 
“You only go to OSU if you want to be: highly 
disrespected by the coaching staff (head coach 
here & there), treated unfairly (young guys play-
ing before seniors), looked at as a hoodlum (be-
cause your vocal) (sic) treated as if you are not a 
high caliber player (because i am).”

Is it really unfair for young guys to play be-
fore seniors if they are better players? Next to 
nothing I saw from Pope during his three-plus 
seasons with the Buckeyes ever made me won-
der why he was not getting more playing time.

I’m not naïve enough to believe every play-
er in every locker room is joining hands and 
singing from the same hymnal. Most of today’s 
players have been told from an early age that 
they are the next Tom Brady, the next Michael 
Jordan, or the next Mike Trout. Some can han-
dle the adversity that comes with climbing the 
ladder to success, and some become dismayed 
when they don’t start out on the top rung.

But the sooner youngsters the likes of Wil-
liamson and Pope learn that life has a way of 
punching you in the face just to see how you 
react, perhaps the better off they will be.

Some Final Thoughts 
If you thought Meyer learned anything from 

the Zach Smith affair or his epic failure as an 
NFL head coach, you were mistaken.

During Williamson’s social media outburst 
was the revelation that during his first team 
meeting at Ohio State in 2017, a photo of a 
young black man wearing a hooded sweat-
shirt was part of a presentation outlining the 
program’s no-hoodie policy inside the Woody 
Hayes Athletic Center. The photo was of Tray-
von Martin, the 17-year-old black Floridian 
fatally shot in 2012, a touchstone for what 
has eventually become the Black Lives Matter 
movement.

Williamson’s implication was that the Ohio 
State program was exploiting the image of 
Martin when, in reality, a low-level support staff 
member (who was white) used the photo with-
out understanding the potential damage. That 
person reportedly later apologized to the play-
ers who saw the presentation.

When initially asked about the photo and 
its use, Meyer told author Jeff Snook the inci-
dent “never happened.” It was an off-the-top-of-
the-head, cringeworthy reaction similar to the 
one the former coach offered at Big Ten Media 
Days before the 2018 season when he denied 
knowledge of a 2015 allegation of domestic vio-
lence against Smith.

As with the Smith saga, Meyer later ad-
mitted the incident with the Martin photo did 
indeed happen, but in keeping with his char-
acter, he took no responsibility as head of the 
program.

“I wasn’t there,” he told The Columbus 
Dispatch. “None of the coaches were present. 
It was a support staffer who was in error and 
apologized.” 

As of this writing, rumors abound that Mey-
er might be headed back to Fox Sports as a 
college football analyst. I would never argue 
against anyone being allowed to make a living 
and provide for his family. But Meyer has ap-
parently shown his true character over the past 
couple of years, including the appearance of be-
ing loose with the truth whenever it suits him.

Perhaps an analyst’s gig is where Meyer 
belongs because with a trustworthy factor of 
nearly zero, his coaching days are almost cer-
tainly over.
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Ohio State Tabs
Frye As OL Coach

Ohio State has picked UCLA offensive 
coordinator and offensive line coach Justin 
Frye as its replacement for Greg Studra-
wa, who was let go by Ohio State on Jan. 
6. Frye’s hiring was announced on Jan. 10.

Frye, like Buckeye head man Ryan Day, 
is a product of the Chip Kelly tree, working 
under Kelly in Westwood at UCLA since 
2018. He was hired as the offensive line 
coach and remained in that role, but also 
filled the offensive coordinator slot since 
the end of the 2018 campaign, though 
Kelly famously calls his own plays and 
has quite a bit of influence on the Bruin 
offense.

The connections between Day and his 
new offensive line coach go deeper. Both 

served as graduate assistants at Florida 
under Urban Meyer (Day in 2005, Frye in 
2009-10) and in turn, both joined Steve 
Addazio’s staff at Temple. Frye worked 
as Addazio’s offensive line coach for two 
seasons at Temple in 2011 and 2012, and 
then traveled with Addazio and Day to Bos-
ton College, working as the offensive line 
coach for the Eagles from 2013-17. He co-
ordinated the running game as well.

At UCLA, Frye helped to build one of 
the nation’s best rushing attacks this sea-
son. The Bruins averaged 215.1 yards per 
game on the ground, good for 17th nation-
ally. UCLA led the Pac-12 in scoring with 
36.5 points per game and Zach Charbon-
net became Frye’s seventh rusher to finish 
in the top 30 nationally for total rushing 
yards. The UCLA rushing attack was even 
better in 2020, gaining 230.6 yards per 
game, enough for the No. 12 spot nation-
ally.

Perhaps his best season came in 2013 
when his line helped to guide the way for 
Heisman finalist Andre Williams at Boston 
College. Williams rushed for 2,177 yards, 
the fifth-most in a single season in NCAA 
history.

Frye played offensive tackle for Indiana 
from 2002-06, setting the school record 
for consecutive starts by an offensive line-
man with 45.

Barnes Takes New Job,
Studrawa Out As OL Coach 

After three seasons in Columbus, for-
mer Ohio State assistant coach Matt 
Barnes will be the next defensive coordi-
nator at Memphis.

Barnes will replace former defensive 
coordinator Mike MacIntyre, who was 
hired as Florida International’s head 
coach following Memphis’ regular season. 
Last year, the Tigers ranked 91st in scor-
ing defense (29.3 ppg) and 95th in yards 
allowed at 418.5 per game.

At Ohio State, Barnes held several posi-
tions, including special teams coordinator 
and coaching the safeties and secondary. 
He was part of Day’s initial rash of hirings 
when he took over, including Barnes, quar-
terbacks coach Corey Dennis, co-defensive 
coordinators Jeff Hafley and Greg Mattison 
and linebackers coach Al Washington.

In 2021, he took over play-calling duties 
from defensive coordinator Kerry Coombs 
following Ohio State’s challenging start 
defensively – highlighted by a 35-28 loss 
against Oregon. The Ducks rushed for 269 
yards, going for over seven yards per carry.

While the defense still experienced 
some struggles after Barnes took over, 
namely in the loss to Michigan where 
Ohio State was gashed on the ground, 
there were improvements seen during the 

middle stretch of the season, including a 
four-game stretch against Akron, Rutgers, 
Maryland and Indiana in which the Buck-
eyes allowed just 11.0 points per game.

During his time coaching the second-
ary, Barnes has helped send Buckeyes to 
the NFL, including cornerback Jeff Okudah 
(2020, No. 3 overall), cornerback Damon 
Arnette (2020, No. 19 overall) and corner-
back Shaun Wade (2021, No. 160 overall).

His departure was expected following 
Ohio State’s hiring of Jim Knowles as de-
fensive coordinator, who will likely bring 
in some of his own staff. If Knowles adds 
additional hires, more departures will be 
necessary for Ohio State to get to 10 assis-
tant coaches.

Ohio State also parted ways with 
Studrawa.

According to reports, Studrawa was 
dealing with health issues that required 
back surgery this season, and he was con-
sidering retirement following Ohio State’s 
win over Utah in the Rose Bowl.

Studrawa recently completed his sixth 
season coaching the offensive line at Ohio 
State. Before he got to Columbus, he 
spent time at Maryland, LSU and Bowling 
Green, among other destinations.

Although Ohio State had successful 
offensive line play during Studrawa’s time 
with the Buckeyes, criticism had ramped 

Buckeyes See 140 Recognized As Academic All-Big Ten Honorees
For the third time in as many years, Ohio State has 

snapped its own school record for most student athletes 
honored as academic All-Big Ten honorees, placing 140 on 
the list this fall, 20 more than the previous record of 120 set 
in 2020. The group was announced Dec. 14, 2021.

 The fall honorees include student-athletes from field 
hockey, football, men’s and women’s cross country, men’s 
and women’s soccer and women’s volleyball. To be eligible 
for academic All-Big Ten selection, student-athletes must 
carry a cumulative grade-point average of 3.0 or higher.

The football team led all programs with 46 honorees, 
trailed by 22 from men’s soccer, 18 from women’s cross 
country, 15 from field hockey and women’s soccer, 13 
from women’s volleyball and 11 from men’s cross country. 
Samuel Buzzas of the men’s soccer team, men’s cross 
country runner Alex Dediu and field hockey’s Sammy 
Stone were all recognized for a 4.0 grade-point average.

The following is a complete list of Ohio State’s fall aca-
demic All-Big Ten honorees, including their class year and 
major. The list is in alphabetical order by sport.

Men’s Cross Country – Giovanni Copploe, Jr., mar-
keting; John Cuozzo, So., mechanical engineering; Alex 
Dediu, So., marketing; Jack Good, Sr., marketing; Zubin 
Jha, So., computer science & engineering; Nicholas Miller, 
Sr., accounting; Nick Regas, Sr., marketing; Zach Shultz, 
Jr., city & regional planning; Ivan Slyepkan, Jr., health sci-
ences; Jake Wickert, Sr., mechanical engineering; Mikey 
Zedan, Sr., civil engineering.

Women’s Cross Country – Annie Allen, So., business; 
Gabby Dilick, Sr., nursing; Addie Engel, So., exploring; 
Erica Francesconi, So., neuroscience; Allie Guagenti, Jr., 
art education; Emma Hoellrich, Sr., operations manage-
ment; Alexa Jankowsky, Sr., architecture; Andrea Kuhn, 
Jr., math; Mia Mlynek, So., pre-health sciences; Hannah 
Moulton, Sr., microbiology; Suzie Muller, So., exercise 
science; Gia Napoleon, Jr., journalism; Daniella Santos, 
So., exploring; Kathleen Shay, Jr., biomedical engineering; 
Suzanne Stein, Gr., dietetics and nutrition; Ava Tenaglia, 
So., microbiology; Akemi Von Scherr, So., health, pro-

motion, nutrition & exercise science; Ellie Weber, Sr., 
marketing.

Field Hockey – Leanne Bough, Jr., accounting; Sarah 
Charley, Jr., psychology; Abby Danson, So., construction 
systems management; Julia Dickinson, Sr., communica-
tion; Kennedy Fertitta, Sr., finance; Emma Goldean, Sr., 
biology; Ali Gordon, So., exploring; Aaliyah Hernandez, Sr., 
biology; Jessica Hourihane, Sr., marketing; Tess Maloney, 
Sr., finance; Megan McKenna, So., health sciences; Katie 
Pyle, Sr., human development & family science; Sarah 
Richards, So., health sciences; Sina Schwinn, Sr., psycholo-
gy; Sammy Stone, Gr., sport management.

Football – J.P Andrade, Jr., consumer & family finan-
cial services; Kamryn Babb, Sr., communication; Ryan 
Batsch, Sr., finance; Chris Booker, Sr., psychology; Steele 
Chambers, Jr., finance; Robert Cope, Sr., hospitality man-
agement; Jacolbe Cowan, So., sport industry; Marvin 
Davies, So., finance; Dominic DiMaccio, Sr., consumer 
& family financial services; Tommy Eichenberg, Jr., real 
estate; Jack Forsman, So., accounting; Patrick Gurd, So., 
health sciences; Ty Hamilton, So., human development & 
family science; Jakob James, So., exploring; Paris Johnson 
Jr., So., journalism; Cade Kacherski, Sr., finance; Cameron 
Kittle, So., construction systems management; Jagger 
LaRoe, Sr., business economics; Trey Leroux, So., finance; 
Cameron Martinez, So., psychology; Jaden McKenzie, Jr., 
human development & family science; Harry Miller, Jr., 
mechanical engineering; Teradja Mitchell, Sr., fashion 
& retail studies; Andrew Moore, So., consumer & family 
financial services; Nicholas Petit-Frere, Sr., marketing; 
Noah Potter, Jr., economics; Corey Rau, Gr., sports coach-
ing; Bradley Robinson, Sr., exercise science; Mitch Rossi, 
Sr., economics; Joe Royer, So., sport industry; Jeremy 
Ruckert, Sr., social work; Jake Seibert, So., finance; Bryson 
Shaw, Jr., political science; Cody Simon, So., finance; Ryan 
Smith, Jr., sport industry; Tyreke Smith, Sr., sport industry; 
Jaxon Smith-Njigba, So., human development & family sci-
ence; Master Teague III, Gr., architecture; Grant Toutant, 
So., psychology; Taron Vincent, Sr., sport industry; Ryan 
Watts, So., communication; Sam Wiglusz, Sr., marketing; 

Kourt Williams, So., communication; Miyan Williams, So., 
human development & family science; Marcus Williamson, 
Sr., human development & family science; Luke Wypler, 
So., sport industry.

Men’s Soccer – Samuel Buzzas, Gr., sport man-
agement; Channing Chasten, Jr., communication; Blake 
Collins, So., real estate; Connor DesRoches, So., finance; 
Chris Dowling, Sr., business economics; Brayden Durbin, 
Jr., sport industry; Devyn Etling, Gr., sport management; 
Thomas Gilej, So., economics; Xavier Green, Sr., envi-
ronment, economy, development & sustainability; Parker 
Grinstead, So., marketing; Luis Hernandez, Sr., econom-
ics; Luke Kiley, Sr., criminology; Ty Konrad, So., science 
& mathematics education; Noah Lawrence, Sr., sport 
industry; Tommy Marusic, Jr., finance; Sam Mason, Sr., 
marketing; Joe Ortiz, Gr., social work; Sean Ryan, Jr., busi-
ness economics; Owen Sullivan, Jr., accounting; Peter Van 
Euwen, So., finance; Deylen Vellios, So., exercise science; 
Laurence Wootton, So., economics.

Women’s Soccer – Christin Baumbick, So., health sci-
ences; Marissa Birzon, Sr., marketing; Chloe Delyser, So., 
marketing; Brittany Duncan, Jr., biology; Kayla Fischer, Sr., 
biology; Bailey Kolinski, Sr., logistics management; Nina 
LeFlore, So., pharmaceutical sciences; Maciah Lipsey, Jr., 
criminology; Maddy Lowe, Gr., sport management; Peyton 
McNamara, So., international business; Ariella Pitty, Jr., 
animal sciences; Haley Roberts, So., health sciences; Izzy 
Rodriguez, Sr., finance; Emma Sears, Jr., human nutrition; 
Emaly Vatne, Sr., health and exercise science.

Women’s Volleyball – Vanja Bukilic, Sr., civil engi-
neering; Gabby Gonzales, Jr., sport industry; Hannah 
Gruensfelder, Sr., biomedical engineering; Mia Grunze, 
Sr., sport industry; Emily Londot, So., sport industry; 
Camryn Moeller, Sr., accounting; Jenaisya Moore, Jr., 
sport industry; Sarah Sue Morbitzer, So., exercise science; 
Kylie Murr, Jr., sport industry; Mac Podraza, Jr., commu-
nication; Adria Powell, Sr., biology; Rylee Rader, So., sport 
industry; Josie Vondran, Sr., exercise science.
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up regarding recruiting in the trenches, 
which had taken a dip in numbers in re-
cent cycles.

He landed five-star prospects in the 
2021 and 2020 classes in offensive guard 
Donovan Jackson and offensive tackle 
Paris Johnson Jr., but his 2022 group is 
without a top 100 player, as the Buckeyes 
missed on several top targets up front.

He departs having produced eight NFL 
draft picks, though only two players – Bil-
ly Price and Josh Myers – were selected 
before the third round. Price went to the 
Cincinnati Bengals in the first round back 
in 2017, while the Green Bay Packers 
grabbed Myers in the second round in 
2021. Center Pat Elflein (2017, Minneso-
ta Vikings) and guards Wyatt Davis (2021, 
Minnesota Vikings) and Jonah Jackson 
(2020, Detroit Lions) were selected in the 
third round.

WR Coach 
Hartline Promoted

Ohio State announced on Jan. 9 that 
wide receivers coach Brian Hartline was 
promoted to passing game coordinator 
while continuing his responsibilities as 
wide receivers coach.

Hartline’s promotion comes on the 
heels of an incredible season for Ohio 
State’s wide receivers. Sophomore Jax-
on Smith-Njigba broke several program 
records, including receptions in a sea-
son (95) and receiving yards in a season 
(1,606), while breaking single-game re-
cords in receptions (15, twice) and receiv-
ing yards (347).

In addition, senior Chris Olave and ju-
nior Garrett Wilson are both off to the NFL 
following their final seasons in Columbus. 
Olave finished with 65 catches for 936 
yards and 13 touchdown receptions, while 
Wilson had 70 receptions for 1,058 yards 
and 12 touchdowns. Following the conclu-
sion of this season, Hartline was named 
Wide Receivers Coach of the Year by Foot-
ballScoop.

“Brian is a dedicated Ohio State Buck-
eye,” Day said. “He is the top wide receiv-
ers coach in college football, and he has 
continued to develop as an offensive coach 
to the point where we want him to have 
more of an impact on our offensive game 
plan. His taking over as passing game co-
ordinator will allow for this.”

Hartline has been on Ohio State’s staff 
since 2017, starting as a quality control 
coach and becoming the interim wide re-
ceivers coach in 2018 before stepping into 
the role full-time in 2019.

FootballScoop also acknowledged his 
recruiting ability as a reason for giving him 

the coaching award.
Hartline provides no shortage of talent 

to Ohio State. In 2022, he signed two top 
100 receivers in Caleb Burton and Kaleb 
Brown. He also signed Kyion Grayes and 
Kojo Antwi – both top 150 prospects in 
their own right.

It was reported that Notre Dame and 
new head coach Marcus Freeman were 
targeting Hartline for a position with the 
Fighting Irish. Still, his promotion at Ohio 
State figures to keep him in Columbus for 
the foreseeable future, as he’s not indicat-
ed that he’s interested in leaving.

Safety Transfer 
Picks Buckeyes

Former Oklahoma State safety Tanner 
McCalister announced on Jan. 5 that he 
would transfer to Ohio State and follow 
Knowles, his defensive coordinator with 
the Pokes.

McCalister, a three-star recruit in 2018 
out of Rockwell, Texas, started 13 games 
for Oklahoma State last season, making 
42 tackles and intercepting one pass to 
go along with six breakups. For his career, 
he’s appeared in 49 games, accruing 123 
tackles, the interception as mentioned ear-
lier and 12 pass breakups.

Josh Proctor and Bryson Shaw are 
expected to fill the two-deep at safety for 
Ohio State next season. Still, McCalister 
could slot in at cover safety for the Buck-
eyes and act as a vital depth player who 
also has extensive knowledge of Knowles’ 
defensive scheme.

In December, he entered the transfer 
portal following Oklahoma State’s loss to 
Baylor in the Big 12 Championship Game 
and Knowles’ subsequent departure for 
Ohio State. He has one year of eligibility 
remaining.

OSU Nabs
ASU Transfer

For the second year in a row, Ohio State 
has reached into the Pac-12 and plucked a 
linebacker out of the transfer portal. After 
landing USC transfer Palaie Gaoteote IV a 
season ago, the Buckeyes secured a pledge 
Dec. 25 from former Arizona State player 
DeaMonte Trayanum, giving OSU its first 
transfer portal victory of the cycle.

For Trayanum, the chance to head to 
Ohio State serves as an opportunity to 
return home, and to try his hand at some-
thing new. The former Sun Devil is an Ak-
ron native out of Hoban High School and 
opted for Arizona State over Ohio State in 
the class of 2020 largely over positional 
reasons. The Buckeyes wanted him to suit 
up at linebacker in college, while Arizona 

State offered the chance to play running 
back, where Trayanum suited up for the 
last two seasons.

Though he did find some success in 
that role, rushing for 402 yards and six 
scores on 78 carries this season, Traya-
num is ready to jump to defense and will 
play linebacker in Columbus, he confirmed 
on Twitter.

His ability as a college linebacker is an 
unknown, but he was a first-team All-Ohio 
linebacker as a junior and Ohio State has 
recently had success with the same move 
from tailback to linebacker with redshirt 
sophomore Steele Chambers, who could 
work in tandem with the ASU transfer this 
season, depending on how the Buckeye 
depth chart breaks down.

With Gaoteote IV, Teradja Mitchell 
both potentially departing after the season 
(both are seniors, though they do have one 
more season each of eligibility), an imme-
diate role could be possible for Trayanum. 
Chambers has locked down a starting role, 
but Tommy Eichenberg and Cody Simon 
battled for playing time all season, while 

Reid Carrico, Mitchell Melton and the 
freshman pairing of C.J. Hicks and Gabe 
Powers will all look to work into the mix 
as well.

Teague, Smith 
Enter Draft

Ohio State redshirt junior tailback Mas-
ter Teague III and senior defensive end 
Tyreke Smith declared for the 2022 NFL 
Draft, ending their career in college foot-
ball after four seasons with the Buckeyes.

Teague’s announcement comes as 
something of a surprise, as he found him-
self buried in Ohio State’s depth chart this 
season and was considered a transfer por-
tal candidate. The Tennessee native car-
ried the ball 67 times for 355 yards and 
four scores on the season, splitting reps 
behind leading rusher TreVeyon Hender-
son with redshirt freshman Miyan Wil-
liams, who rushed 71 times for 508 yards 
and three scores.

Teague’s best game of the season 
came against Michigan State when he 

Continued On Page 6

2021 Ohio State Football Schedule
Date Opponent Result/Time (ET) TV Record, Last Result
Sept. 2 at Minnesota W, 45-31 Fox 9-4, 18-6 win over West Virginia
Sept. 11 OREGON L, 35-28 Fox 10-4, 47-32 lostt to Oklahoma
Sept. 18 TULSA W, 41-20 FS1 7-6, 30-17 win over Old Dominion
Sept. 25 AKRON W, 59-7 BTN 2-10, 49-14 loss to Toledo
Oct. 2 at Rutgers W, 52-13 BTN 5-8, 38-10 loss to Wake Forest
Oct. 9 MARYLAND W, 66-17 Fox 7-6, 54-10 win over Virginia Tech.
Oct. 23 at Indiana W, 54-7 ABC 2-10,  44-7 loss to Purdue
Oct. 30 PENN STATE W, 33-24 ABC 7-6, 24-10 loss to Arkansas
Nov. 6 at Nebraska W, 26-17 ABC 3-9, 28-21 loss to Iowa
Nov. 13 PURDUE W, 59-31 ABC 9-4, 48-45 win over Tennessee
Nov. 20 MICHIGAN STATE W, 56-7 ABC 11-2, 31-21 win over Pitt
Nov. 27 at Michigan L, 42-27 Fox 12-2, 34-11 loss to Georgia
Jan. 1 Utah* W, 48-45 ESPN 10-4, 48-45 loss to Ohio State
  * – Rose Bowl at Pasadena, Calif.
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toted the rock 21 times for 95 yards and 
a touchdown, which was met with cheers 
of “Teague” throughout Ohio Stadium in 
what ended up as his final home game.

He contributed across three seasons 
for the Buckeyes, backing up J.K. Dobbins 
in 2019 and nearly gaining 1,000 yards on 
the year in so doing and working in tan-
dem with starter Trey Sermon in 2020. 

The 5-11, 225-pound halfback will hope to 
prove himself worthy of NFL attention at 
Ohio State’s pro day.

Smith had already declared this would 
be his last season in Columbus, but he 
made things official on Jan. 3 when he an-
nounced his intentions to enter the 2022 
NFL Draft.

“First, I want to start by thanking my 
God,” Smith said in a statement on Twitter. 
“I’m beyond thankful and blessed to be in 
the position I am today, and I don’t take it 
for granted. I also want to thank my family. 
The support, prayers, love and guidance 
from y’all has been my backbone through 
this whole process and I’m beyond thank-
ful for y’all. I want to thank Coach Johnson, 
Coach Mick, Coach Day and the rest of the 
support staff for shaping me into not only a 
better player but a better man.”

In four seasons at Ohio State, Smith 
played in 39 games, racking up 55 tackles, 
11 for loss, to go along with seven sacks 
and a forced fumble.

Smith could have entered the draft after 
last season but elected to return for 2021 
and was one of the clear starters at the de-
fensive end for the first time in his career. 
He responded with career-high numbers 
in tackles (26), tackles for loss (5.0) and 
sacks (3.0) and was named second-team 
all-Big Ten by the Big Ten coaches and 
third-team all-Big Ten by the media for his 
efforts.

The Cleveland native is projected as a 
fifth-round pick in the upcoming draft.

Several Buckeyes 
Hit Portal

During Ohio State’s bowl game prepa-
ration, several players hit the transfer por-
tal in search of a new school where they 
can continue their collegiate careers.

Quarterbacks Quinn Ewers and Jack 

Continued From Page 5

Podcast Back To Weekly Schedule
The BSB podcast, hosted by associate 

editors Wyatt Crosher and Patrick May-
horn, with occasional guest spots from 
Chase Brown and Braden Moles, pub-
lishes every Friday morning, covering the 
stories of the week in Ohio State athletics.

The show is free for everyone. To find 
it, go to your favorite podcast app or web-
site and type in “Buckeye Sports Bulletin 
Podcast,” and click the subscribe button. 

You can listen on Amazon Music, Apple 
Podcasts, Audible, Google Podcasts, 
iHeartRadio, Podbean, Spotify, Stitch-
er and anywhere else that podcasts are 
found. For those of you who are new to the 
podcast world, the show is also posted at 
10 a.m. every Friday on BuckeyeSports.
com, as well as on the BuckeyeSports.com 
Fan Forum.

From The Pages Of BSB

40 Years Ago – 1982
They had been on the Ohio State basketball scene only a couple 

of weeks, but already they had been dubbed the “Canton Connection.”
Troy Taylor and Ron Stokes, the lightning-quick guard combination 

from Canton (Ohio) McKinley, had added a fast-paced dimension to the 
Buckeye program that had not been seen in some time.

Taylor had come to Ohio State as a highly regarded recruit. Stokes 
was somewhat of an unknown quantity, a player who came to OSU 
coach Eldon Miller’s attention late in the recruiting season after an im-
pressive performance in an all-star game in Chicago. Together, the two 
had helped Ohio State to a surprising 5-3 record.

Stokes was scoring at a 9.3 point per game rate, while Taylor was 
adding seven points per contest. The two had also added slick passing 
and quick hands on defense to the Buckeye cause.

“I think we’re going to be a good ballclub,” said Stokes. “We’re defi-
nitely going to be over .500 this season. We’re going to win a lot of 
ballgames.

“If we’re going to keep winning, we’re going to have to execute well 
on offense and play good defense.”

35 Years Ago – 1987
The descriptions were many:
“He sort of looks like Bugsy Moran,” said one press box observer.
“He looks like Jake of the Blues Brothers,” said another.
“I really think he looks like a mortician,” said yet another.
He, in this case, was Ohio State football coach Earle Bruce. The 

critics were looking for an apt description of what – or who – Bruce 
looked like when he took his place on the sideline before the start of 
the Cotton Bowl.

It was the new Bruce. Bruce, often maligned for his lack of color and 
drab appearance, now was looking to change his image. An expensive 
charcoal-colored suit, a black tie with diagonal white stripes, a black 
Dobbs fedora hat with a wide band and scarlet feather. It was a brand-
new identity for Bruce, who had reportedly swapped out his traditional 
garb for the flashy suit before the game.

“The players kind of looked at me a little differently,” Bruce said after 
Ohio State’s Cotton Bowl win over Texas A&M. “And they really looked 
at me differently when I had the hat.”

30 Years Ago – 1992
The Ohio State football team entered 1992 much the same way it 

had left 1991 – poised on the brink of re-entering the brotherhood of the 
elite of college football, but perhaps forgetting the password.

Perhaps only two plays away from getting the football in a tie game 
with more than seven minutes remaining in the fourth quarter of the 
Hall of Fame Bowl, the Buckeyes made a mistake on defense, and they 
paid dearly for it.

Syracuse quarterback Marvin Graves faked a running play, and 
OSU cornerback Foster Paulk came up to provide support.

Two steps toward the line and Paulk knew he’d been had. Syracuse 
receiver Antonio Johnson had gotten behind him, and Graves’ rainbow 
of a pass found him right on the numbers. Paulk could do nothing but 
chase Johnson to the end zone.

The Orangemen had a 60-yard touchdown play, regaining the lead 
at 24-17 and the momentum. The Buckeyes never seriously threatened 
to cut into that deficit, and that proved to be the final score.

“I know that the record is supposed to speak for itself, and in the so-
called big games we didn’t get it done, but I still think we’re right there,” 
said linebacker Steve Tovar. “We’re so close to getting over the hump.

“What did we lose to Illinois by? Three points? Iowa lost only one 
game this year, and they won by a touchdown. And in both of those 
games, we just as easily could have won.

“Again, today I thought we played a good game. Syracuse hit us 

with a couple of big plays, and that was the difference. Take those out 
and we win the ballgame. We’re just so close.”

25 Years Ago – 1997
Ohio State drove 65 yards in the closing seconds to the winning 

touchdown in a 20-17 Rose Bowl win over Arizona State Jan. 1 in Pasa-
dena, Calif. That result propelled the Buckeyes to a No. 2 finish in both 
major college football polls for the 1996 season.

The win marked a major breakthrough for Ohio State, which won 
the Granddaddy of Them All for the first time in 23 years and the sixth 
time overall.

It also meant a lot for OSU coach John Cooper, who had won just 
one previous bowl game in seven tries at OSU after winning the 1987 
Rose Bowl when he was the coach at Arizona State.

“We’ve won some big games,” Cooper said. “We haven’t won one 
this big. Maybe you guys will quit writing about us not being able to 
win the big game.

“It can’t get any better than this.”

20 Years Ago – 2002
The only OSU basketball coach to win a national championship, 

Fred Taylor, died Jan. 6 at Mill Run Gardens and Care Center in Colum-
bus following a long bout with illness. He was 77.

Taylor had lived in the nursing facility since suffering a brain an-
eurysm in April 1996. A year later, he survived a heart attack. He had 
been wheelchair-bound for several years and stayed out of the public 
eye, one exception being his memorable, emotional appearance for the 
final basketball game in St. John Arena on Feb. 28, 1998, as many of his 
former players thanked him and flanked him on the court.

“I’m really saddened by this,” former Buckeye and Boston Celtics 
star John Havlicek told BSB. “I know his quality of life wasn’t very good 
for quite a while, but it still hurts because I can’t tell you what Fred has 
meant to me. I reached the level I did because of him.

“He was a great leader, a great tutor and a great friend. It’s basket-
ball’s great loss.”

15 Years Ago – 2007
After waiting 51 days for their team to cement its second national 

championship in five years, Ohio State fans had exactly 16 seconds to 
cheer their team before Florida streaked away with a 41-14 victory Jan. 
8 in the BCS National Championship Game.

Just 16 seconds into the game, Ted Ginn Jr. crossed the goal line af-
ter taking the opening kickoff 93 yards for a touchdown, and the Buck-
eyes were off to a quick 7-0 lead. But it was all downhill from there as 
OSU turned its desert delight into something particularly ugly.

The Buckeyes were beaten badly on both sides of the ball, allowing 
a season-high 41 points to the Florida offense. The 27-point loss was the 
worst defeat for head coach Jim Tressel since he took over the job at 
Ohio State, and it was the team’s worst loss since the 63-14 thumping it 
had withstood at Penn State in 1994.

“I don’t really know how to define it,” senior center Doug Datish said 
in a hushed OSU locker room after the game. “I never thought some-
thing like this was going to happen. I thought we prepared well – just 
like we always do. In fact, I thought practice was awesome.

“But sometimes execution just doesn’t happen. (Florida) has a great 
team and did a good job of scheming us, but that’s no excuse. Nothing 
they did surprised us all that much. It all came down to what we didn’t 
do. We made turnovers, all caused by our own mistakes, and we didn’t 
execute. And when you don’t execute against a team as good as Flori-
da, the score is going to tend to get away from you.”

10 Years Ago – 2012
The NCAA provided a disappointing bookend to the yearlong scan-

dal that rocked the Ohio State football program when it announced 
Dec. 20 that it was imposing several sanctions including a one-year 
postseason ban against the Buckeyes.

Ohio State also received additional scholarship losses over the next 
three seasons along with a third year of probation, adding to a number 
of self-imposed penalties announced during the preceding 12 months.

Meanwhile, just under two weeks later on Jan. 2, Ohio State closed 
out its season on the field in similar fashion, falling 24-17 to Florida in the 
Gator Bowl, sending its senior class out on a losing note.

“It’s been tough,” senior center Mike Brewster said. “It would seem 
like thing after thing after thing for 12 months. I’m not going to miss 2011.”

Five Years Ago – 2017
Although the Ohio State offense was statistically prolific for the vast 

majority of the 2016 season, it had a tendency to stall in the biggest 
games – especially when it came to the downfield passing attack.

Those concerns were never highlighted more than against Clem-
son in the Fiesta Bowl, a College Football Playoff semifinal bout that left 
Ohio State with its first shutout loss since 1993, 31-0. The offense, led by 
junior quarterback J.T. Barrett, managed just 215 total yards.

Head coach Urban Meyer said the Buckeyes would be focusing 
on improving the offense throughout the offseason, suggesting that 
changes could be coming.

“I’m going to take a hard look at some things when we get back,” 
Meyer said. “And obviously there were some great things this year. But 
anytime you struggle a little bit, you always take a look.”

Meyer’s deliberation didn’t take long. Only a day later, co-offensive 
coordinator Tim Beck was hired away by Tom Herman at Texas. Just 
hours later, reports surfaced that Ohio State was going to hire Ryan 
Day as his replacement.

Day, who previously had worked as a graduate assistant under 
Meyer at Florida in 2005, most recently had served as quarterbacks 
coach under Chip Kelly in the NFL. According to Fox’s Bruce Feldman, 
the Buckeyes were also planning to bring in former Indiana head coach 
Kevin Wilson as an offensive assistant to work with Day.

One Year Ago – 2021
Meyer made major waves on Jan. 14 when the Jacksonville Jaguars 

announced that he would be their next head football coach, replac-
ing Doug Marrone, who was fired following the end of the NFL regular 
season. 

Meyer’s first foray into the NFL marked the end of his second retire-
ment, which began following the 2018 season. 

“This is a great day for Jacksonville and Jaguars fans everywhere,” 
Jaguars owner Shad Khan said. “Urban Meyer is who we want and 
need, a leader, winner and champion who demands excellence and 
produces results. While Urban already enjoys a legacy in the game of 
football that few will ever match, his passion for the opportunity in front 
of him here in Jacksonville is powerful and unmistakable.” 

Meyer explained his decision to return to football after two years 
working as an analyst for Fox in his first press conference on Jan. 15. 

“Some college opportunities showed up and made (me) start think-
ing,” Meyer said. “There’s not a day that goes by that I see that grass, I 
see the team, I see a locker room and I don’t think about coaching. And 
then I start thinking about the quality of life, etc., and the comment I 
made is it would have to be perfect. 

“College, I just don’t plan on doing it. I don’t see that happening. 
The NFL has always been an intrigue. I had some opportunities in the 
past, but it just wasn’t the right time and wasn’t the right situation. We 
have to be in position to go win a game, and I believe this is the place.”
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Miller headline the group of transfers, with 
Ewers announcing that would return to his 
home state and play for Texas next sea-
son. Miller’s decision to leave Ohio State 
didn’t come as a surprise, but his decision 
to transfer to Florida was unexpected. The 
Scottsdale, Ariz., native looked destined to 
head west, but he will test his luck in the 
SEC in 2022.

Two more signal-callers hit the por-
tal when walk-ons Jagger LaRoe and J.P. 
Andrade told Day and his staff that they 
intended to transfer. Therefore, the Buck-
eyes quarterback room went from six play-
ers down to two in less than a month.

Safety Craig Young and cornerback 
Ryan Watts also found new schools in De-
cember. Young announced his decision to 
transfer to Kansas, where he will play for 
the up-and-coming Jayhawks led by Lance 
Leipold. Watts followed Ewer’s footsteps 
and returns home to play for Texas.

Defensive tackle Darion Henry-Young 
is the final scholarship player to hit the 
portal. The former Cincinnati Princeton 
four-star recorded just one tackle in four 
games over the last two seasons – two as a 
freshman and two games in 2021, totaling 
18 snaps against Tulsa and Akron. He has 
since transferred to Kentucky.

Tuimoloau Made 
Strides In 2021

Ohio State freshman defensive end J.T. 
Tuimoloau understood arriving months 
late to campus would come with significant 
challenges. He didn’t expect any preferen-
tial treatment. His national recruiting sta-
tus wouldn’t earn him any brownie points 
with the coaching staff and locker room.

Knowing this, Tuimoloau took a 
blue-collar approach to his first weeks 
in the program, using his opportunities 
to prepare physically and mentally. Ohio 
State stresses the importance of “mental 
reps” – watching other players perform 
and learning from their experience, which 
the 6-4, 277-pound edge rusher took to 
heart.

“It was just, keep your head down and 
stay in the books and stay back a little lat-
er to watch film or to meet with (defensive 
line coach Larry Johnson) one-on-one,” Tu-
imoloau said. “That was my motto coming 
in is after every practice watch film with 
him and ask the older dudes just little tips 
and things I can get from them to apply to 
my game. That was it for me, keep your 
head down, watch film, do the extra work 
so it can get you more prepared.

Tuimoloau must have impressed the 
Ohio State coaching staff in that short time. 
He played double-digit snaps in the team’s 
season-opening contest against Minnesota 
– a Big Ten opponent under the lights. Tu-
imoloau continued to flash to Johnson and 
company, as he didn’t play fewer than 10 
snaps in any game, according to Dan Hope 
of Eleven Warriors.

The Edgewood, Wash., native, recog-
nized on Dec. 16 how far he’d come in his 
first year as a Buckeye.

“When I first got here, I didn’t talk to 
anybody. I was quiet for at least two weeks,” 
Tuimoloau said. “I think as we kept moving 
forward, me and (freshman defensive end) 
Jack (Sawyer)’s bond grew. It’s on the field 
and off the field. We always talk about what 
we could do better or what move he used, 
or how he used this move to get by a de-

fender.
“Once I get to know my teammates, I’m 

very talkative, but I think when I first got 
here, I was like, ‘I came in pretty late, I’ve 
got to get on my stuff.’ I was very shy at a 
certain point, but it wasn’t until the older 
dudes and Jack and the rest of the fresh-
men in my class just helped me open up.”

Tuimoloau emerged as a front runner 
of the 2021 class and looks poised to con-
tinue his ascension. Smith played his final 
snaps for Ohio State in the Rose Bowl. 
Zach Harrison, who started opposite of 
Smith this season, could declare for the 
NFL Draft soon, while Javontae Jean-Bap-
tiste could return for a fifth season in 2022. 
However, Tuimoloau only played 50 fewer 
snaps than Jean-Baptiste this year.

Both Tuimoloau and Sawyer figure 
to have expanded roles in 2022. Sawyer 
claims an off-season working with John-
son and player development coordinator 
Mickey Marotti will help them earn more 
involvement in the defense.

“I think more so it’s kind of like our 
mindset’s changed a little bit,” Sawyer 
said. “As this season’s kind of coming to a 
close and me and J.T. are developing and 
growing into men, I think we are starting 
to realize that we have to take it to the next 
level with everything we do. We’re going to 
have more of an important role next year 
and more of a leadership role next year 
that our defense needs. I think that’s kind 
of more the way it’s going for us right now.”

Due to Tuimoloau’s rushed build-up to 
the season, which featured no winter work-
outs or spring practices to help him adjust, 
he is eager to see how the training will help 
him make strides before his sophomore 
slate begins.

“I’m actually very excited just to get a 
full offseason, not only with Coach J but as 
well as with Coach Mick, everybody and 
the nutritionists,” Tuimoloau said. “Get a 
full offseason before this season. I feel like 
I’m really excited to see my body and my 
technique level up.”

Tuimoloau tallied 17 tackles, 4 1/2 
tackles for loss, 2 1/2 sacks, a quarterback 
hurry and a pass breakup this season. He 
felt surprised with his physicality against 
Big Ten offensive linemen, but he thanked 
Ohio State’s offensive line for its toughness 
and how it prepared him for future oppo-
nents.

“For the physical part, I feel like I did 
pretty well,” Tuimoloau said. “I did a de-
cent job going against the big O-linemen. 
I was very surprised, but just knowing 
what I did before getting here, putting in 
the training and the dedication, I feel like 
it all paid off. I feel like the only thing that 
needed to change was just your mindset. 
Transitioning from high school to college 
ball real quick, you just needed to change 
your mindset on it.”

Tuimoloau also credited Sawyer, his 
family and frequent conversations with his 
father for helping him through the most 
challenging parts of that transition. He ex-
plained that his father would often remind 
him “there’s a reason you’re here” and that 
“sometimes you have to sacrifice your ex-
tra time to get where you want to be.”

Tuimoloau believes the best is yet to 
come in his Buckeye career.

“I feel like the next step for me is just 
keep doing what I’m doing but take it up 
one more notch,” Tuimoloau said. “Still 

keep my head down, be humble, keep God 
close and continue to be the better version 
of myself.”

Johnson Eager 
To Play Tackle

Ohio State sophomore Paris Johnson Jr. 
became one of the Big Ten’s best offensive 
guards in 2021, but he isn’t looking to stick 
around at the position next year.

After 12 games as the Buckeyes’ start-

ing right guard, the 2020 top-rated tackle 
prospect smiled and let out a small chuck-
le on Dec. 16 when reporters asked if he 
would be ready to transition back to his 
natural position in the offseason.

“Yeah, I am,” Johnson said. “It’s been a 
while since I’ve been out there in practice, 
but I’m excited to take that step when it 
happens.”

Johnson worked exclusively at offen-

Who Is The Greatest Quarterback
In Ohio State History?

Options:
J.T. Barrett ___
Justin Fields ___
Joe Germaine ___
Cornelius Greene ___
Dwayne Haskins ___
Bobby Hoying ___
Rex Kern ___
Craig Krenzel ___
Braxton Miller ___
Terrelle Pryor ___
Art Schlichter ___
Troy Smith ___

Instructions:
 Number your picks 1-10 (feel free to 
write in any players we left off the list) and 
mail this ballot to Buckeye Sports Bulletin, 
P.O. Box 12453, Columbus, OH 43212. Lists 
can also be emailed to bsb@buckeyesports.
com or subscribers can vote on the forum 
at BuckeyeSports.com. Please provide your 
name, age and any additional comments re-
garding your ballot. Copies of the ballot are 
accepted and voters are welcome to attach 
additional paper if more space for comments 
is needed.

Comments:

Continued On Page 8
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sive guard during bowl practices as Thay-
er Munford transitioned back to tackle in 
Nicholas Petit-Frere’s absence. His only 
opportunities to develop tackle techniques 
this season have been in the Woody Hayes 
Athletic Center hallways when he feels an 
uncontrollable desire.

Johnson admitted his mind sometimes 
wandered to his future at tackle, but he 
quickly reminded himself of the impor-
tance of his role as guard with the Buck-
eyes.

“I can’t constantly have my mind on 
(playing tackle). I took a little time to think, 
‘Okay, what are the things I need to work 
on to be a great tackle?’ But I can’t focus on 
that right now – even in the slightest – I’m 
playing guard in the Rose Bowl,” Johnson 
said before the victory over Utah. “There’s 
no need for me to think about what can I 
do, what can I work on, because it’s not 
over yet. I still want to have a great game 
at guard, so it’s all about what I can do to 
be the best guard for my teammates in the 
game.

“When that time (to play tackle) comes, 
I’ll have to reevaluate, but I haven’t been in 
that stance in a minute, so I feel like when 
that time comes, then I’ll figure it out, the 
things I need to work on specifically.”

After his first entire season at guard, 

Johnson earned second-team All-Big Ten 
from the conference’s coaches and a third-
team media selection. But Studrawa’s de-
cision to start Johnson and Munford in the 
interior this season wasn’t always a suc-
cess.

Ohio State consistently used guard 
Matt Jones in the rotation, replacing John-
son and Munford – two natural offensive 
tackles who made room for Petit-Frere 
and Dawand Jones to play outside. John-
son said he disagreed with the decision to 
play guard. Still, he’s gained indispensable 
knowledge from his experience at a new 
position.

“Looking back before the season, if I 
had to choose, I would’ve chosen to be a 
tackle and come back and return and be 
one of the best tackles to come back,” John-
son said. “I feel like where I’m at right now, 
I can’t really trade the things I’ve learned 
being at guard. I can look at my guard and 
be like, ‘OK, I know what you can give me 

on this play, I know what you can’t, what’s 
realistic, what’s hard for you.’ So I feel like 
I’ll work better with my guard. I already 
have been in that situation.”

Before this season, Johnson said he 
thought a guard could do “anything that 
I needed a guard to do,” but he’s since 
learned that was an unrealistic expecta-
tion for an interior lineman.

“In practice, it just made it easier when 
you had (former guard) Wyatt Davis next to 
you for some reps. In high school, I didn’t 
know what a guard did, so I feel like I have 
an appreciation for what guards do, and 
centers too,” Johnson said.

Johnson seems confident he’ll be play-
ing tackle once in his third season with 
the Buckeyes. The Cincinnati native added 
10 pounds last offseason to get up to 315, 
which helped him handle the strength of 
opposing interior linemen. He claimed he 
can drop his weight ahead of next season 
as he transitions back out to tackle.

“Going back to tackle and having time 
and space on my side I feel like would be 
really fun to get back to,” Johnson said. “I’m 
going against guys that are 300 pounds 
plus every play. I’m sure going against a 
guy that’s 280 might be really fun when 
that time comes.”

Doss Inducted
To CFB HOF

Former Ohio State defensive back 
Mike Doss has been selected as a 2022 
College Football Hall of Fame inductee, 
as announced Jan. 10 on ESPN’s “Cham-
pionship Drive” show. Doss is joined by 
LaVar Arrington, Champ Bailey, Michael 
Crabtree, Sylvester Croom, Chuck Eal-
ey, Kevin Faulk, Moe Gardner, Boomer 
Grigsby, Mike Hass, Marvin Jones, Andrew 
Luck, John Luckhardt, Billy Jack Murphy, 
Mark Messner, Terry Miller, Gary Pinkel, 
Rashaan Salaam, Dennis Thomas, Zach 
Wiegert and Roy Williams in this class.

The group was whittled down from 
a ballot that included 99 players and 33 
coaches. Doss is the 27th Buckeye to enter 
the Hall of Fame.

Doss is one of the most decorated play-
ers in school history. A three-time first-
team All-American and a unanimous se-
lection in his senior season, the defensive 
back helped to usher in the Jim Tressel era, 
suiting up under John Cooper in his first 
two seasons in town and helping to bolster 
Tressel’s defense in his final two.

His decision to return to Columbus for 
the 2002 season, eschewing a potential 
early draft spot, is considered by many to 
be one of the biggest moments in what 
would eventually become Ohio State’s 
first national title season in more than 30 
years. He was picked as the Big Ten Defen-
sive Player of the Year for his performance 
in 2002, racking up 107 tackles, five TFL 
and eight PBUs with two interceptions, 
the latter of which kept the Buckeyes alive 
against Miami in overtime of the national 
title game.

After graduating from Ohio State, Doss 
was selected in the second round of the 
2003 NFL Draft by the Indianapolis Colts, 
who he played for from 2003-06, putting 
up his best statistical seasons as a rookie 
and a third-year player. 

He recorded 102 tackles in 2003 and 
77 in 2005 before losing his starting job 
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With this issue, Buckeye Sports switches to its bi-weekly winter 
publishing schedule. The next print issue is scheduled to be mailed on 
Jan. 25. There is no need to wait until then to read about all the latest 
Ohio State sports action. The BSB staff will be posting all the latest 
recruiting news as we approach the traditional signing day on Feb. 2, 
as well as news of men’s and women’s basketball teams, the hockey 
and wrestling teams and any other news of the day as it happens at 
the electronic BuckeyeSports.com, free to all subscribers. 

Along with the daily posts, we offer reprints from the Buckeye 
Sports Bulletin archives as part of our popular Reprint Thursdays. Also, 
staff members man the BuckeyeSports.com Fan Forum, interacting 
with subscribers on the hot topics of the day.

Please note that recent developments with the mail service have us 
concerned about delivery time for BSB. We remind you the complete 
print edition of Buckeye Sports Bulletin is posted at BuckeyeSports.
com at the time the issue is mailed and is available to subscribers free 
of charge, as is all the other content provided at the site.

If you are not already taking advantage of BuckeyeSports.com, 
BSB’s 24/7 website, simply email your name, address and preferred 
email address to subscriptions@buckeyesports.com, and we will send 
back easy instructions on how to access the site. Don’t forget, sub-
scriptions@buckeyesports.com is our email address, not the website. 
We will send you directions on how to access the site.

If you are a current subscriber and have been unable to access all 
features on the site, please give us a call at (614) 486-2202 and we will 
help you gain access.

As mentioned, readers who have been experiencing postal deliv-
ery problems can read the complete edition of each issue of Buckeye 
Sports Bulletin online at BuckeyeSports.com immediately upon com-
pletion. Your copy of the paper will still arrive in your mailbox at the 
usual time.

If you have any questions about BuckeyeSports.com or your mail 
service, feel free to call us at the above number.

BSB Switches To Bi-Weekly Winter Schedule

Become A Buckeye Sports Bulletin VIP
Now is the time for loyal Buckeye Sports Bulletin readers to show 

their support through our VIP subscription program. 
As most of you know, the newspaper business is challenging in the 

best of times and is especially so these days. BSB is now facing more 
challenges with recent events that have tested the economy.

“We want to thank the many BSB readers who have stepped up 
and shown their support for Buckeye Sports Bulletin through the VIP 
program,” BSB publisher Frank Moskowitz said. “It is a true vote of con-
fidence in what we are doing now and what we have done the previous 
40 years.”

A VIP subscription can easily pay for itself each year with special 
VIP discounts.

VIP subscribers enjoy a 20-percent discount at Conrads College 
Gifts at Easton. VIP subscribers also enjoy a 5-percent discount on any 
Ohio State football trip booked through Reynolds Travel. And VIP sub-
scribers receive a certificate good for $10 off at Roosters restaurants, 
the “Fun, Casual Joint,” as well as either a gift card good for $10 off 
your next food purchase at Rusty Bucket, the popular neighborhood 
hangout, or any Cameron Mitchell Restaurant, based on availability at 
the time of upgrade.

With the $50 Brutus VIP upgrade, Buckeye Sports Bulletin subscrib-
ers will have their names and cities listed in two different issues annu-
ally as supporters of BSB.

Those who add $100 to their subscriptions will have their names and 
cities listed in all 24 issues each year as BSB Scarlet patrons. Those 
who donate $125 or more will be designated as Elite patrons in each 
issue.

To upgrade your existing subscription to VIP status, with all the 
benefits that come with that designation, go to BuckeyeSports.com/
vip-memberships to pay by credit card, or call us at (614) 486-2202 
during regular business hours. If readers have questions about this pro-
gram, they can call the same number.

The following are our Elite Wachsman, Elite and Scarlet VIP sub-
scribers. Brutus level VIPs will have their names listed at a later date.

Elite Wachsman Donor (in honor of late BSB assistant publish-
er Karen Wachsman): Roosters Restaurants Foundation.

Elite Donors: Marshall Beck, Sarasota, Fla.; B2, Reston, Va.; Phillip 
Blue, Prior Lake, Minn.; Fredrick Bradshaw, Columbus; In memory of 
Norwin Brovitz, Oakmont, Pa.; Brian Bucher, Ponte Vedra Beach, Fla.; 
Iris Cremean, Walbridge, Ohio; Richard Dunkelberger, Groveport, Ohio; 
Thomas E. Farish, Port St. Lucie, Fla.; Fred Fingerhut, Phoenix; Sander 
Flaum, New York; Chalk Fry DDS, Sarasota, Fla.; Laura Granich, Colum-
bus; Paul E. Hackett, The Villages, Fla.; James Hamilton, Murrysville, Pa.; 
Mike Heimann, Ashland, Ohio; Curtis High, Beavercreek, Ohio; Freddie 
and Joe Huber, Walpole, Mass.; Carl R. Jeffery DDS, Van Wert, Ohio; 
Bill Judy, Dublin, Ohio; Frank Klaus, Pepper Pike, Ohio; Fred Krisch, 
Cleveland; Paul Lappert, Columbus; Larry Larson, Ladera Ranch, Ca-
lif.; Dan Laville, Grand Rapids, Mich.; Alan Lord, Reynoldsburg, Ohio; 
Dr. Jonathan Lucas, Portsmouth, Ohio; Allen McMillin Jr., Logan, Ohio; 
Mike from Marietta, Ga.; Col. George R. Nelson, New Albany, Ohio; OS-
U65Bob, Mishawaka, Ind.: Jim Reichler, Crestone, Colo.; The Russell 
Group United, Columbus; Charlie Shaffer, Edison, Ohio; Bill Short, Spar-
ta, Ohio; Mark Skinner, Columbus; James Thomas, The Villages, Fla.; 
Chuck Underwood, Miamisburg, Ohio; Dan van Blaricom, Dublin, Ohio; 
Beth Wachsman, Columbus; Elliott S. Wettstein, Waverly, Ohio; David J. 
Young, Supply, N.C.; Anonymous, Council Bluffs, Iowa; Anonymous, Gi-
rard, Ohio; Anonymous, Lancaster, Ohio; Anonymous, Lewisburg, W.Va.

Scarlet VIPS: Anthony Ananthanarayanan, Rochester, Mich.; Greg 
Brooks, Gahanna, Ohio; Marty Brumbaugh, Troy, Ohio; Dennis Dahm, 
Sandusky, Ohio; Tom Goila, Cincinnati; Doug Harris, Lima, Ohio; Ed 
Helal, Ashland, Ohio; Phil Helal, Strongsville, Ohio; Joseph Huber, Wal-
pole, Mass.; Alan Lord, Reynoldsburg, Ohio; Lawrence Romanoff, Pow-
ell, Ohio; Jim Shaw, Lake Forest, Calif.; William Torok, Girard, Ohio; J.D. 
Wientjes, Peoria, Ill.; Anonymous, Dallas; Anonymous, Norwalk, Ohio.
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to Antoine Bethea in 2006, which all but 
ended his tenure in Indianapolis. He had 
brief stints with Minnesota and Cincinnati 
before retiring from the league after his re-
lease from the Bengals in 2009.

Former LB 
Laurinaitis To ND

Former Ohio State linebacker James 
Laurinaitis has reunited with Freeman at 
Notre Dame.

Laurinaitis announced on Jan. 3 during 
97.1 The Fan’s “Bishop and Laurinaitis” 
that he would join Freeman’s staff after the 
latter became head coach of the program 
in early December. The pair played togeth-
er under Jim Tressel and assistant Luke 
Fickell from 2005-08 and have developed 
a long-standing friendship from their days 
in Columbus.

Freeman and Notre Dame have not yet 
announced what Laurinaitis’ role will be, 
though he is not expected to be a position 
coach. Laurinaitis is making his first deep 
dive into coaching after an All-American 
career at Ohio State, which he followed up 
with an eight-year stint in the NFL with the 
St. Louis Rams and New Orleans Saints.

After retiring from the league, he be-
came a color commentator for the Big Ten 
Network and hosted the local radio show 
with Beau Bishop. 

Laurinaitis’ first game at Notre Dame 
will be in Columbus, as the Fighting Irish 
will the Buckeyes in the season opener for 
both teams on Sept. 3, 2022, in Ohio Sta-
dium.

Winston Charged 
With Assault

Former Ohio State basketball player 
Otis Winston has been charged with mis-
demeanor assault following an incident in 
Westerville, Ohio.

The incident involving Winston, 48, an 
actor and stuntman, occurred around 9:45 
a.m. on Jan. 4 outside of a CVS Pharmacy, 
according to the Westerville Police Divi-
sion report.

The report stated that video from the 
pharmacy showed a near-collision between 
an SUV driven by Winston and a car driven 
by 20-year-old Javon Singleton. Both men 
live in Westerville, according to the report. 
Singleton’s statement said he waved at the 
driver of the SUV after getting out of his 
car. Winston said he made an obscene ges-
ture in his direction, which prompted him 
to get out of his vehicle.

Singleton wrote in his statement that 
Winston asked if Singleton displayed a 
middle finger toward him, to which Single-
ton responded, “What if I did?” Video from 
the pharmacy shows the two men exchang-
ing words as Singleton walked upstairs to-
ward the store. 

According to the report, Winton pushed 
him up the steps. Singleton turned around 
and the men continued their conversation.

“Winston then grabs Singleton by the 
throat, pushes him backward across the 
porch in front of the store and throws him 
into the bushes,” the report said. “Single-
ton gets out of the bushes and advances to-
wards Winston two or three steps, pulling 
a knife from his right pocket.”

The report stated that the video showed 
Winston head back down the steps and 
getting into his vehicle while Singleton 
makes an obscene gesture with both hands 

in his direction before backing through the 
door into the pharmacy. 

Winston drove away but then came 
back. He told police that he returned to the 
store to apologize for his behavior. Howev-
er, Singleton believed that Winston came 
back to continue their fight, causing him to 
flee the CVS and run down the street.

An off-duty Columbus police officer was 
driving in the area and stopped Singleton, 
believing he may have robbed the pharma-
cy because he ran away from the pharma-
cy as Westerville authorities arrived on the 
scene, according to a statement from the 
off-duty officer.

Singleton was briefly detained but was 
not charged. Winston was not arrested, but 
he was given a citation and summons for 
misdemeanor assault. He was schedule 
to appear in Westerville Mayor’s Court on 
Jan. 19.

Winston was a co-captain of Ohio 
State’s 1996-97 men’s basketball team. Af-
ter playing professionally overseas, he re-
turned to central Ohio and has had minor 
acting roles in more than a dozen movies

Herbstreit Slams
Player Opt-Outs

Former Ohio State quarterback and 
current ESPN broadcaster Kirk Herbst-
reit unloaded a barrage on players opting 
out of bowl games, including the four from 
Ohio State – defensive tackle Haskell Gar-
rett, Petit-Frere, Olave and Wilson – who 
did not participate in the Rose Bowl in 
hopes of preserving their health entering 
the 2022 NFL Draft.

On the Jan. 1 edition of College 
Gameday, Herbstreit took aim at the opt-
outs, claiming that players don’t love foot-
ball like they used to.

“What’s the difference as a player and 
saying these games are ‘meaningless?’ 
“ Herbstreit asked fellow commentators 
David Pollack and Desmond Howard. 
“(Desmond), we played in ‘meaningless 
games.’ I know you guys (Michigan) were 
(at the Rose Bowl) a lot. I just don’t un-
derstand that if you don’t make it to the 
playoff, how is it meaningless to play foot-
ball and compete? Isn’t that what we do 
as football players, we compete? I don’t 
know if changing or expanding (the Play-
off ). I just think this era of player doesn’t 
love football.”

Howard agreed with his cohort, saying 
that the College Football Playoff, which 
ESPN holds the rights to, has claimed the 
vast majority of attention in the sport.

“Their whole mentality is all about the 
championship or the playoff,” Howard 
said. “Because of that, they don’t value 
the bowl game. When we were coming 
up, Herbstreit and myself, going to a bowl 
game was a huge reward for a fantastic 
season. That’s what it meant. Your team 
played this well so you’re going to be re-
warded with a bowl game, you’re going to 
get a ring, you’re going to get swag. Now, 
kids don’t really care about that. They 
have a sense of entitlement. It’s like, ‘If 
we’re not going to the one that matters, it 
just doesn’t have as much value’ – like it 
did for us coming up.”

Herbstreit would later apologize for his 
statement about the extent to which play-
ers love the game, after facing backlash 
online.

“Just wanted to clarify some of my 

comments from earlier today,” Herbstre-
it tweeted. “Of course, some players love 
the game the same today as ever. But some 

don’t. I’ll always love the players of this 
game and sorry if people thought I general-
ized or lumped them all into one category.”

48 Student-Athletes Earn OSU Degrees
Ohio State’s fall graduate list included 

48 current or former student-athletes. They 
celebrated with commencement on Dec. 19.

Within the football team, 20 players earned 
their degrees, including record-breaking wide 
receiver Chris Olave and four players that no 
longer suit up for the Buckeyes in wideout 
Jaylen Harris, who stepped away from the 
game over the summer, legendary lineback-
er Andy Katzenmoyer, long-snapper Roen 
McCullough, who also retired in the offsea-
son, and defensive tackle Tommy Togiai, 
now a member of the Cleveland Browns. 
Francesca Di Lorenzo of the women’s tennis 
team also returned to complete her degree 
after turning pro following two seasons in 
Columbus in 2017.

A complete list of the graduates can be 
found below, divided by sport and in alpha-
betical order.

Baseball – Zachary Dezenzo,sport indus-
try; Seth Lonsway, consumer and family finan-
cial services.

Cheerleading – Lauren Taylor, psychol-
ogy.

Women’s Cross Country/Track and 
Field – Emma Hoellrich, operations man-
agement.

Women’s Diving – Alexandra House, 
health and rehabilitation sciences.

Women’s Fencing – Eva Petronchak, 
anthropology.

Field Hockey – Samantha Stone, kine-
siology.

Football – Kamryn Babb, communi-
cations; Sevyn Banks, communications; 
Christopher Booker, psychology; Jerron 
Cage, consumer and family financial services; 
Jaylen Harris, communications; Antwuan 
Jackson, sociology; Xavier Johnson, consum-

er and family financial services; Matthew 
Jones, human development and family sci-
ence; Andy Katzenmoyer, personalized stud-
ies; Christopher Kuhn, construction systems 
management; Austin Kutscher, human devel-
opment and family science; Jagger LaRoe, 
economics and business; Michael Roen 
McCullough, finance; Teradja Mitchell, fash-
ion and retail studies; Chris Olave, consumer 
and family financial services; Nicholas Petit-
Frere, marketing; Corey Rau, sports coach-
ing; Tyreke Smith, sport industry; Thomas 
Togiai, consumer and family financial ser-
vices; Samuel Wiglusz, marketing.

Women’s Golf – Alanis Sakuma, aviation 
management.

Women’s Lacrosse – Mary Kate George, 
psychology.

Mascot – Duncan MacKenzie, biomedical 
engineering; Edward Parsley, finance.

Men’s Soccer – Samuel Buzzas, kinesiol-
ogy; Luis Hernandez, economics.

Rowing – Rose Carr, sport industry; Ida 
Petersen, biochemistry.

Women’s Soccer – Marissa Birzon, mar-
keting; Bailey Kolinski, logistics management; 
Isabel Rodriguez, finance.

Softball – Carley Gaskill, kinesiology; 
Skylar Hayward, health and rehabilitation sci-
ences.

Women’s Swimming – Georgia Mosher, 
psychology; Sarah Sperber, neurology.

Women’s Tennis – Francesca Di 
Lorenzo, sport industry; Mary Beth Hurley, 
health and rehabilitation sciences.

Women’s Track and Field – Devine 
Parker, psychology.

Women’s Volleyball – Hannah 
Gruensfelder, biomedical engineering; Mia 
Grunze, sport industry; Rebecca Mauer, 
health and rehabilitation sciences.

RULES AND RATES: 20 cents per word, 
10 cents for more than one insertion. Minimum 
order of $5. No agency discounts. Make checks 
payable to Buckeye Sports Bulletin. We accept 
Visa, MasterCard, Discover and American 
Express.

All ads are uniformly set with the first 
two words set in boldface capital letters at no 
charge. However, no other words may be set 
in boldface. Anyone planning a larger or more 
distinct ad may receive our ad rate card upon 
request. 

We reserve the right to request additional 
information or merchandise be submitted from 
advertiser prior to acceptance of an ad, and 
we reserve the right to refuse advertisements 
considered objectionable. 

Deadline is one week prior to publication 
date. Call (614) 486-2202 or write P.O. Box 
12453, Columbus, Ohio, 43212 for info.

FOR SALE — OSU-MICHIGAN Game, 
1975 - original RADIO broadcast on CD!   Woody’s 
last great team & Archie’s last UM game as Bucks 
go 11-0!   Three-disk set runs 3½ hours!   Listen 

in your car!  $25 + $3 S & H.  Call 1-630-527-8890!

WANTED TO buy: OSU football 
memorabilia and equipment, programs, 
pennants, glasses, books, jerseys, helmets, 
ticket stubs. One item or a hundred. Will 
travel. Call George at (614) 506-1081.

WANTED TO buy: OSU basketball 
tickets/stubs from the 1960s, ’70s, ’80s, ’90s 
& 2000s. Call Mike at (704) 995-0414.

WANTED TO buy: OSU football mem-
orabilia, programs, ticket stubs, pennants, 
championship rings, gold pants, helmets, 
autographs, game-used equipment, small 
or large collections. Call Chris at (419) 
957-6789.

BSB PUBLISHER Frank Moskowitz 
and other members of the BSB staff are 
available to speak at your business, social or 
alumni group meetings. Informative and fun. 
Call (614) 486-2202 for details.
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junior offensive tackle Nicholas Petit-Frere, 
senior wide receiver Chris Olave, super senior 
cornerback Marcus Williamson and junior 
wide receiver Garrett Wilson, as well as inju-
ries to senior cornerback Sevyn Banks and 
super senior tackle Antwuan Jackson, among 
others.

Ohio State was not without any represen-
tation from the upperclassmen, though, and 
many of them took as much time as they could 
to leave the football field as an Ohio State 
Buckeye one last time. 

Left tackle Thayer Munford, a team captain 
and the owner of the “Block O” uniform, mean-
dered, joking with teammates and embracing 
coaches. Sixth-year senior defensive back De-
mario McCall, one of the oldest players on the 
team as a former member of the 2016 recruit-
ing class, stood apart from the celebration, 
quietly watching the confetti fly and taking in 
the moment. It wasn’t until true freshman de-
fensive tackle Tyleik Williams approached him 
that he joined the rest of the group.

If the team’s words entering the game 
about its importance to them weren’t enough, 
their actions during and after it were – though 
they offered a few more words to really etch it 
in stone.

“That’s ridiculous,” redshirt sophomore 
safety Bryson Shaw said of questions of the 
team’s desire to play. “It’s the Rose Bowl. Every 
kid grows up wanting to play in the Rose Bowl. 
It’s the most historic bowl game. We had an 

edge. We wanted to prove something. We were 
hearing a lot of noise, rightfully so after that 
last game, but we were excited for this one.”

The Buckeyes didn’t deny that the end to 
the regular season played a role, too.

“I think what motivated us wasn’t just this 
game, but the previous game,” Stroud said. “I 
know that was my motivation, just getting that 
bad taste out of our team’s mouth and ending 
the season the right way, sending our seniors 
off the right way. That was probably the most 
important thing for me.

“Then on top of that, this is the Rose Bowl, 
man. This is where the legendary games are 
being played. If you aren’t motivated to play, I 
question your love of the game. Every game I 
go out there, I try to do my best and make sure 
I prepare the right way and do the right things 
because you never know what can happen in 
the game. My job is to lead the team, lead our 
offense.”

And in that most historic bowl and the best 
setting in all of college football, Ohio State of-
fered up a come-from-behind performance fit-
ting of the stage. Trailing 35-21 at the half and 
unable to find any consistent defensive stops 
against a powerful and physical Utah offense, 
the Buckeyes exited the halftime break for the 
last time this season and delivered an aston-
ishing turnaround.

The Stroud-led offense, which had already 
nearly touched 300 yards passing at the break, 
shifted into overdrive, scoring 27 points in 
the final 30 minutes, including 17 in the fi-
nal frame. Stroud connected with his newly 

crowned No. 1 receiver, Smith-Njigba, on 15 
of his 16 targets for an FBS bowl-record 347 
receiving yards. Stroud himself crushed Ohio 
State’s single-game passing yardage record 
with 573 yards, making him the first passer 
to cross the 500-yard mark in scarlet and gray.

In so doing, he also helped elevate 
Smith-Njigba to school single-season records 
for receptions (95) and yards (1,606) in a sea-
son that he started as a distant No. 3 option be-
hind a pair of probable first-round selections.

The two wrapped their record-setting day 
with a beautiful 30-yard touchdown heave, 
which saw Stroud drop a pass directly over 
Smith-Njigba’s shoulder in the corner of the 
end zone, giving Ohio State a 45-38 lead (its 
first of the game). It was a performance that 
shattered expectations from without the pro-
gram but only seemed to fulfill those set within 
it.

“I think Jaxon’s done what he’s done all 
year, and that’s just play within himself,” head 
coach Ryan Day said. “Certainly, some of the 
plays he made tonight were tremendous. We 
leaned on him a lot.

“I also think he and C.J. just have a great 
connection,” Day continued. “They have a 
great feel, and I think there’s a lot of trust there 
that’s been built over the year. It happened a lit-
tle bit in that Nebraska game. They read each 
other really well, and they’ve got a special con-
nection. The throw on the touchdown pass, 
the inside slot fade, the throw and the catch 
there is probably as good as I’ve ever seen in 
a big-time spot.”

It was their connection that ultimately 
ruled the day, with Utah completely unable 
to account for the Texas native at any point in 
the game. Ohio State worked Smith-Njigba all 
over the field, from his traditional slot position 
to a more standard outside receiver role and 
into the backfield – perhaps in a preview for his 
reign as the top dog at receiver in 2022 – and 
he won from every spot, presenting an open 
target for Stroud to find whenever he needed 
it. Immediately replacing Olave and Wilson is 
a task that no program wants to undertake, but 
Smith-Njigba tried his hardest in Pasadena to 
soften that blow. 

“Jaxon just gets open,” said offensive coor-
dinator Kevin Wilson. “He’s the all-time lead-
ing receiver in Texas, and he played in a large 
division in Dallas, the largest division in the 
state. That’s a pass-oriented state, and here’s 
the all-time leading receiver. He’s got a knack 
for getting open. He’s a heck of a practice play-
er. (Wilson and Olave) are phenomenal, and he 
held his own all year.”

Although neither approached the numbers 
that their counterpart provided, newly minted 
starters Julian Fleming and Marvin Harrison 
Jr. made waves with their new quarterback as 
well. The former suffered an injury that ham-
pered him in the second half while hauling in 
five catches for 35 yards, while the latter shone 
in his first significant playing time as a Buck-
eye, snagging six passes for 71 yards and three 
scores, while earning Ohio State’s most literal 
nickname in the process.

“I call Marvin ‘Route Man Marv,’ ” Stroud 

 Smith-Njigba, Stroud Shatter Records
Continued From Page 1
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explained. “His routes are amazing, especially 
against a good corner like No. 8 (Clark Phil-
lips). I know No. 2 (Micah Bernard), he had a 
decent game as well, filling in that spot. I have 
respect for their defense, but when my guys 
are rolling, I think we’re pretty much unstop-
pable.

“We’ve just got to go out there and prove it. 
Marv had a great game. He showed you all a 
little glimpse. He has way more in his bag. Ju-
lian, I know he popped his shoulder out, but he 
has way more in his bag as well. I know they’ll 
hit their peak next year.”

The theme of excitement for next year hov-
ered in the air in both the postgame cacophony 
and during that frantic second half. It seemed 
that every critical play in the span of the come-
back was delivered by a player set to return for 
the 2022 season.

Redshirt sophomore linebacker Tommy 
Eichenberg tackled Utah tailback Tavion 
Thomas in the backfield on the first Ute pos-
session of the third quarter (only the second 
TFL of the game for the Buckeyes at the time), 
freshman cornerback Denzel Burke deflected 
a third-down pass two plays later, and Shaw re-
covered a fumbled punt on fourth down to put 
Ohio State in prime real estate, which Stroud 
took immediate advantage of by finding the 
true freshman Harrison for an 8-yard score..

On a fourth-and-short to open the fourth 
quarter in OSU territory, Utah signal caller 
Cameron Rising connected with star tight 
end Brant Kuithe for what looked like a sure-
thing first down, only for Hickman to arrive at 
the scene just in time to force a turnover on 
downs. It was that play that sold the Buckeye 
defense on its ability to help seal up the game 
in the final frame.

“It was awesome,” Shaw said of Hickman’s 
fourth-down stop. “First half, things were kind 
of going their way. Everything was going their 
way. We couldn’t catch a break. To make that 
defensive stand, we knew it was going to come 
down to plays like that. We knew at the end 
of the day it was going to be how we played, 
how we performed, and in the second half, we 
stepped up. Rocket (Hickman), he’s a guy that’s 
built, born for that moment he made.”

Just under four minutes later, Stroud found 
Harrison again to knot the game at 38. Staring 
down the first opportunity of the half to deliver 
the ball back to its offense with a shot at the 
lead, the youngsters again stepped up for the 
defense, with freshman defensive end J.T. Tui-
moloau and Shaw teaming up on a third-down 
tackle of Thomas that was set up by a first-
down redshirt freshman safety Kourt Williams 
sack, which knocked Rising out of the game in 
the process.

“First off, hats off to that quarterback,” 
Shaw said when asked about Williams’ sack. 
“I hope he’s doing all right. I wish him a recov-
ery. He was a great player. We knew on film 
what kind of guy he was, the kind of guy that 
we thought was overlooked by others and 
the media, but he’s really good and I think he 
showed that. He gave us a lot of problems – 
very versatile. Kourt, he’s been busting his 
butt all year. That’s the hardest-working dude I 
know. He’s my brother and I love him, and just 
to see that hard work pay off, he deserves ev-
ery minute of it.”

And of course, it was Smith-Njigba – with 
some help from kickoff return specialist fresh-
man Emeka Egbuka and freshman tailback 
TreVeyon Henderson – who helped to push 
the OSU offense down the field on its final two 
drives, first for that touchdown reception to 
claim the lead, and then with a pair of recep-

tions on the final drive of the game to set up 
the short Ruggles field goal.

Now, entering an offseason that will be crit-
ical for the development of so many of those 
young players, Ohio State has a performance 
to hang its hat on – College Football Playoff or 
no.

“It’s huge to get confidence like that (going 
into) the offseason,” Shaw said. “I think it’s go-
ing to be a turning point on the defensive side 
of the ball in this program. The first half, obvi-
ously we didn’t perform the way we wanted to. 
We went in and the guys stepped up, came out 
with a lot of confidence. We turned the table. 
I think it starts with energy, it starts with pas-
sion. I think at times we lacked that this year, 
and I think we came out with the intent to exe-
cute on defense and it felt good.

“We saw that through the last month. We’ve 
seen guys step up in practice, you’ve seen guys 
find their voices. I think it’s an amazing thing to 
watch guys grow, and I think this offseason is 
going to be the best Ohio State’s had. There’s 
a lot of guys that are just ready to bust their 
butts, I know that for a fact. We’re just all excit-
ed to get this thing rolling again.”

Curtain McCall
Ohio State’s second-half defensive turn-

around was not some act of divine interven-
tion, nor was it a sudden and radical shift 
in ideology. The Buckeyes credited their 
newfound energy and fire to a halftime filled 
with powerful speeches and calls to action, 
sparked by a Day decision to leave any motiva-
tion up to his team, rather than providing his 
own speech as is tradition.

“I wasn’t there,” Day said after the game of 
the locker room at the half. “I heard a bunch 
of guys speaking up. I don’t know exactly who 
said it, that’s why I didn’t want to say anything 
in the press conference. I’m looking to find 
out, but it was one of those things – usually I 
give a talk at halftime, (but) I let those guys go. 
I said, ‘This is your team and you guys have 
to respond.’ 

“We talked in the last month about how in 
2019, in the Wisconsin game, a bunch of guys 
stepped up before the second half when it was 
tied up, and how if we want to go win these 
types of games going against really good op-
ponents like Utah, it has to come from within. 

It did today in the second half, and I think that 
was the difference.”

Though multiple players spoke, as Day in-
dicated, one senior’s speech stood out above 
the others for his teammates, as several play-
ers singled him out as the leader who incited 
that change in effort: McCall, the super senior 
who played seemingly as many positions at 
Ohio State as he had touchdowns (eight) and 
never really caught on at any of them but who 
stuck around regardless.

“I would say the biggest guy who stepped 
up was Demario McCall,” Shaw explained. 
“You guys know he’s been in the program a 
long time. And it’s just the energy and the pas-
sion he brings every day. This is nothing new 
for him, but the way he stood up in front of the 
team, it was just awesome to see. Everybody 
fed off that energy.

“Demario is one of the most honest, truth-
ful and big-hearted guys I’ve ever been around 
in the locker room. He’s nothing but great for 
this team, this program. I think sometimes 
people only look at performance on the field 
– and Demario has stepped up big on special 
teams this year and he’s played well when he’s 
been in. But what they don’t see is the impact 
these guys have in the locker room and have 
on the team. I think Demario, his legacy in 
this program is going to be left behind and it’s 
going to be a big loss from a leadership stand-
point. He definitely didn’t get the credit I think 
he deserved for how good of a man he is.

“If you know him, you know the passion 
he has for this program. It’s unmatched. I love 
Demario. I’m really going to miss him. With-
out him, things could have gone sideways 
there. He got into the group, got us all going.”

As redshirt sophomore Cade Stover – who 
played tight end all season but lined up at line-
backer on Jan. 1 – elaborated, there was no 
sweeping change, no hinge point upon which 
Ohio State built its defensive resurgence. It 
was a matter of willpower, generated between 
the end of the second quarter and the start of 
the third. And again, it was McCall who stuck 
with Stover.

“To be honest with you, scheme-wise, there 
wasn’t really an adjustment,” Stover said. “We 
had guys who got in front of the team – De-
mario McCall, hats off to that dude. One of 
the most respected guys in the locker room 

for what he’s done. He got in front of us and 
it was, ‘Toughness is a mind-set,’ and we went 
out there and strapped in, buckled in, and we 
were all right.”

Though none of the players would divulge 
specifically what was said, citing the unwrit-
ten code of any locker room chatter remaining 
within those four walls, McCall told media af-
ter the game that he spoke about toughness, 
about character and about finishing the sea-
son – and in turn, his Ohio State career – the 
right way.

“I had to talk to those boys in the locker 
room at halftime just to get them up,” McCall 
said. “It wasn’t going the way we wanted it to 
in the first half. I got up, said a few things to 
those boys and then we came out in the sec-
ond half and got it done. It was a shootout. Be-
fore the game, Coach Day told us it could be 
three ways, and a shootout was one of them. 
I had to repeat what he said and put my own 
words together, and hope they’d feel it. And 
they felt it.”

The North Ridgeville, Ohio, product 
seemed to have the idea of leaving a mark on 
his mind after the game. Though he never got 
the chance to do it on the field in the way he 
had once hoped, he saw the chance to make 
his name known as a leader throughout the 
season, and it was his voice that rang out 
when the Buckeyes needed it most against 
the Utes.

“Being the senior, knowing how it feels to 
be down,” McCall continued, patting his chest. 
“I’ve been down before in the locker room, 
back when I was a freshman. And I watched 
Parris Campbell step up, Terry McLaurin, 
Billy Price, all of them. I saw them talk to the 
team. They left a legacy behind, and I wanted 
to leave one too. It was from the heart. It was 
from the heart. They know how I feel about 
the team. They know what I do for the team, 
so I asked them to do it for me. And they did.”

And though McCall may not be remem-
bered quite like players such as Campbell, 
McLaurin or Price, all of whom collected 
on-field accolades and went on to high draft 
spots, Day agreed that his defensive back, and 
several other players who donned the scarlet 
and gray for the last time, secured their legacy 
when Chris Booker corralled Britain Covey 
on a kickoff return to end the game.

“I’m just very proud of the coaching staff, 
the players, and the leaders of this team for 
playing the way we did, especially in the sec-
ond half, and winning this game,” Day said.

“We were shorthanded, and there were 
some guys who weren’t here today. For us 
to respond the way we did at halftime and 
to come out and play in the second half says 
a lot about the character of this team to win 
this game. That Utah team is a very, very good 
team. They’re well-coached, very good play-
ers, I have a tremendous amount of respect 
for them. They played their tails off tonight in 
an unbelievable game.

“But I couldn’t be prouder of our guys. 
For our seniors, some of the guys who played 
in this game, I can’t say enough about what 
they’ve left for a legacy behind, especially win-
ning this game the way we did. Then for our 
younger guys, a couple of them sitting right 
here, the momentum that we have right now 
moving forward is tremendous.

“We have a lot of work to do in the offsea-
son, but we found out a little bit about our 
team in the second half here.”

SONNY BROCKWAY
MVPs — Ohio State linebacker Tommy Eichenberg (left) and wide receiver 
Jaxon Smith-Njigba (right) took home offensive and defensive player of the 
game honors after the Rose Bowl.
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OHIO STATE VS. UTAH

Smith-Njigba and Stroud Break Records In Pasadena
As the sun dropped below the San Gabri-

el Mountains and the blue sky turned orange 
and purple, Jaxon Smith-Njigba and C.J. 
Stroud rewrote the Ohio State record book 
in a gutsy, come-from-behind win over Utah 
in the Rose Bowl.

The Buckeyes, without wide receivers 
Chris Olave and Garrett Wilson after they 
opted out of the game to prepare for the 
2022 NFL draft, were unsure where they 
might find their offense against the Utes.

Smith-Njigba was Ohio State’s leading 
receiver through 12 games, hauling in 80 
passes for 1,259 yards and six scores. Still, 
losing Olave and Wilson meant the Buck-
eyes would have to replace 135 receptions, 
1,994 yards and 25 touchdowns in the pass-
ing game, which would not be an easy task. 

But the sophomore wide receiver filled 
the void, and he did it better than anyone 
could have imagined. Smith-Njigba caught 
15 passes for 347 yards and three touch-
downs. It was the most receiving yards by 
anyone in bowl history, and his records 
don’t stop there. The Rockwall, Texas, native 
added several accolades to his résumé in 
Pasadena, including the record for most re-
ceptions and receiving touchdowns in Rose 
Bowl history.

Smith-Njigba will also bring a handful of 
records back to Columbus, hanging them in 
the Woody Hayes Athletic Center for future 
recruits to see. He broke the single-season 
record for receiving yards, surpassing the 
previous mark of 1,435 yards set by David 
Boston in 1998, with a 15-yard reception 
from Stroud at the end of the first half. 

His 10th catch of the game – a 20-yard 
reception late in the third quarter – gave 
Smith-Njigba 258 receiving yards, pushing 
him past Terry Glenn’s single-game record 
of 253 set against Pittsburgh in 1995. With 
his 11th catch of the Rose Bowl and 91st 
catch of the season, Smith-Njigba broke 
Ohio State’s single-season record for recep-
tions, surpassing the previous mark of 90 
set by Parris Campbell in 2018.

“We all stepped up,” Smith-Njigba said. 
“Opportunities came my way, and it’s what 
I prayed for. I can’t be surprised by what I 
prayed for.”

Smith-Njigba largely contributed to a re-
cord-breaking performance for Stroud, who 
threw for 573 yards, six touchdowns and 
one interception on 37-of-46 passing. The 
pair powered a fierce second-half comeback 
against the Utes that had Ohio State erase a 
14-point halftime deficit, setting a stage for a 
2022 season that will feature high expecta-
tions for the quarterback-wide receiver duo.

“C.J. and Jaxon have a great connection,” 
Ohio State head coach Ryan Day said af-

ter the game. “They have a great feel, and I 
think there’s a lot of trust there that’s been 
built over the year. I think it happened a lit-

tle bit in the Nebraska game. Who knows? 
You’ll have to ask them. Maybe it happened 
last year. I don’t know, but they read each 
other well, and they have a special connec-
tion.”

Day could be right. Maybe Smith-Njig-
ba’s 15-catch, 240-yard performance against 
Nebraska is when the chemistry started – a 
performance that tied Boston’s single-game 
reception record set in 1998. However, the 
redshirt freshman quarterback claims the 
bond began long before the players made 
names from themselves at Ohio State.

“We built that connection all the way 
back,” Stroud said. “We came in as fresh-
men together and came in early. We were 
throwing the first day. Scout team last year 
– we really built it. This doesn’t surprise me 
at all. When I heard the numbers, I didn’t re-
ally notice because he does this all the time. 
I’m just blessed to be around guys like this.”

Regardless of when the connection start-
ed, it was evident on more than one occa-
sion in Pasadena. Smith-Njigba caught two 
touchdowns of 50-plus yards within 30 sec-
onds of each other in the second quarter, 
and he almost had a third 50-yard score just 
over three minutes later had he not fumbled 
before reaching the goal line.

“Certainly, some of the plays he made to-
night were tremendous. We leaned on him a 
lot,” Day said. “At one point I asked him, ‘Are 
you tired?’ after the play there where Clark 
(Phillips) caught him. He looked at me like, 
‘What are you asking me for? Are you crazy? 
I’m going back out there.’ And played one of 
the best games probably in the history of the 
Rose Bowl.”

After the fumble, Smith-Njigba went for 
the records. In the second quarter, he made 
one more catch – the 15-yard reception 
that broke Boston’s single-season receiving 
yards mark – before adding 161 yards in the 
second half, including 89 yards in the fourth 
quarter, leading the Buckeyes to the win. A 
beautifully placed over-the-shoulder throw 
from Stroud to Smith-Njigba gave Ohio 
State its first lead, 45-38, with 4:22 remain-
ing, but it was not all that was required from 
the pair to claim victory.

Utah quarterback Bryson Barnes, who 
replaced Cameron Rising after he left with 
a head injury, threw a 15-yard touchdown to 
tight end Dalton Kincaid in the right corner 
of the end zone, tying the game at 45 with 
1:54 to play. 

When Ohio State entered the two-minute 
drill, Stroud found his favorite target twice, 
connecting with Smith-Njigba for a pair of 
passes for 20 yards, pushing the Buckeyes 
deep into Utah territory and setting up Noah 
Ruggles with the game-winning 19-yard 
field goal.

“It’s the type of game that I dreamed of,” 
Smith-Njigba said. “I wouldn’t want it any 
other way, so for that to happen, I’m just 
blessed.”

Stroud targeted Smith-Njigba 16 times 
in the game, resulting in just one incomple-
tion. He connected with Marvin Harrison Jr. 
for three touchdowns. The true freshman 
wide receiver was Stroud’s second favor-
ite target against Utah. He finished with 
six catches for 71 yards and three scores, 
standing out among his counterparts Julian 
Fleming and Emeka Egbuka, who were also 
contributing snaps in Olave and Wilson’s ab-
sence.

“C.J. did his part,” Harrison said. “He’s a 
baller. I can’t even say much about it, but he’s 
a baller, for sure.” 

Stroud’s 573 passing yards were 74 
more than Dwayne Haskins’ single-game 
passing yard record (499) set against North-
western in the 2018 Big Ten Championship 
Game. He also tied the single-game passing 
touchdown record he had previously set 
against Michigan State on Nov. 20.

The Ohio State offense struggled in its 
first few possessions, failing to gain a first 
down on either of its first two tries. However, 
Stroud corrected course, leading his team 
to points on eight of their next 11 offensive 

drives, including touchdowns in six of them.
Stroud had what might have been his 

best drive of the year in the first half. It end-
ed with a slot fade to Harrison Jr. – the fresh-
man’s and Ohio State’s first touchdown of 
the game – where Stroud put the ball direct-
ly on the left goal-line pylon. However, the 
throw arguably wasn’t Stroud’s most crucial 
play of the drive. 

On one of the biggest stages in the sport, 
Stroud did what he seldom had done earlier 
in the season – run the football. Down 14-0 
and facing third-and-long, Stroud stepped 
up in the pocket with no receivers open and 
made a step toward the middle of the field. 
He tucked the ball and ran. When he saw he 
would be hit short of the sticks if he powered 
down, he made sure he got the first down 
and extended the drive.

Still, Stroud’s arm is what got the Buck-
eyes back into the game. His vision and con-
fidence in the pocket were on full display, 
especially on a few crucial fourth-down com-
pletions. Stroud’s final stats on fourth down 
this season: 11-of-15 for 169 yards with six 
touchdowns and zero interceptions – an effi-
ciency rating of 299.97. 

This season, Stroud finished with a 71.9 
percent completion rate, breaking the pre-
vious record of 70.2 percent set by Justin 
Fields last year. He also ended with a 186.6 
passer rating, surpassing Fields’ mark of 
181.4 in 2019. Finally, Stroud broke the 
Ohio State record for passing yards per 
game with 369.6 in his 12 starts, topping 
the previous record of 345.1 from Haskins 
in 2018.

“It was a tough month for everybody, for 
the entire team, for him, for me, the whole 
group, but he had an edge about him,” Day 
said. “That’s what makes a good quarter-
back – when you can get through adversity 
and have scars on you. He made up his mind 

GAMEGAME
NOTEBOOKNOTEBOOK
Chase BrownChase Brown

SONNY BROCKWAY
STROUD IN STRIDE — Ohio State quarterback C.J. Stroud (7) and Jaxon 
Smith-Njigba combined for a record-shattering passing performance in 
Pasadena against Utah.
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that he wasn’t going to lose that game.”

The Utes entered the game with issues 
in their secondary. Still, it finished the reg-
ular season with the 23rd-best pass defense 
and No. 10 total defense in the FBS. Utah 
allowed just 20.6 points to its opponents 
through 13 games, but Ohio State man-
aged to score 48 points, with approximate-
ly 84 percent of its offensive yards coming 
through the air. 

Utah head coach Kyle Whittingham ac-
knowledged that he knew the Buckeyes 
planned to throw the football, and even 
though he knew the Ohio State offense 
planned to pass, his defense couldn’t make 
the stops necessary to win the game.

“Give credit to Ohio State,” Whittingham 
said after the game. “They played exception-
ally well, particularly on offense. That quar-
terback is terrific, statistically the best in the 
country as far as the quarterback rating sys-
tem, and he proved it tonight.”

It’s high praise from Whittingham, who 
has seen plenty of talented signal-callers in 
his 17 seasons as Utah’s head coach. But 
it’s not unwarranted praise for Stroud, who 
finished the 2021 season completing 317 of 
441 passes for 4,435 yards and 44 touch-
downs to only six interceptions.

Stroud will head into 2022 – having 
grasped Day and offensive coordinator 
Kevin Wilson’s scheme fully – utilizing 
Smith-Njigba as the lethal weapon he 
proved he can be against the Utes. If the 
Rose Bowl is any indication, the pairing 
could be even deadlier next season as the 
connection develops.

“Honestly, I just trust the process, trust 
that Coach Day is going to put me in the 
right opportunity, that C.J. is going to put me 
in the right opportunity,” Smith-Njigba said. 
“Just taking advantage of every opportunity 
that I get. That’s the only thing I can do.”

Eichenberg Saves Best For Last
Tommy Eichenberg isn’t a fan of the lime-

light. But after a 17-tackle performance in 
Pasadena, Calif., breaking Chris Spielman’s 
Rose Bowl record for Ohio State, the third-
year linebacker had a microphone in one 
hand and the game’s defensive MVP trophy 
in the other.

He shot a quick grin, lifting his hand be-
fore signaling a thumbs up to the Buckeye 
crowd before offering a short speaking seg-
ment where he thanked his coaches, team-
mates and the team’s fans. After returning 
to the locker room, Eichenberg spoke with 
the media, telling Buckeye Sports Bulletin 
and other outlets that individual awards are 
not his top priority.

“It was cool,” Eichenberg said of the hon-
or. “I didn’t really care, honestly. I’m just hap-
py that we won.”

Eichenberg lamented the defense’s first-
half struggles, saying the Buckeyes were 
fortunate to walk away with a victory. Ohio 
State had given up 35 points at halftime, a 
total that Day called “ridiculous” in an inter-
view with ESPN at halftime.

Utah racked up 324 yards through the 
first two quarters, and one of its five touch-
downs came on a 12-yard pass where run-
ning back Micah Bernard torched Eichen-
berg on a wheel route to the corner of the 
end zone. Ohio State managed to stop the 
Utes on their final drive of the first half, 
which might not seem significant given the 
offensive onslaught up until that point. Still, 
Eichenberg said it was critical for the Buck-

eyes’ preparation into the next 30 minutes.
“I figure it was that drive at the end of 

the first half, where it’s like, ‘OK, we can do 
this,’ ” Eichenberg said. “I think it just came 
down to getting confidence in everyone, and 
we were just telling everyone like, ‘We can 
do this, let’s go.’ That’s what we tried to do.”

Several Ohio State players spoke of the 
critical speech super senior Demario Mc-
Call offered to the team at halftime, which 
helped energize the Buckeyes and spark a 
comeback. Eichenberg and Cade Stover 
immediately responded, engaging with Mc-
Call’s energy and taking it to the field.

“We came in the locker room and were 
like, ‘We’re going to win this game,’ ” Eichen-
berg said. “I was telling him – I was telling 
everyone – I was like, ‘We’re going to win 
this game.’ The score just kept getting clos-
er and closer, and I just kept looking at Cade 
and said, ‘I told you.’ ”

Utah scored twice on five second-half 
drives with a field goal and a touchdown. 
The Buckeyes turned the Utes over on 
downs twice, keeping them to 139 total 
yards in the final two frames. Eichenberg 
had nine tackles in the second half. Day said 
he and Stover were key contributors to the 
defense’s turnaround.

“I thought in the second half they made 
up their mind on defense that they were 
going to play differently,” Day said. “It hap-
pened in the locker room. I heard it, and I 
got out of the way. They played with a differ-
ent toughness, and we talked about playing 
fast and violent. I thought they played that 
way in the second half. When you make up 
your mind that you’re going to do something 
like that, then you can impose your will. I 
feel like that’s what happened.

“It’s a team game. You have to believe the 
guy next to you is going to do their job. If 
you do your job and you count on guys to do 
that, I think we did that in the second half. I 
thought Tommy played really well. He had a 

chip on his shoulder. I thought Cade Stover 
stepping in at linebacker – he had a chip on 
his shoulder.”

Eichenberg began the season as one 
of the team’s starting linebackers before 
losing his job to Cody Simon after the Tul-
sa game. He faced criticism for playing 53 
snaps and failing to record a tackle. After 
Week 3, he contributed to the Ohio State 
defense in a spot role as Simon and running 
back-turned-linebacker Steele Chambers 
took over the position.

When Simon had shoulder surgery after 
the Michigan game, it enabled Eichenberg 
to reclaim his starting spot in the Rose Bowl. 

Stover said the situation never bothered 
Eichenberg, claiming he’s not a person who 
listens to the outside noise.

“If there’s one guy that doesn’t pay atten-
tion to that stuff, it’s Tommy,” Stover said. 
“He’s a nose-to-the-grindstone kind of guy, 
just works his a-- off all the time, and he’s the 
exact kind of guy you want on your football 
team.”

Eichenberg finished the 2021-22 season 
as the team’s second-leading tackler (64) be-
hind Ronnie Hickman Jr. (100) despite start-
ing in only four games. The record-breaking 
performance in Pasadena helped him reach 
that mark, and it will undoubtedly be a foun-
dation for next year’s development.

“It builds momentum into the offseason,” 
Eichenberg said. “I mean, they put up way 
too many points. That’s something we’re go-
ing to fix. When we get going next year, we’re 
going to play better defense.”

Game Notes
• The 2022 Rose Bowl was Ohio State’s 

16th in program history. The Buckeyes im-
proved to 9-7 in “The Granddaddy of Them 
All” and set a new record for four consecu-
tive wins in the bowl game.

• Ohio State’s 573 passing yards and 
683 total offensive yards are all-time bests 

in the Rose Bowl.
• The Buckeyes’ 48-45 victory over 

Utah marks the first time Ohio State has 
given up 35 points in the first half and won 
the game.

• Ohio State and Utah combined for 
93 points, the most combined points ever 
scored in an Ohio State bowl game.

• After allowing 42 points to Michigan 
and 45 points to Utah, it is the first time in 
Ohio State history that it allowed 40-plus 
points in consecutive games. 

• The Buckeyes are 5-31 when giving 
up more than 40 points, with its five wins 
coming over Utah (2022), Maryland (2018), 
Michigan (2013), Indiana (2012) and Illi-
nois (1980).

• The Buckeyes’ 10.2 yards per play 
is an Ohio State bowl record and the sec-
ond-best total all-time behind this season’s 
win over Minnesota (10.3) on Sept. 2.

• TreVeyon Henderson, Miyan Williams 
and C.J. Stroud combined for Ohio State’s 
20 rushing attempts – the fewest carries for 
Ohio State in a bowl game.

• Ronnie Hickman Jr. reached 100 tack-
les on the season against Utah, becoming 
the first player to reach that milestone since 
Raekwon McMillan (102) in 2016.

• With Noah Ruggles’ 19-yard field 
game-winning field goal, Ohio State has 
now made 13 straight field goals in the Rose 
Bowl. The team’s last miss was 47 years ago 
against Southern California in 1975.

• Thayer Munford, Zach Harrison and 
Teradja Mitchell were the captains for the 
pregame coin toss. Ohio State lost the toss 
for the 10th time in 13 games.

• Lathan Ransom was carted off the 
field and taken to a nearby hospital for X-rays 
to examine a potential bone break after suf-
fering a left leg injury on a second-quarter 
kickoff. Special-teamer Ryan Batsch was 
also hurt on the same play. 

What Worked Well
It was the Buckeye passing game, same as it has been all 

year. You can’t break records if things aren’t working well, and 
Ohio State absolutely blasted through nearly every single one in 
its path. Wideout Jaxon Smith-Njigba claimed school records for 
yards and receptions in a single season, and a single-game bowl 
record for yards at 347 on 15 receptions. His three touchdown 
receptions, as well as the three from Marvin Harrison Jr., are tied 
for the Rose Bowl record.

Meanwhile, the man throwing them the ball broke some 
records of his own. C.J. Stroud now sits atop Ohio State’s school 
leaderboard for passing yards in a game with 573 and in both 
yards and touchdown passes (six) in a Rose Bowl (Smith-Njigba’s 
15 receptions are a Rose Bowl record as well).

After a pair of sloppy drives to open the game, Ohio State’s 
passing attack was completely impossible to stop and led the 
Buckeyes on their dramatic comeback all the way to a victory in 
an instant classic.

What Didn’t Work
The defense, though it tightened up in the second half and 

allowed only 10 more points, did surrender 35 points in the first 
half. It was a disastrous start for Ohio State’s much-maligned 
defense, and it forced that electric offense into a second half with-
out any real margin for error.

Ohio State’s rushing attack remained at large, too. TreVeyon 
Henderson rushed 17 times for 84 yards and did not find the end 

zone. He was without a big play to inflate his total, and 4.9 yards 
per carry without a breakaway isn’t disastrous, but it didn’t seem 
as though the Buckeyes felt they could rely on the rushing attack 
in any critical spots. The passing attack rescued them from need-
ing to, though.

 
Play Of The Game

Where to begin? Had the result gone in the other direction, 
Britain Covey’s 97-yard first-half kickoff return or Cameron 
Rising’s breakaway, 62-yard quarterback sneak would likely get 
the nod, but the Buckeyes won, so they earn play of the game 
honors. And no play is more deserving than Smith-Njigba’s 
30-yard reception that put the Buckeyes on top 45-38 in the fourth 
quarter.

Though it would not seal the game – that went to Noah 
Ruggles’ field goal a possession later – it was a fantastic cap to a 
fantastic performance from both passer and receiver. Stroud put 
the ball over Smith-Njigba’s shoulder in a place only he could 
snare it, and the sophomore tracked it all the way into his hands, 
keeping his feet in bounds as he hauled the pass in with a defend-
er nearby, helpless to stop it. 

It looked like the kind of catch that junior wideout Garrett 
Wilson would make, and with Wilson’s career at Ohio State 
coming to a close just before this game, it felt like a passing of 
the torch.

– Patrick Mayhorn

Game Analysis
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The right arm of C.J. Stroud and the 
hands of Jaxon Smith-Njigba put No. 6 Ohio 
State in position to utilize the right leg of 
Noah Ruggles to claim its fourth straight 
Rose Bowl victory.

Ruggles kicked a 19-yard field goal with 
nine seconds left as the Buckeyes rallied 
from a 14-point halftime deficit for a thrill-
ing 48-45 victory over No. 11 Utah in Pasa-
dena, Calif., on Jan. 1.

With star receivers Chris Olave and Gar-
rett Wilson opting not to play to ready for 
the NFL draft, the sophomore Smith-Njigba 
excelled before a crowd of 87,842.

Smith-Njigba broke the FBS bowl re-
cord with 347 yards (a school record) on 15 
catches, including three touchdowns.

“Honestly, I just trust the process, trust 
that Coach is going to put me in the right 
opportunity and that C.J. is going to put me 
in the right opportunity,” Smith-Njigba said 
after the game.

Stroud, a redshirt freshman, passed for 
a school-record 573 yards (37 of 46) and 
six touchdowns, three to freshman Marvin 
Harrison Jr., who entered the game with five 
career catches and no TDs.

Cameron Rising of Utah (10-4) passed 
for 214 yards and two TDs and ran for a 
team-leading 92 yards but was hurt late on 
a sack.

Ohio State (11-2) entered the game 
shorthanded when defensive tackle Has-
kell Garrett, offensive lineman Nicholas 
Petit-Frere, Olave and Wilson opted not to 
play. The Buckeyes were also coming off the 
emotional letdown of a 42-27 loss to Michi-
gan on Nov. 27 while the Utes won the Pac-
12 championship game with their second 
victory of the season over an Oregon team 
that beat OSU in week two.

First Half: Ambushed
The Buckeyes were lethargic on offense 

at the start with a pair of three-and-outs from 
poor field position that led to Utah taking a 
14-0 lead on a sunny, 60-degree afternoon.

On its second possession, Utah went 56 
yards in five plays and 1:37 for the 7-0 lead 
on a 19-yard Rising pass to Britain Covey at 
the 9:29 mark. Brant Kuithe had an 11-yard 
grab, and later a pass interference on safety 
Kourt Williams put the ball at the OSU 22. 
Rising ran for 3 yards before the TD.

The Utes’ next possession resulted in a 
12-yard receiving score for Micah Bernard 
at 3:28 to complete the eight-play, 67-yard, 
4:47 series that included a 27-yard catch by 
Kuithe to the OSU 40.

Ohio State finally found its form, and 
Stroud engineered a 76-yard scoring drive 
to make it 14-7 at 14:17 of the second quar-
ter with Harrison hauling in a perfectly 
thrown ball to the left corner of the end zone for a 25-yard strike.

Freshman Emeka Egbuka’s 22-yard kick-
off return put the ball at the 24. It took 10 
plays and 4:05 to get on the board.

Stroud, who rarely tucks the ball and 
takes off under pressure, did so at a critical 
moment. Facing a third-and-8 from the OSU 
26, Stroud gained 10 yards on the ground to 
keep the drive alive.

Later, Egbuka had an outstanding catch 
along the left sideline for 30 to the Utes’ 34. 
TreVeyon Henderson rushed for 3 yards, 
and Jeremy Ruckert made a catch for 6 
yards to end the first quarter.

After Henderson gained nothing, the 
Buckeyes faced a fourth-and-1 from the 25. 
Coach Ryan Day went all in and called for a 
pass that resulted in Harrison’s first career 
TD.

Then the game got wild with five touch-
downs in 2:43, and the Utes carried a 35-21 
lead into halftime.

The scoring frenzy began at 9:07 when 
Ute tailback Tavion Thomas ran in from 6 
yards for a 21-7 lead. The most important 
play was a targeting call that was issued 
to freshman defensive end Jack Sawyer on 
a 16-yard scramble by Rising. Sawyer was 
ejected, and the penalty placed the ball on 
the 6 to set up the score. Earlier in the nine-
play, 79-yard, 5:04 possession, Rising had 
hit Devaughn Vele for 23 yards.

Egbuka returned the kickoff 39 yards to 
the OSU 40. After Miyan Williams rushed 
for 10 yards, Stroud found Smith-Njigba at 
the 25, and he outran the defenders for a 
21-14 score at 8:32 on a 50-yard reception.

Just 15 seconds later, Covey went 97 
yards with the kickoff to extend the Utah 
lead to 28-14. OSU sophomore safety 
Lathan Ransom was carted off the field with 
a leg injury after the play.

On the ensuing kickoff, Xavier Johnson 
got the ball to the 33, and a targeting call 
on Connor O’Toole gave OSU possession 
at its own 48. On the first play, Smith-Njig-
ba caught a 52-yard TD at 8:02 – the third 
touchdown in 30 seconds – to make it 28-
21.

The Utes responded with a 62-yard TD 
run by Rising on fourth-and-1 to up the ad-
vantage to 35-21. He was stopped 2 yards 
past the line of scrimmage but broke free to 
race down the left side.

It looked like the Buckeyes would match 
the score when Smith-Njigba made a catch 
at the Utah 30 and raced toward the end 
zone, but he was stripped by Clark Phillips 
at the 6 and Cole Bishop recovered the ball 
in the end zone for the Utes.

Stroud was 15 of 19 for 290 yards and 
three TDs in the first half with Smith-Njig-
ba making seven catches for 186 yards and 
two scores. Rising had 250 total yards (158 
passing, 92 rushing).

Second Half: Classic
The Buckeyes received the kick to start 

the third quarter and moved to the Utah 20 
on a 45-yard reception by Smith-Njigba, but 
on the next play Phillips made an intercep-
tion in the end zone.

The Utes were forced to punt from their 
25, and punter Michael Williams fumbled 
the snap. Bryson Shaw made the recovery 
at the 11.

A holding call on Dawand Jones on the 
first play put the ball back to the 21. Hender-
son ran for 13, and the Stroud to Harrison 
connection scored again on an 8-yard toss 
at 11:20 for a 35-28 score.

The Buckeye defense bent but did not 
break, and the Utes settled for a 24-yard 
field goal by Jadon Redding at 7:10 of the 

Smith-Njigba, Stroud Lead Bowl Comeback

SONNY BROCKWAY
A NEEDED SPARK — Emeka Egbuka (12) placed the Buckeyes in great field 
position for their game-winning drive with a 33-yard kickoff return.

By CRAIG MERZ
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer
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third and a 38-28 lead.
The drive started at the Utah 35. Bernard 

rushed for 22 yards, and Dalton Kincaid 
made a catch for 23 yards to the 11 among 
the big plays. Runs by Bernard and Covey 
netted 3 yards, and Thomas was tackled by 
Williams at the 6 on third down.

Ruggles countered with a 31-yard field 
goal with 2:53 left in the third to cut the 
deficit to 38-31 after the drive started at the 
Buckeye 10 following a holding call against 
Julian Fleming on the kickoff that negated a 
75-yard return by Egbuka.

Fleming and Harrison had 11-yard 
catches, and Smith-Njigba added a 20-yard-
er to the Utah 30. Egbuka made a catch to 
the 14, but the drive stalled there because of 
three straight incompletions.

Utah then faced a fourth-and-3 from the 
OSU 31 early in the fourth. Kuithe made a 
catch but was stopped a yard short by Ron-
nie Hickman, and the Buckeyes took over 
and marched 71 yards in seven plays, using 
3:41 to tie the score at 38 with 10:12 left.

Smith-Njigba caught a pass for 30 yards 
on the second play to the Utah 38. On sec-

ond down from the 34, Mitch Rossi took a 
pass at the line of scrimmage and ran to the 
12.

Henderson had catches of 2 and 5 yards 
to the 5 before Harrison made the grab for 
his third TD.

The defense then came up with a stop, 
including a 7-yard sack by Williams on a 
play in which Rising left the game with an 
injury. It was the Buckeyes’ lone sack of the 
game.

After the punt to the 15, the Buckeyes 
needed nine plays to go the 85 yards in 3:57 
with an incredible over-the-shoulder catch 
by Smith-Njigba with 4:22 left to give the 
Buckeyes their first lead, 45-38.

The sixth TD by Stroud tied the school 
record and broke the Rose Bowl record of 
five by Southern California’s Sam Darnold 
in 2017.

OSU began the drive with Henderson 
chewing up 11 yards on the ground. Ruckert 
made a catch for 10 on the next play to the 
OSU 36. Two plays later Harrison pulled in 
a 16-yard throw to the Utah 45. On fourth-
and-4 from the Utes’ 39, Day went for it 
again and Smith-Njigba rewarded him with 
a 9-yard reception to the 30.

One the next play, Stroud found 
Smith-Njigba for the score.

“C.J. and Jaxon just have a great connec-
tion,” Day said.

Utah replacement quarterback Bryson 
Barnes, aided by two pass-interference calls 
and his own 10-yard run, tied the score with 
a 15-yard pass to Kincaid with 1:54 left in 
the fourth. The Utes’ drive was six plays, 57 
yards and 2:20.

Egbuka’s 33-yard kickoff return got OSU 
started at its 42 for the winning drive. 

Smith-Njigba made a catch for 8 yards, 
Henderson ran for 6 and then gained an-
other 9 on a reception to the Utah 35. He 
rushed for 12 yards on the next play before 
Smith-Njigba’s final catch for 12 yards put 
the ball at the 11. Henderson added 9 more 
on the ground to the 2, and the Buckeyes 
called timeout with 12 seconds left to set up 
Ruggles.

On the kickoff, the dangerous Covey 
went 9 yards but was tackled at the 17 by 
Chris Booker to end the game.

Numbers:
Ohio State’s 683 total yards (573 pass-

ing, 110 rushing) are Rose Bowl and OSU 
bowl game records. … The 14-point come-
back is the third-largest deficit faced in a vic-
tory in Rose Bowl history. …Smith-Njigba’s 
15 catches are Rose Bowl and Ohio State 
single-game records. His yardage (347) is 
the fifth-most ever in an FBS game. … Harri-
son totaled six catches for 71 yards. … Hen-
derson rushed for 83 yards on 17 carries. 
… The three touchdown receptions each for 
Harrison and Smith-Njigba tied the Rose 
Bowl record. … Egbuka had 163 yards on 
seven kickoff returns (23.3 avg.) … Utah to-
taled 463 yards (237 passing, 226 rushing) 
but had just 139 (79, 60) in the second half 
on 28 plays that averaged 5.0 yards. … Ris-
ing was 17 of 22. Barnes was 2 for 2 for 23 
yards and a score. … Covey’s seven kickoff 
returns totaled 208 yards (29.7).
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SONNY BROCKWAY
ON THE BOARD — Marvin Harrison Jr. (right) snared three touchdown pass-
es against the Utes, the first of his collegiate career. His fourth-quarter grab 
brought Ohio State even on the scoreboard for the first time all game.
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OHIO STATE VS. OHIO STATE VS. UTAH

BSB Quotebook: Ohio State 48, Utah 45

Ohio State head coach Ryan Day on the team’s 
14-point comeback: “I just think it was resiliency, 
mental toughness, and that says a lot about our culture. 
Down 14-0, down two scores at halftime, (they) said 
enough and they were going to impose their will in the 
second half. I think that’s what’s going to build momen-
tum in the next year, because that’s what we need if we 
want to go win a bunch of championships, and I think 
that a lot got done in this game because of that. But I 
think it says a lot about our kids the way we played this 
game.”

OSU safety Bryson Shaw on what spurred the 
comeback: “I think it was unbelievable (how we 
responded). It started in the locker room. Leadership, 
guys stepping up, taking charge. In the second half, 
I think we held them to 10 points. I think it’s going to 
shape the program this offseason. It’s huge momentum 
going into the offseason to have a second half like that. 
The first half didn’t go the way we wanted, but a lot of 
guys, a lot of teams would have folded in that halftime. 
We didn’t. That’s what I’m most proud of because all 
year we’ve all heard the noise. We’ve all heard the criti-
cism. I think to close the season the way we did in that 
second half, it’s awesome and it’s a blessing to be out 
there with my brothers and to show the world how we 
can respond to adversity.”

OSU kicker Noah Ruggles on his game-winning 
19-yard field goal: “Block out the noise. It’s a mind-set. 
You’ve just got to block out all the noise. Early on the 
stadium got loud – it seemed like a home game for Utah 
today because their fans are very loud. You just try to 
put that stuff to the side and focus on the task at hand.”

OSU wide receiver Jaxon Smith-Njigba on his 

record-breaking performance: “Honestly, I just trust 
the process, trust that Coach is going to put me in the 
right opportunity, that C.J. (Stroud) is going to put me 
in the right opportunity. Just taking advantage of every 
opportunity that I get. That’s the only thing I can do 
really. It worked out.”

Stroud on his connection with Smith-Njigba: “We 
built that connection probably all the way back – we 
came in as freshmen together, came in early. We were 
throwing at the line the first day. Scout team last year, 
we really built it. This doesn’t surprise me at all. When 
I heard the numbers, I didn’t really notice because he 
does this all the time.”

OSU wide receiver Marvin Harrison Jr. on his 
performance: “It felt good. This is ‘The Granddaddy 
of Them All,’ the Rose Bowl. It’s a big stage, and I was 
happy to be able to go out there and perform. I had to 
wait my turn. Garrett (Wilson) is a great player. Chris 
(Olave) and Garrett are great players. I had to wait my 
turn, though, and that’s fine.”

OSU assistant coach Kevin Wilson on young 
players stepping up: “As much as anything, it shows 
– which people might want to question – the culture of 
our program. That starts with Ryan (Day) and Mickey 
Marotti. Those young guys love to practice. And some-
times in this day and age, it’s all, ‘What about me, what 
about me now?’ Sometimes you’re learning how to play, 
and it takes a little time. It’s not necessarily that you’re 
waiting your turn, but it takes a little time. And it’s nice 
when those guys have a little patience, their families 
stay with them and they embrace coaching, competi-
tion and practice. Because then when they get into the 
game they’re (ready to go).”

Utah head coach Kyle Whittingham on Stroud: 
“(C.J.) is tremendous. The QBR, the quarterback rating 
system that ESPN uses, which in my estimation is the 
most accurate and the most telling of statistics for 
determining how well your quarterback’s playing, he 
leads the nation. I think you saw it tonight why.”

Whittingham on Utah’s defense and special 
teams: “At some point, we have to play defense. We 
didn’t play very well all night long on defense. It wasn’t 
our usual. I’m not sure we’d be able to get a stop. It all 
started with poor coverage on the kickoff. Our kickoff 
unit all night long just wasn’t up to par where we need-
ed to be. That put us in bad field position several times, 
and that (final drive) was one of them. Unfortunately, 
that was the game-winner.”

OSU linebacker Cade Stover on OSU linebacker 
Tommy Eichenberg and his game-high 17 tackles: 
“He’s unbelievable. If there’s one guy that doesn’t pay 
attention to that stuff, it’s Tommy. He’s a nose-to-the-
grindstone kind of guy, just works his (tail) off all the 
time. He’s just the exact kind of guy you want on your 
football team.”

Stover on facing adversity: “You need that. If you 
don’t have a bad day, you don’t know what a good day 
looks like.”

Day on motivation to play in the Rose Bowl: “I 
talked to the guys about this before the game. I said 
somewhere in about 15, 20 years, you’re going to be 
somewhere and the Rose Bowl’s going to come on on 
New Year’s and you’re going to be sitting there with 
somebody you love – your son or somebody – and say, 
‘I played in the Rose Bowl.’ I said the first thing they’re 
going to ask is, ‘Did you win?’ and I said these guys are 
going to be able to tell an unbelievable story, that they 
played in this game and they won and they won in a 
big way when the odds were stacked against us in this 
game. Some people think we didn’t have much to play 
for, that we were going to come in and lay down in this 
game, and it says a lot about our kids that that didn’t 
happen.”

Stroud on lessons learned this season: “Every 
game, you always have ups and downs. We opened up 
the season like that. We took a hard loss in that second 
game. These are all learning experiences. Then we lose 
again, and we have a tough game in Nebraska. It’s all a 
learning experience.”

OSU offensive lineman Thayer Munford on the 
win and season: “It feels great, man. I’m happy that we 
came out with a win. It’s not the prettiest season Ohio 
State is used to, but at the same time, we came out and 
kept swinging and swinging. Eventually, we got the win. 
It wasn’t pretty, of course, but we got the win.”

OSU super senior cornerback Demario McCall on 
his career: “I’m grateful. Grateful to have the opportuni-
ty to be a part of the brotherhood. We know my career 
didn’t go the way I wanted it to, but I’m thankful to be a 
part and to do what I could for the team. I’m grateful.”

Day on what the win does for next season: “When 
you have that type of leadership from within, that’s 
when you can do whatever you want. I think, as we 
springboard into this offseason, that’s the part that 
we’re really going to go back upon in this game is the 
leadership that drove us in the second half that we 
weren’t going to be denied, and two of them (Stroud 
and Smith-Njigba) are sitting right here. If we want to 
get to where we want to be next year – it’s a long way 
away from now, but I’m already thinking about that first 
game and what that means is the leadership from these 
two guys has got to really springboard, especially the 
way they played in the second half of this game, but 
really the entire game, and it’s really going to build some 
momentum.”

SONNY BROCKWAY
COLD SHOULDER — Jaxon Smith-Njigba (11) shrugs off a Utah defender on the way to one of his 
three touchdown receptions of the Rose Bowl, which tied a bowl-game record and gave him nine 
TDs on the season.
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2021-22 Game-By-Game
Date Opponent Result/Time  Crowd
Sept. 2 (4) at Minnesota W, 45-31 50,805
Sept. 11 (3) OREGON (12) L, 35-28 100,482
Sept. 18 (9) TULSA W, 41-20 76,540
Sept. 25 (10) AKRON W, 59-7 95,178
Oct. 2 (11) at Rutgers W, 52,13 51,006
Oct. 9 (7) MARYLAND W, 66-17 99,277
Oct. 23 (5) at Indiana W, 54-7 52,656
Oct. 30 (5 )PENN STATE (20) W, 33-24 102,951
Nov. 6 (6) at Nebraska W, 26-17 84,426
Nov. 13 (6) PURDUE W, 59-31 101,009
Nov. 20 (5) MICHIGAN STATE (7) W, 56-7 101,858
Nov. 27 (2) at Michigan (6) L, 42-27 111,156
Jan. 1 (6) vs. Utah (11) W, 48-45 87,842

OSU’s gameday AP ranking is in parentheses before the 
opponent, while the opponent’s ranking is after the name.

Team Statistics
     OSU  Opp
First Downs 348 277
 Rushing 118 97
 Passing  215 151
 Penalty  15 29
Average Per Game/Rush 180.6 126.8
Average Per Game/Pass 380.9 246.2
Total Offense 7300 4848
Total Plays 917 909
Average Per Game 561.5 372.9
Average Per Play 8.0 5.3
Penalties-Yards 85-770 57-497
Fumbles-Lost 11-3 17-8
Third Down Efficiency 81-155 77-186
 Percentage 52% 41%
Fourth Down Efficiency 11-19 10-21
 Percentage 58% 48%
Sacks-Yards 37-247 17-133
Time Of Possession Avg. 29:23 30:37
 
Score
By Quarters 1 2 3 4 OT Tot. Avg.
Ohio State 124 230 124 116 0 594 45.7
Opponents 61 89 87 59 0 296 22.8

Individual Statistics 
Rushing  Att. Net Avg. TD Long
T. Henderson 183 1248 6.8 15 68
Miyan Williams 71 508 7.2 3 71
Master Teague 67 355 5.3 4 21
C.J. Stroud 32 -20 -0.6 0 15
Evan Pryor 21 98 4.7 1 16
Marcus Crowley 20 103 5.2 0 22
TEAM  9 -10 -1.1 0 0
Kyle McCord 9 -16 -1.8 0 7
Jack Miller III 5 -1 -0.2 0 8
Garrett Wilson 4 76 19.0 1 51
Robert Cope 2 4 2.0 0 2
OSU Totals 423 2348 5.6 24 71
OPP Totals 448 1648 3.7 17 77

Passing  Comp. Att. Pct. Yds.   TD-INT Effic.
C.J. Stroud 317 441 71.9 4435 44-6 186.6
Kyle McCord 25 38 65.8 416 2-2 164.6
Jack Miller III 7 14 50.0 101 0-0 110.6
OSU Totals 349 494 70.6 4952 46-8 182.3 
OPP Totals 284 461 61.6 3200 21-12 129.7

Receiving Rec. Net Avg. TD Long
Jaxon Smith-Njigba 95 1606 16.9 9 75
Garrett Wilson 70 1058 15.1 12 77
Chris Olave 65 936 14.4 13 61
TreVeyon Henderson 27 312 11.6 4 70
Jeremy Ruckert 26 309 11.9 3 30
Julian Fleming 12 86 7.2 1 17
Marvin Harrison Jr. 11 139 12.6 3 25
Miyan Williams  9 74 8.2 0 17
Emeka Egbuka 9 191 21.2 0 85
Cade Stover  5 76 15.2 0 25
Gee Scott Jr. 5 42 8.4 0 16
Mitch Rossi 4 28 7.0 0 22
Chris Booker 2 27 13.5 0 16
Sam Wiglusz 2 14 7.0 0 9
Master Teague 2 12 6.0 0 7
Evan Pryor 2 8 4.0 0 10
Marcus Crowley 1 21 21.0 0 21
Joe Royer 1 9 9.0 0 9
Jayden Ballard 1 4 4.0 0 4
OSU Totals 349 4952 14.2 46 85
OPP Totals 284 3200 11.3 21 75

Scoring  TD EPK EPR    EPRC FG PTS
Noah Ruggles – 74-74 – – 20-21 134
T. Henderson 19 – – – – 114

The Numbers Game
Season StatisticsOhio State 48, Utah 45

Jan. 1, 2022 – Rose Bowl Stadium, Pasadena, Calif.
Score by Quarters 1 2 3 4 F
UTAH 14 21 3 7 45
OHIO STATE 0 21 10 17 48

First Quarter 
UTAH – Covey, 19-yard pass from Rising (Redding kick), 9:29; 5 plays, 56 yards, 1:37 TOP.
UTAH – Bernard, 12-yard pass from Rising (Redding kick), 3:28; 8 plays, 67 yards, 4:47 TOP.

Second Quarter 
OSU – Harrison Jr., 25-yard pass from Stroud (Ruggles kick), 14:17; 10 plays, 76 yards, 4:05 TOP.
UTAH – Thomas, 6-yard rush (Redding kick), 9:07; 9 plays, 79 yards, 5:04 TOP.
OSU – Smith-Njigba, 50-yard pass from Stroud (Ruggles kick), 8:32; 2 plays, 60 yards, 0:27 TOP.
UTAH – Covey, 97-yard kickoff return (Redding kick), 8:17.
OSU – Smith-Njigba, 52-yard pass from Stroud (Ruggles kick), 8:02; 1 play, 52 yards, 0:10 TOP.
UTAH – Rising, 62-yard rush (Redding kick), 6:24; 4 plays, 71 yards, 1:31 TOP.

Third Quarter 
OSU – Harrison Jr., 8-yard pass from Stroud (Ruggles kick), 11:20; 2 plays, 11 yards, 0:52 TOP.
UTAH – Redding, 24-yard field goal, 7:10; 8 plays, 59 yards, 4:10 TOP.
OSU – Ruggles, 31-yard field goal, 2:53; 11 plays, 76 yards, 4:06 TOP.

Fourth Quarter 
OSU – Harrison Jr., 5-yard pass from Stroud (Ruggles kick), 10:12; 7 plays, 71 yards, 3:41 TOP.
OSU – Smith-Njigba, 30-yard pass from Stroud (Ruggles kick), 4:22; 9 plays, 85 yards, 3:57 TOP.
UTAH – Kincaid, 15-yard pass from Barnes, 1:54; 6 plays, 57 yards, 2:20 TOP.
OSU – Ruggles, 19-yard field goal, 0:09; 7 plays, 56 yards, 1:38 TOP.
Att. – 87,842

Weather – 60 degrees, sunny, wind NE 2 mph
Team Statistics

 UTAH OSU
First Downs 25 28
Rushing  10 5
Passing  11 21
Penalty  4 2
Rushes-Yards  44-226 20-110
Passing Yards  237 573
Passes (Comp.-Att.-Int.) 19-24-0 37-47-1
Offensive Plays  68 67
Total Net Yards  463 683
Third Down Efficiency  5-12 4-9
Punts-Avg.  3-38.0 2-41.0
Fumbles-Lost  2-1 1-1
Penalties 5-50 7-70
Time of Possession  34:17 25:43

Individual Statistics
 RUSHING (Att.-Net Yds.) –  UTAH:  Rising 11-92; Thomas 18-67; Bernard 3-31; Pledger 7-23; Covey 

2-10; Barnes 1-10; Kuithe 1-7; Williams 1-(-14). OSU:  Henderson 17-83; Williams 2-17; Stroud 1-10.
PASSING (Comp.-Att.-Int.-Yds.-TD) – UTAH: Rising 17-22-0-214-2; Barnes 2-2-0-23-1. OSU: 

Stroud 37-46-0-573-6; TEAM 0-1-0-0-0.
RECEIVING (Rec.-Yds.) – UTAH: Kuithe 6-77; Kincaid 3-45; Covey 3-34; Vele 2-33; Fotheringham 

2-19; Bernard 2-15; Enis 1-14. OSU: Smith-Njigba 15-347; Harrison Jr. 6-71; Fleming 5-35; Henderson 
4-27; Egbuka 3-46; Ruckert 3-25; Rossi 1-22.

PUNTING (No.-Avg.) – UTAH:  Peasley 3-38.0. OSU: Mirco 2-41.0.
PUNT RETURNS (No.-Yds.) – UTAH: None. OSU: None.
KICKOFF RETURNS (No.-Yds.) UTAH: Covey 7-208; Sewell 1-14. OSU:  Egbuka 7-163; Johnson 

1-15.
MISSED FIELD GOALS – UTAH: None. OSU: None.
FORCED FUMBLES – UTAH: Phillips. OSU: None.
FUMBLE RECOVERIES – UTAH: Bishop 1-0. OSU: Shaw 1-0.
INTERCEPTIONS – UTAH: Phillips 1-0. OSU: None. 
SACKS – UTAH: None. OSU: Williams 1.0-7. 
TACKLES FOR LOSS – UTAH: Bishop 1.0-1. OSU: Williams 1.0-7; Eichenberg 1.0-5; Tuimoloau 

1.0-3.
TACKLES (Solo-Asst.-Tot.) – UTAH: Bernard 9-1-10; Sewell 5-3-8; Bishop 4-4-8; Davis 5-1-6; Phillips 

4-1-5; McKinney 4-0-4; Lloyd 3-1-4; Mataele 2-1-3; Aden 1-1-2; Tafuna 1-0-1; Elliss 1-0-1; Fillinger 1-0-1; 
Savage 1-0-1; Reid 1-0-1; Vimahi 1-0-1; Tafua 1-0-1; Furey 1-0-1; Rowan 0-1-1; Pututau 0-1-1; Kaufusi 
0-1-1. OSU: Eichenberg 11-6-17; Shaw 2-7-9; Williams 6-0-6; Vincent 3-3-6; Stover 2-4-6; Martinez 2-3-
5; Chambers 2-3-5; Harrison 1-4-5; Burke 3-0-3; Brown 2-1-3; Tuimoloau 2-1-3; Hickman 1-2-3; Hooker 
1-1-2; Williams 1-0-1; Hamilton 1-0-1; Mitchell 1-0-1; Johnson 1-0-1; Booker 1-0-1; Gaoteote IV 0-1-1; 
Sawyer 0-1-1; Smith 0-1-1.

  Players In The Game
UTAH – Pledger, Rising, Vele, Bills, Ford, Daniels, Olaseni, Laumea, Kuithe, Kincaid, Fotheringam, 

Lloyd, Sewell, Bernard, Bishop, Fillinger, Phillips, Davis, Reid, Pututau, Tafua, Tafuna, Howard, Savage, 
Thomas, Parks, Hubert, Cope, Wegis, Latu, Renfro, Mataele, Barnes, Covey, Reeves, Enus, Vincent, Rowan, 
McKinney, Young-Smith, Peasley, Reynolds, Aden, Niumatalolo, Maea, Furey, Mata’afa, Greep, Kaumatule, 
Williams, Noyes, Felix-Fualalo, Togiai, Pepa, O’Toole, Elliss, Yassmin, Kaufusi, Vimahi, Redding, Pututau.

OSU – Stroud, Smith-Njigba, Harrison Jr., Henderson, Rossi, Wypler, Jones, Munford, Johnson Jr., 
Jones, Ruckert, Williams, Vincent, Harrison, Smith, Hickman, Stover, Shaw, Chambers, Burke, Eichenberg, 
Cage, McCall, Mitchell, Fleming, Martinez, Ransom, Egbuka, Hancock, DiMaccio, Gaoteote IV, Hooker, 
Johnson, Brown, Williams, Mirco, Sawyer, Turrentine, Robinson, Batsch, Tuimoloau, Hamilton, Vimahi, 
James, Wiglusz, Royer, Booker, Williams, Ruggles.

Chris Olave  13 – – – – 78
Garrett Wilson 13 – – – – 78
Jaxon Smith-Njigba 9 – – – – 54
Master Teague III 4 – – – – 24
Marvin Harrison Jr. 3 – – – – 20
Jeremy Ruckert 3 – – – – 18
Miyan Williams 3 – – – – 18
Haskell Garrett 1 – – – – 6
Craig Young  1 – – – – 6
Ronnie Hickman 1 – – – – 6
Cameron Martinez 1 – – – – 6
Evan Pryor  1 – – – – 6
Mitch Rossi  1 – – – – 6
Denzel Burke 1 – – – – 6
Jerron Cage  1 – – – – 6
Julian Fleming 1 – – – – 6
Dominic DiMaccio 0 2-2 – – – 2
OSU Totals  76 76-76 – –  20-21 594
OPP Totals  39 38-39 – – 8-13 296

FG Distance  0-29 30-39  40-49 50+ Total
Noah Ruggles  7-7 9-10 4-4 0-0 20-21
OSU Totals  7-7 9-10 4-4 0-0 20-21
OPP Totals  2-2 3-4 3-7 0-0 8-13

Punting  No. Yds. Avg. Bk Long
Jesse Mirco 31 1310 42.3 0 62
OSU Totals 31 1310 42.3 0 62
OPP Totals 67 2918 43.6 0 74

Interceptions  No. Yds. Avg. TD Long
Craig Young  2 88 44.0 1 70
Ronnie Hickman  2 65 32.5 1 46
Cameron Martinez 1 61 61.0 1 61
Cameron Brown  1 25 25.0 0 25
Cody Simon  1 24 24.0 0 24
Denzel Burke  1 23 23.0 1 23
Bryson Shaw  1 20 20.0 0 20
Tommy Eichenberg 1 0 0.0 0 0
Ryan Watts  1 0 0.0 0 0
Steele Chambers  1 0 0.0 0 0
OSU Totals  12 306 25.5 4 70
OPP Totals  8 58 7.3 0 23

Punt Returns  No. Yds.  Avg. TD Long
Garrett Wilson  13 68 5.2 0 23
Jaxon Smith-Njigba 8 60 7.5 0 21
Chris Olave  1 4 4.0 0 4
OSU Totals  22 132 6.0 0 23
OPP Totals  7 41 5.9 0 17

Kickoff Returns   No. Yds. Avg. TD Long
Emeka Egbuka  20 580 29.0 0 67
Xavier Johnson  3 52 17.3 0 22
Julian Fleming  3 22 7.3 0 11
TreVeyon Henderson 1 19 19.0 0 19
Steele Chambers  1 13 13.0 0 13
OSU Totals  28 686 24.5 0 67
OPP Totals  40 713 17.8 1 97

Def. Leaders  Solo Ast. Tot. TFL-Yds. Sacks
Ronnie Hickman  54 46 100 1.0-4 1.0-4
Tommy Eichenberg 33 31 64 6.5-17 –
Bryson Shaw  30 29 59 0.5-1 –
Cody Simon  21 33 54 2.0-13 1.0-11
Steele Chambers  27 20 47 5.0-16 1.0-7
Teradja Mitchell  21 24 45 4.5-12 –
Lathan Ransom  21 17 38 2.0-8 1.0-7
Denzel Burke  28 8 36 – –
Zach Harrison  23 11 34 8.0-27 4.0-17
Kourt Williams  21 6 27 4.0-11 1.0-7
Marcus Williamson 18 9 27 0.5-3 –
Tyreke Smith  12 14 26 5.0-24 3.0-19
Cameron Brown  17 7 24 – –
Antwuan Jackson  11 12 23 4.5-20 2.5-16
Taron Vincent  12 11 23 3.5-6 0.5-2
Cameron Martinez 14 9 23 0.5-4 –
Haskell Garrett  12 10 22 7.0-33 5.5-31
J.T. Tuimoloau  8 9 17 4.5-30 2.5-24
Tyleik Williams  10 6 16 6.5-51 5.0-43
Craig Young  6 9 15 0.5-1 –
J. Jean-Baptiste  7 7 14 2.5-19 1.5-13
Jack Sawyer  9 4 13 3.0-24 3.0-24
OSU Totals  493 412 905 83.0-379 37.0-247
OPP Totals  531 300 831 47.0-186 17.0-133
Fumbles Forced: 11 – Harrison (2), Booker, 
Chambers, Hickman, McKenzie, Ransom, Sawyer, 
Smith, Williams, Williamson.
Fumbles Recovered: 7 – Cage (2), Garrett (2), 
Eichenberg, Gaoteote IV, Hamilton.
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Ohio State fell short in its goal of win-
ning a national championship in 2021, but 
the Buckeyes still managed to win 11 games 
and win their trip to the Rose Bowl.

There were plenty of standout plays 
made by Ohio State throughout the season, 
and the Buckeye Sports Bulletin staff voted 
on the top 10 plays from this up-and-down 
campaign.

10. Henderson Breaks Archie’s 
Record (Tulsa – Sept. 18)

Ohio State’s 40-21 victory over Tulsa was 
much closer than the final score indicated. 
If not for stellar performances from a few 
talented freshmen, the Buckeyes might have 
been biting their nails before the clock ran 
out.

No freshman was more critical than 
Hopewell, Va., native TreVeyon Henderson, 
Ohio State’s first five-star running back sign-
ee since Chris “Beanie” Wells arrived on 
campus as part of former head coach Jim 
Tressel’s 2006 recruiting class.

Henderson shattered Archie Griffin’s 
single-game rushing record for a Buckeye 
freshman of 239 yards gained against North 
Carolina in 1972 with 270 of his own on 
only 24 carries. He broke the record with a 
52-yard touchdown run that he took direct-
ly through the middle of the Tulsa defense 
before bouncing to the left sideline and into 
the end zone.

“It’s a blessing,” Henderson said of estab-
lishing a new freshman rushing record. “I’m 
excited right now. At the same time, I have 
to keep this going. I can’t just let this (kind of 
performance) be a one-time thing.”

Henderson explained after the game that 
he has lofty goals for himself while he plays 
for Ohio State and breaking the freshman 
single-game rushing record was only one of 
them. He hardly broke a sweat for the Buck-
eyes despite his output and the difficulty of 
toppling an almost 30-year record.

“It’s all natural,” Henderson said. “I try 
not to think too hard. When the time comes, 
it’s all natural. Like I told you before the sea-
son, I had a lot of goals for myself. I reached 
one of those goals today, but I have plenty 
more, so I have to keep working.”

The Buckeye tailback led the team with 
183 carries for 1,248 yards and 15 touch-
downs in 2021 and will return to Ohio State 
next season with an opportunity to break 
more records as a sophomore.

9. Ronnie Hickman’s Pick-Six 
(Akron – Sept. 25)

Ohio State’s matchup with Akron in Week 
4 was filled with storylines. The most im-
portant of them was that C.J. Stroud would 
rest his ailing shoulder against the Zips and 
would be used only in an “emergency capac-
ity.” 

Freshman Kyle McCord received the nod 
over Jack Miller III to start at quarterback in 

Stroud’s absence, leading the Buckeyes to a 
59-7 blowout over the Zips under the lights 
in Columbus. 

Sophomore safety Ronnie Hickman pro-
vided a defensive highlight when he picked 
off Akron quarterback D.J. Irons late in the 
second quarter and took the interception 46 
yards for his first career touchdown.

“Going in, you want to know who the guys 
would be we were going to count on,” OSU 
coach Ryan Day said. “The more times that 
some of these younger players start making 
plays, you look to the guy next to you, and 
that builds confidence because you know he 
can do it.

“Ronnie Hickman is a great example. He 
makes that interception, and he’s an exam-
ple of someone who’s playing good football 
right now. Many people didn’t know who 
Ronnie was (at the beginning of the year). 
Now he’s really doing it.”

Hickman continued a strong season for 
Ohio State in 2021. He finished with 100 
tackles in 13 games, becoming the first 
Buckeye to reach the century mark in that 
category since Raekwon McMillan in 2016.

8. Garrett’s Scoop And Score 
(Minnesota – Sept. 2)

Ohio State’s season began with a 45-31 
win over Minnesota on Sept. 2. The team’s 
defensive deficiencies were evident at sev-
eral levels, but the Buckeyes made enough 
plays to stave off an upset bid from the Gold-
en Gophers.

Despite surrendering 31 points, the Ohio 
State defense might have made the most 
crucial play of the game in defensive tack-
le Haskell Garrett’s scoop and score. Given 

that the play appears on this list, it’s safe to 
say that the sequence of events was memo-
rable.

In the third quarter, Ohio State took a 24-
21 lead with a 56-yard touchdown pass from 
Stroud to Garrett Wilson. Then, the Buck-
eye defense turned in a score of its own. De-
fensive end Zach Harrison strip-sacked Min-
nesota quarterback Tanner Morgan, causing 
the ball to fall on the turf before hitting a 
Gopher offensive lineman and bouncing off 
OSU linebacker Teradja Mitchell.

After Mitchell couldn’t corral the loose 
ball, Garrett snatched it from the air and 
took it 32 yards to the end zone for a scoop-
and-score touchdown, giving the Buckeyes a 
10-point lead and a much-needed momen-
tum swing.

“I thought that was probably the differ-
ence in the game,” Day said after the game. 
“Anytime you get a defensive score, wheth-
er it’s a blocked punt or something like 
that, that flips the scoreboard and is a huge 
game-changer.”

7. Stroud Threads The Needle 
(Indiana – Oct. 23)

Late in the first quarter of Ohio State’s 
54-7 win over Indiana on Oct. 23, Stroud 
took a shotgun snap and saw sophomore 
wide receiver Jaxon Smith-Njibga run open 
downfield.

He wasn’t that open. He might not have 
been open at all. But as Smith-Njigba 
crossed the Hoosiers’ logo crowded by three 
Indiana defensive backs, Stroud roped a 
pass between the trio of red jerseys and into 
the hands of the one player wearing white, 
securing a 32-yard gain for the Buckeyes.

“That look, that was kind of what we 
practice,” Stroud said. “When you see things 
like that, I just think we’re hitting, and we 
have momentum. We’re just rolling. That is 
a confidence thing.”

Stroud’s confidence was high against 
the Hoosiers. He completed 21 of 28 pass-
es for 266 yards and four touchdowns on a 
cold and rainy night in Bloomington, Ind. It 
wasn’t a Rose Bowl-level performance for 
the Buckeye quarterback, but it was a strong 
one, nonetheless. Smith-Njigba finished the 
game with six catches for 99 yards.

6. Marvin Harrison’s First 
Career TD (Utah – Jan. 1)

The action-packed 2022 Rose Bowl 
makes its first appearance on the “Top 
Plays” list with Marvin Harrison’s first ca-
reer touchdown reception in Ohio State’s 
48-45 win over Utah in Pasadena, Calif.

Because Garrett Wilson and Olave opted 
out of the Rose Bowl, Harrison received his 
first start as a Buckeye in the season finale 
of his freshman year. He played a significant 
role in the Buckeyes’ three-point victory over 
the Utes, catching six passes for 71 yards 
and three touchdowns.

The first score showed that the Buckeye 
coaching staff and Stroud trusted him fully 
despite his inexperience. Ohio State faced 
fourth-and-1, trailing 14-0 early in the sec-
ond quarter. Day dialed up a passing play 
where Stroud threw a deep ball to Harrison, 
who caught the perfectly thrown pass inside 
the left boundary of the end zone for a 25-
yard score.

Harrison said that catch gave him the 
confidence he needed to make plays for his 
team for the rest of the game.

“I was nervous, for sure,” Harrison said 
of making his first start. “I didn’t really get 
my feet settled until after the fourth-down 
catch. The first touchdown, Coach Day had a 
lot of confidence in me to go make that play.”

That catch proved to be a catalyst as 
Harrison went on to catch five more passes 
and two more touchdowns against the Utes, 
making big plays in scoring territory and tak-
ing advantage of his opportunities to propel 
Ohio State to a Rose Bowl.

5. Smith-Njigba Set Loose In 
Lincoln (Nebraska – Nov. 6)

Against the Cornhuskers on Nov. 6, 
Smith-Njigba set a new school record for re-
ceptions in a game with 15. Even more, he 
gained 240 yards and scored a touchdown 
with those catches, helping Ohio State claim 
a 26-17 win over Nebraska on Nov. 6.

His performance came in the absence 
of Wilson, who missed the game because 
of a concussion. The Cornhuskers had an 
answer for each Buckeye weapon besides 
Smith-Njigba. The Rockwall, Texas, native 
ran wild against Nebraska, proving to be a 
security blanket for Stroud and a “Get Out 
of Jail Free” card for the Ohio State offense 
in Lincoln.

Big Boys Provided Biggest Plays Of Season

SONNY BROCKWAY
RUMBLING — Haskell Garrett’s (92) scoop and score to help seal Ohio 
State’s week-one win against Minnesota cracks the BSB list of top plays at 
No. 8, one of two fumble returns in the picks.

By CHASE BROWN
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer
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Smith-Njigba’s longest reception of the 
game came late in the second quarter when 
the sophomore wideout caught a pass over 
the middle, shook a Nebraska defender and 
sprinted down the left sideline for a 75-yard 
catch-and-run touchdown.

“I thought that Jaxon played well,” Day 
said after the game. “On the big play – and 
it was one heck of a play and an amazing 
(block) by Chris Olave – the effort there was 
tremendous. I think Jaxon was gritty. He was 
cramping up, and he was out at one point, 
so we had Chris in there in the slot, Julian 
Fleming on the outside, Marvin Harrison on 
the outside and we were a little out of whack.

“But he got himself going again and came 
back. He was still kind of cramping on the 
field, so not only did he perform, but he was 
gritty out there. He worked through some 
things.”

Smith-Njigba said he just did his job.
“I got a lot of targets today, and I just tried 

to make things happen,” he said. “I felt really 
good. I want to thank my teammates. I’m just 
a little piece of the offense, and I got to see a 
lot of opportunities and I just tried to cherish 
every single one of them.”

4. Olave Breaks TD Record 
(Michigan State – Nov. 20)

Olave has played alongside some of the 
best receivers in Ohio State history, usually 
unbothered to let others grab the spotlight. 

But when the senior receiver gathered a 
43-yard touchdown from Stroud late in the 
first quarter in a 56-7 rout of Michigan State, 
he chased down a program record that had 
been around longer than he has been alive.

David Boston amassed 34 touchdown re-
ceptions during a three-year career at Ohio 

State from 1996-98 – a record that was not 
seriously challenged until Devin Smith fin-
ished his days in scarlet and gray in 2014 
with 30. Then came Olave, whose relentless 
pursuit of the record couldn’t be stopped.

A perfect toss from Stroud early in the 
first quarter over two Michigan State de-
fenders to a waiting Olave in the back of the 
end zone not only got the Buckeyes off and 
running with their first touchdown of the 
game, but it was also the 34th of his career, 
tying him with Boston.

The record-breaker was a thing of beau-
ty. Stroud stepped into a pass that traveled 
nearly 60 yards on the fly and pinpointed 
Olave near the goalpost. The official dis-
tance through the air was 57 yards, but the 
touchdown catch was No. 13 of the season 
and No. 35 of his career for Olave.

“I had to get the ball,” a smiling Olave 
said during his postgame press conference, 
the record football tucked safely under his 
arm. “I broke the record, which was a huge 
blessing, but I forgot to keep the ball. Some-
body had to go get it for me, and they gave it 
to me after the game.”

3. Henderson’s First TD
(Minnesota – Sept. 2)

Henderson formally introduced himself 
to the college football world in Ohio State’s 
win at Minnesota. With the Gophers in strik-
ing distance, having just kicked a field goal 
to pull within seven points, he took a swing 
pass from Stroud in the flat 5 yards down-
field.

However, that’s not where the play ended. 
Henderson found a seam and burst through 
the Minnesota defense while displaying im-
pressive quickness and speed. When it was 

all said and done, the 5-10, 215-pound run-
ning back had a 70-yard catch-and-score – 
his first-career touchdown in an Ohio State 
uniform. 

That kind of run made Day label Hen-
derson a “home-run hitter” for the Buckeye 
offense. 

“Each running back is different, but he’s 
somebody that can hit home runs – and 
that’s special,” Day said. “He has a special 
talent, and when you give it to him, and he 
gets to that second level and makes a guy 
miss, it could be a home run, and that’s a 
whole different dynamic.”

Henderson caught 27 passes for 312 
yards and four scores in 2021. When com-
bined with his rushing numbers, the fresh-
man tailback contributed 1,579 all-purpose 
yards and a team-leading 19 touchdowns in 
13 games.

2. Smith-Njigba Slot Fade TD 
(Utah – Jan. 1)

Smith-Njigba rewrote every possible re-
cord book in Ohio State’s Rose Bowl victory 
over Utah on New Year’s Day, catching 15 
passes for 347 yards and three touchdowns 
against the Utes. 

He broke the program’s single-season 
reception record, single-season receiving 
yards record and single-game receiving 
yards record, and he tied the single-game re-
ceptions record he had set against Nebraska 
earlier in 2021. Smith-Njigba also broke the 
Buckeyes’ bowl game record for receiving 
yards in a game.

Each achievement stands alone in its glo-
ry. As does the sophomore wideout’s crucial 
30-yard touchdown catch that gave Ohio 
State a seven-point lead with 4:22 to go in 
“The Granddaddy of Them All.”

With the teams tied at 38-all, Stroud took 
a shotgun snap before taking a two-step 
drop, surveying his options and making a 
precise outside-shoulder pass to Smith-Njig-
ba, who ran a slot fade to the end zone.

Smith-Njigba contorted his body to gain 
vision of the football that sailed over his 
head toward the boundary. He readjusted 
his body and tossed his hands into the air, 
hauling in Stroud’s pass and recording his 
third touchdown of the game.

“C.J. and him have a great connection,” 
Day said. “They have a great feel, and I think 
there’s a lot of trust there that’s been built 
over the year. They read each other well and 
they have a special connection. The throw 
on the touchdown pass was probably as 
good as I’ve ever seen in a big-time spot.”

1. Jerron Cage Scoops And 
Scores (Penn State – Oct. 30)

Everyone had 305-pound defensive tack-
le Jerron Cage getting a scoop and score on 
their 2021 Ohio State football bingo cards, 
right? Neither did Buckeye Sports Bulletin. 
Still, the staff thought the fifth-year senior’s 
57-yard touchdown was the play of the year, 
and for a good reason.

Late in the second quarter of Ohio State’s 
33-24 win over Penn State, Nittany Lions 
quarterback Sean Clifford fumbled, leaving 
an opportunity for Cage to pick up the foot-
ball and run more than half the field for a 
touchdown.

“That play was a real game-changer for 
us,” redshirt junior cornerback Cam Brown 
said after the game. “We were all excited for 
him. I was probably 60 yards away trying to 
run down and catch him to celebrate with 
him.”

Cage, a former four-star from Cincinnati 
Winton Woods, had played 19 games over 
the previous four seasons. However, he was 
the star of the show in Ohio State’s nine-
point victory.

“Whenever we can steal points, we want 
to do that,” Hickman said. “We talk about it 
before the games, who is going to be the one 
to get it and who is going to be the one to 
score. Jerron was the one to do it today, and 
we are super happy and proud for him.”
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SONNY BROCKWAY
UNCAGED — Jerron Cage’s (86) fumble return for a touchdown against Penn 
State earns this season’s top play honors, beating out Jaxon Smith-Njigba’s 
Rose Bowl heroics and TreVeyon Henderson’s 70-yard touchdown reception.
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Rating The Offense
 Here is where the OSU offense ranked 
among the Big Ten and nationally.

Category Stats NCAA Big Ten

Rushing Offense 180.6 47th 5th
Passing Offense 380.9 3rd 1st
Total Offense 561.5 1st 1st
Scoring Offense 45.7 1st 1st
Turnovers Lost 11 T-10th T-1st
Third Down Con. 52.3 3rd 1st
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Offense Finished On High Note In Rose Bowl Victory

Ohio State, guided by redshirt freshman 
quarterback C.J. Stroud, possessed an un-
stoppable offense at times. 

However, the team, which finished 11-2 
after a 48-45 win against Utah in the Rose 
Bowl on New Year’s Day, was not unbeat-
able, and as such the final marks for the na-
tion’s highest scoring team are downgraded 
a bit.

This is Ohio State after all, and a loss to 
Michigan sours the outlook even if the de-
fense, or lack thereof, shoulders much of 
the blame for the thorough 42-27 setback in 
Ann Arbor on Nov. 27.

Although the Buckeyes amassed 458 
yards of offense vs. the Wolverines, there 
were instances where a sustained drive 
would have kept the U-M offense off the 
field. Also, in four trips to the red zone, the 
Buckeyes managed only two touchdowns to 
go along with a pair of Noah Ruggles field 
goals.

Everything seemed to come together 
in Pasadena, Calif., with a Rose Bowl-re-
cord 683 total yards – a school-record 573 
through the air by Stroud – and the absence 
of an impactful running game did not hurt 
the Buckeyes as it did against Michigan.

That left the nagging question of how 
good was the offensive line? The group was 
mauled by the Wolverines and haunted by 
comments that OSU was soft and could be 
easily manhandled. 

The Buckeyes responded with a snarl 
vs. Utah and protected Stroud well, but it 
wasn’t enough to prevent head coach Ryan 
Day from firing OL coach Greg Studrawa on 
Jan. 6.

In reviewing the second half of the sea-
son, which began with a 54-7 win at Indiana 
on Oct. 23, the entire seven-game stretch 
must be considered, not just the juggernaut 
that rolled to record after record in the Rose 
Bowl.

For instance, there was the 33-24 victo-
ry vs. Penn State that shouldn’t have been 
that close except for the Buckeyes manag-
ing only one TD and four field goals in six 
trips to the red zone. The following game 
against Nebraska, OSU got a touchdown 
and two field goals in three red-zone oppor-
tunities.

Even in the Rose Bowl, the Buckeyes 
scored only two TDs 
in five tries. Ruggles 
made two field goals, 
including the winner 
with nine seconds left, 
and Stroud threw an in-
terception on the other 
occasion.

For the season, the 
Buckeyes ranked No. 
11 nationally with a 
91.5 percent (54 of 59) 
scoring rate in the red 
zone on 38 TDs (21 passing, 17 running) 
and 16 field goals.

The caveat, of course, is Ohio State 
showed big-play capability with as good a 
group of receivers as there was in the coun-
try.

Ohio State was first nationally in scoring 
(45.7 points per game), total offense (561.5) 
and yards per play (7.9).

Quarterbacks
Stroud, who finished fourth in Heisman 

Trophy voting, did not have a completion 
rate lower than 64.7 percent (22 of 34 vs. 
Penn State) in the final seven games and 
finished the season at 71.9 percent to break 
Justin Fields’ 2020 school record (70.2 per-
cent).

Against Michigan State, Stroud was 32 
of 35 (91.4 percent) for 432 yards. His six 
touchdowns tied the school record, a stan-
dard he would equal in the Rose Bowl.

Stroud’s 4,435 passing yards and 44 
passing touchdowns in 13 games are each 
the second most in Ohio State history to 
Dwayne Haskins (4,831 and 50) in 2018. 
Stroud threw just six interceptions.

“He started the season without having 
one college pass under his belt,” Day said. 
“Everything he was doing was for the first 
time – his first completion, his first intercep-
tion, his first touchdown, his first win, his 
first loss.

“There’s a lot that came with that. I 
thought his preparation as the season went 
on was excellent. His level of play really in-
creased week-in and week-out. He played 
like one of the better quarterbacks in the 
country the entire year.”

Stroud was on top of his game in the 
Rose Bowl. He had to be with star receivers 
Chris Olave and Garrett Wilson opting not 
to play.

It didn’t matter. Sophomore Jaxon 
Smith-Njigba had 15 catches – tying the 
school record – for 347 yards, the most ever 
in a Football Bowl Subdivision bowl. 

More importantly, Stroud rallied the 
Buckeyes from a 14-point halftime deficit to 
the Utes.

“He’s a great leader,” said Utah coach 
Kyle Whittingham. “He’s cool under pres-
sure, and he moves well in the pocket. He’s 
a real talent.”

The prolific season by Stroud rendered 
his backups irrelevant. Freshman Kyle Mc-
Cord earned the role but threw only 14 
passes in the second half, completing nine 
for 68 yards. For the season he was 25 of 38 
(65.8 percent) for 416 yards and two touch-
downs.

Both redshirt freshman Jack Miller and 
freshman Quinn Ewers had no impact. Each 

transferred after 
the regular season, 
Ewers to Texas and 
Miller to Florida.

While Stroud is 
the unquestioned 
starter for 2022, he 
will have no problem 
with motivation after 
seeing his friend, Al-
abama quarterback 
Bryce Young, win 
the Heisman Trophy 

in December.
“I wasn’t happy with the results at the 

end at all,” Stroud said. “I’m super happy for 
Bryce and the other contenders, but at the 
end of the day, I don’t think I’m a competitor 
where I’m cool with just being fourth place. 
I don’t like being second, I don’t like being 
fourth, I don’t like being nothing – I want to 
be first. I’m just going to keep working for it.

“Who just wants to see somebody just 
take the fourth place and be all happy with 
it?” he continued. “I’ve never been that type 
of player. I’m a competitor. I’m not just go-
ing to take that and be all jolly and happy 
with it. It will drive me for the rest of my life, 
probably.”

 BSB Midterm Grade: A-
 BSB Second-Half Grade: A
 BSB Final Grade: A

Running Backs
Freshman TreVeyon Henderson got off to 

a blazing start in the first half of the season, 
including the Ohio State freshman rushing 
record of 277 yards vs. Tulsa. But he and his 
fellow backs found the going tougher in the 
second half as Day relied more and more on 
the passing game. 

Overall, the Buckeyes finished 47th with 
180.6 rushing yards per game and 24 touch-
downs. 

They were at their best in the second 
half of the season in back-to-back wins vs. 
Purdue (263 yards, 31 carries) and Michi-
gan State (206, 43) before being held to 64 
yards on 30 runs against Michigan and 110 
yards on 20 carries vs. Utah.

Most telling, OSU averaged 6.5 yards per 
carry in its wins and 3.1 in its losses to Ore-
gon and Michigan.

Henderson ran for 1,248 yards and 15 
TDs. After averaging 8.8 yards per carry in 
the first half of the season, he dropped off 
that pace. In the final three games he had 
43 carries for 220 yards (5.1 average) and 
his season average fell to 6.8.

“Early in the season everything was 
open. After that you just had to fight to get 
what was yours,” Henderson said. “Some 
people don’t understand that you’re not al-
ways going to have home-run hits. Some 
defenses we played this year were pretty 
good and had good players across the field. 
We weren’t going to get those home run hits 

they expected every game.” 
His 19 total touchdowns (including four 

receiving) set the OSU season mark for a 
freshman.

“I want to get better at everything,” Hen-
derson said. “Each part of my game, I want 
to be the best at it. There’s not one thing. It’s 
pretty much everything.”

That includes pass protection.
“I never pass blocked before,” he said. 

“But even though it was my first time ever 
having to pass block, I think I did all right 
for being 5-10, 210-to-212 pounds. I think 
I did OK.”

Redshirt freshman Miyan Williams sur-
passed graduate Master Teague as the No. 
2 runner and rushed for 508 yards (7.2) 
and three TDs on 71 carries while Teague’s 
67 carries totaled 355 yards (5.3) and four 
scores.

Williams’ highlight of the second half 
of the season was gaining 117 yards on 14 
totes vs. Purdue.

 BSB Midterm Grade: B+
 BSB Second-Half Grade: B-
 BSB Final Grade: B

Offensive Line 
The big guys up front went through a 

season of transition. It would be accurate to 
say they held their own with one major ex-
ception, but it’s not nice to mention holding 
around an offensive lineman. 

To recap: Nicholas Petit-Frere moved 
from right tackle to left tackle. Thayer 
Munford went from left tackle to left guard, 
tackle Paris Johnson became a right guard, 
Dawand Jones earned the right tackle spot, 
and when center Harry Miller became un-
available for the first four games, redshirt 
freshman Luke Wypler took over. Miller 
then took snaps at left guard and Matt Jones 
filled in along the line.

The line had to shuffle again when Pe-
tit-Frere opted not to play in the Rose Bowl. 
Munford took his spot at left tackle, and 
Jones entered at left guard. 

Munford had previously made 45 starts 
at tackle and earned All-Big Ten first-team 
honors there in 2020.

“I feel at home,” Munford said prior to 
the Rose Bowl. “I’m just happy that I am 
back at left tackle right now and just can’t 
wait for this game.” 

The expectation is that Johnson will be 
back at his natural tackle position next sea-
son under the guidance of a new line coach.

“Going back to tackle and having time 
and space on my side I feel like would be 
really fun to get back to,” Johnson said. 

For all the personnel changes that oc-
curred along the line, the Buckeyes finished 
tied for 14th with only 17 sacks allowed.

As far as creating holes for Henderson 
and others, it was an inconsistent second 
half. In addition to the previously mentioned 
Michigan and Utah games, the Buckeyes 
gained just 90 yards on 30 rushes vs. Ne-
braska. As mentioned, Ohio State finished 
47th in the country in rushing yards per 
game.

The Buckeyes allowed three sacks 
against Penn State, and OSU had five drives 
stall inside the 18. Also, the line was guilty 
of four false starts and one illegal snap.

Then there was Michigan. The Wol-

By CRAIG MERZ
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer



FINAL GRADES: OFFENSEFINAL GRADES: OFFENSE

BuckeyeSports.com  Jan. 15, 2022 BUCKEYE SPORTS BULLETIN • 21

verines had eight tackles for loss and end 
Aidan Hutchinson had three of their four 
sacks. There were also five false starts.

“We got exposed in some areas, but also 
at the same time we know what we need to 
do,’’ Munford said of the game. “We need to 
run the ball and we need to dominate the 
line of scrimmage, and that’s going to be our 
motto.”

 BSB Midterm Grade: A
 BSB Second-Half Grade: C
 BSB Final Grade: B

Wide Receivers
There’s little to complain about with 

this group that helped the Buckeyes to the 
nation’s third-best passing game at 380.9 
yards per game. 

The Rose Bowl was the grand finale even 
though there was some concern when Olave 
and Wilson decided to end their careers a 
game early. But the unit developed by receiv-
ers coach Brian Hartline proved once again 
to be as deep at it is talented.

Everyone knew what Smith-Njigba could 
do, and many believed he was better than 
Olave or Wilson. The question was how 
sophomore Julian Fleming and freshmen 
Marvin Harrison Jr. and Emeka Egbuka 
would handle the pressure.

“You’re going to see explosive offense 
and those guys making plays,” Stroud 
said five days before the Rose Bowl 
“Marvin and Julian are going to step up 
and they’re going to play really hard and 
they’re going to make plays. It’s nothing 
new to them. They’ve been doing it since 
they were kids. So I don’t expect anything 
different.”

Smith-Njigba and Harrison tied the Rose 
Bowl record with three TD catches apiece. 

Harrison, who entered the game with no 
touchdowns among his five career recep-
tions, logged six catches for 71 yards.

It was quite the first start for Harrison.
“I was nervous, for sure,” he said. “I 

didn’t really get my feet settled until after 
the fourth-down catch, first touchdown. 
Coach Day had a lot of confidence in me 
to go make the play. All my hard work paid 
off.”

His performance in the last game of the 
season will stay with him as he prepares for 
the next one.

“I’m just going try to work even harder 
than I did last offseason,” Harrison said. 
“That’s just my goal. Each offseason, work 
harder than I did last year.”

Stroud showed his development through-
out the season by distributing his passes 
in the Rose Bowl. In addition to the num-
bers posted by Smith-Njigba and Harrison, 
Fleming gained 35 yards on five grabs and 
Egbuka totaled three catches for 46 yards 
among the wide receivers.

For the season Smith-Njigba had 95 
receptions for 1,606 yards, both school re-
cords, and nine touchdowns. 

Wilson was second on the team with 
70 catches for 1,058 yards and 12 TDs in 
two fewer games. He did not play against 
Nebraska but had consecutive 126-yard 
games vs. Purdue and Michigan State and 
was on the receiving end for 119 yards vs. 
Michigan.

Olave in 12 games had 65 catches for 
936 yards and 13 scores.

 BSB Midterm Grade: A+
 BSB Second-Half Grade: A+ 
 BSB Final Grade: A+

Tight Ends
Seldom used, for receiving that is, the 

tight ends earn their keep as blockers but 
when called upon need to be ready in key 
moments. Such was the case for tight end/
fullback Mitch Rossi, whose 22-yard recep-
tion set up a Harrison TD catch to tie the 
Rose Bowl 38-38 early in the fourth quar-
ter. 

That was the lone Rossi catch, but Jer-
emy Ruckert was targeted five times and 
caught three for 25 yards. 

Meanwhile, Cade Stover had been 
moved from the already thin tight ends 
room to linebacker where he made six tack-
les vs. the Utes.

Ruckert’s most productive game was at 

Indiana when he scored twice among five 
catches for 47 yards. He never made more 
than three receptions the rest of the season, 
and he was shut out vs. Purdue and Michi-
gan and had one catch for 28 yards against 
Michigan State.

He ended up with a career-high 26 catch-
es for 309 yards and three touchdowns in 
12 games.

“I learned a lot this year,” he said. “I’ve 
never been on a team that’s really lost a 
regular-season game. I feel like I’ve gotten 
stronger because of it. It brought our team 
together. I think this year was a success be-
cause of the fact I was around the guys an-
other year.”

While his numbers don’t pop, it’s his all-

around game that could lead to a productive 
pro career starting next season.

SI.com had this to say about his poten-
tial.

“Jeremy Ruckert has the talent not only 
to be the best from this class, but he could 
also end up as one of the best tight ends 
in the NFL.  The former five-star recruit is 
arguably the best blocker at his position in 
the nation.”

Stover and Gee Scott Jr. each had five 
receptions on the season, but Stover had 
just two catches and Scott one in the sec-
ond half.

 BSB Midterm Grade: A
 BSB Second-Half Grade: B-
 BSB Final Grade: B
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Ohio State’s defense in 2021 could be 
considered a palindrome in that it ended 
the same way as it started, with mirrored 
results in between. 

The Buckeyes, coordinated at the start of 
the season by Kerry Coombs and at the end 
by Matt Barnes, opened the year with a pair 
of disastrous showings against Minnesota 
and Oregon, allowing 66 combined points 
and more than 900 yards of total offense. 
They scored enough to hold off the Gold-
en Gophers but suffered their first defeat 
of the season against the Ducks when the 
high-powered offense found itself without 
enough juice to overcome a defense that 
just could not find its way off the field.

In the weeks that followed, under new 
management, Ohio State seemed to find 
a groove. It struggled too against Tulsa, al-
lowing 501 yards, but surrendered only 20 
points and managed to pull away late for a 
41-20 win despite just a seven-point lead 
in the middle of the final frame. But with a 
trio of tuneups against Akron, Rutgers and 
Maryland, the Buckeye defense began to 
flash its muscle.

It allowed only 12.3 points and 303.3 
yards in those contests, encouraging both 
the Buckeye staff and their players that im-
provement was on the way and that the best 
could still be yet to come.

Out of a midseason off week, Ohio State’s 
defense maintained its form. The Buckeyes 
traveled to Bloomington and blanked Indi-
ana after its first drive, holding the Hoosiers 
to 53 yards after that 75-yard opening state-
ment that ended in a Peyton Hendershot 
touchdown reception.

Penn State and Nebraska offered stiffer 
challenges than that four-week soiree, but 
the Buckeye defense held firm in the face 
of struggles from its own offense. It limited 
the Nittany Lions to 64 yards on 13 plays in 

the fourth quarter without a point to show 
for it, intercepting Sean Clifford on the first 
Nittany Lion drive of the period and forcing 
a missed field goal on Penn State’s last time 
with the ball. 

All but one of Penn State’s three final 
frame drives came with the Buckeyes out 
in front by less than a score and could have 
proven disastrous had the defense faltered.

A week later, the Buckeye offense again 
struggled to find its way into the end zone, 
relying on three Noah Ruggles field goals 
to claim a 23-17 lead through much of the 
fourth quarter before a fourth field goal 
sealed the deal. With that slim lead, the de-
fense forced a missed field goal, a punt and 
an interception – its second straight perfect 
fourth quarter.

But, just as it had in the first three games 
of the season, Ohio State’s defense seemed 
to slide in the wrong direction in games 12 
and 13.

It was Ohio State’s final game of the 
regular season and its Rose Bowl matchup 
with Utah, a 48-45 win, that presented the 
starkest reminder of where the Buckeyes 
had been. Two and a half months removed 
from the beatdown that Oregon adminis-
tered to Ohio State on the ground, Michigan 
and Utah topped it with 87 combined points 
and 950 total yards.

Entering both games with the mind-
set that there were yards to be had on the 
OSU run defense, the Wolverines and Utes 
pounded the rock to the tune of 297 yards 
on 41 attempts and 226 yards on 44 at-
tempts, with U-M scoring on the ground six 
times in a dominant win over the then No. 
2 Buckeyes. 

It was a performance that earned Ohio 
State the “finesse” moniker from Michigan 
offensive coordinator Josh Gattis.

“They’re a good team. They’re a finesse 
team, they’re not a tough team,” Gattis said 
of Ohio State. “And we knew that going into 
the game, that we can out-physical them, we 
can out-tough them and that was going to 
be the key to the game, and that’s what we 
prepared for all year long.

“You saw earlier this year in the game 
they lost to Oregon, Oregon was the most 
physical team on the field. That’s the way 
they lost, and we committed to that recipe, 
and it paid off.”

It’s those final performances, especially 
the Michigan loss, that paints much of the 
season for Ohio State’s defense. For a pro-
gram that has shaped so much of its identity 
around that game, it’s hard for it not to have 
an outsized role when things break so bad-
ly. Though the defense was largely able to 
maintain success through the middle of the 
season, that way that it started and ended 

the year factor significantly in determining 
the final grades for each unit involved.

Defensive Line
Ohio State always depends on defensive 

line coach Larry Johnson to create a strong 
group, around which it can build the rest of 
the defense, and this season was no differ-
ent. The Buckeyes entered the year with un-
proven but highly touted talent at every spot 
on the line and the expectation that many of 
those players would take a step forward and 
lead a resurgence up front after struggling 
in 2020 without a true star.

In some matchups, the Buckeyes got just 
that. In the five-game stretch from Maryland 
to Purdue, finally healthy after struggling 
with injuries through early-season match-
ups, junior defensive end Zach Harrison 
recorded 15 tackles and all but two of his 
eight TFL on the season, along with two 
sacks and a forced fumble. In his other sev-
en games of the season, Harrison had only 
19 tackles, with just two sacks to bolster his 
stats.

In six games from Oct. 23 to Nov. 27, 
Tyreke Smith flashed similar ability across 
from Harrison after dealing with his own 
availability issues. He notched 17 tackles, 
four TFL and three sacks during his health-
iest stretch of the season but was nowhere 
to be found in either of Ohio State’s regu-
lar-season losses, making nary an appear-
ance in opposing backfields despite his sta-
tus as the team’s most established true pass 
rusher and recording only six tackles in the 
two games.

Jerron Cage, Haskell Garrett, Antwuan 
Jackson, Taron Vincent and Tyleik Williams 
were all similarly streaky in the tackle spots. 
Dealing with injuries, Garrett recorded just 
four tackles in the back half of the season, 
with two TFL (both sacks). Jackson had only 
1½ TFL in the back end of the season, re-
corded against Penn State. The other three 

struggled to find consistent playing time as 
they jockeyed for the spots behind those top 
two, with none really taking command of 
the vacancies.

For a group that felt as though it was 
rounding into form as it emerged from in-
jury troubles, that loss to Michigan served 
as a punch to the gut – especially as the 
Buckeyes failed to register a tackle behind 
the line of scrimmage for the first time since 
at least 1965. That’s not exactly what Cage 
was expecting when he said that Ohio State 
was ready to showcase what it could be in 
October.

“It’s really just great to have everybody 
back, honestly,” Cage said. “I mean, from 
the beginning of the season we’ve been deal-
ing with injuries and all this extra stuff. But 
the fact that we’re all jelling together, you 
can actually see it on the field.”

And it’s the loss to Michigan in particular 
that lowers the second-half grade for this 
unit. Impressive performances against Indi-
ana, Nebraska and Michigan State raise the 
floor, but struggles against the Nittany Lions, 
Purdue, the Wolverines and Utes keep this 
unit from reaching its lofty expectations.

BSB Midterm Grade: B
BSB Second-Half Grade: C+
BSB Final Grade: B-

Linebackers
The cast of characters changed from the 

first half of the season to the back half, but 
the results didn’t. Ohio State shifted away 
from Teradja Mitchell and toward Steele 
Chambers as the season evolved. It played 
Mitchell only in special teams spots in each 
of the last two weeks of the regular season 
while Chambers broke into a consistent 
starting role only a few months removed 
from his switch out of the running backs 
room and into Al Washington’s group of 
linebackers.

Meanwhile, alongside Chambers, Ohio 

Defense Faltered When Buckeyes Needed It Most

FILE PHOTO
HELD IN CHECK — Ohio State’s defensive line, led by defensive end Zach 
Harrison (9), went without a sack in either of Ohio State’s final two games. 
Linebacker Kourt Williams recorded Ohio State’s lone sack against the Utes.

Rating The Defense
 Here is where the OSU defense ranked 
among the Big Ten and nationally.

Category Stats NCAA Big Ten

Rushing Defense 126.8 28th 6th
Passing Defense 246.2 97th 12th
Total Defense 372.9 T-59th 9th
Scoring Defense 22.8 38th 9th
Sacks/Game 2.8 T-28th 3rd
Third-Down Def. 41.4 96th 13th

Loyal Buckeye Sports Bulletin readers fre-
quently ask us what they can do to help keep BSB 
vibrant in this increasingly electronic age. One 
of the things readers can do is introduce BSB to 
new readers who might find our Ohio State sports 
content interesting. 

In order to help you do that, we are offering 
an opportunity to send four free trial issues to 
potential subscribers. We will then offer your po-
tential subscriber a very special offer to get them 
to join the fold of loyal Buckeye Sports Bulletin 
readers.

We are also offering a special $19.95 subscrip-
tion rate for gifts for our service men and women. 
It’s nice to send a little bit of home to those all 
over the world who are protecting us. Don’t forget 
to include an APO address when applicable and 
remember, any subscription includes electronic 
access to BSB, so our Buckeyes in uniform will 
be able to enjoy their BSB immediately, wherever 
they are.

This four free trial issue offer is not good for 
current subscribers. This offer is to introduce 
readers to BSB. You can conveniently email your 
names and addresses to subscriptions@buckeye-
sports.com or mail them to P.O. Box 12453, Co-
lumbus, Ohio, 43212.

Help BSB Grow
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State rotated Tommy Eichenberg and Cody 
Simon, with the latter dealing with injuries 
for much of the year while the former picked 
up some of the nuances on the fly.

In some spots, like with the defensive 
line, the changes at linebacker paid off. 
Chambers, as Coombs has described, 
wasn’t always in the right place, but his en-
ergy and athletic ability added a layer to the 
Buckeye defense that it was lacking to open 
the season.

“I was really impressed because here’s 
what Steele does,” Coombs said. “He sees, 
he goes. You say, ‘Well that seems really sim-
ple.’ It’s not. Sometimes guys go and then 
they see. Sometimes they see and then they 
go. He sees and he goes.

“He’s not always right where he’s going 
yet because he needs that experience. But 
when he sees it, he goes. Guys like that are 
fun to coach, and we’ve had a bunch of them 
here. If he sees it and he goes and he keeps 
doing that, he’s going to play a lot of football 
for the Buckeyes.”

On his best days, Chambers looked like 
a star for the Buckeyes. He had 28 tackles 
in the second half of the season and was all 
over the field against Nebraska, Purdue and 
Michigan State before the Wolverines man-
aged to scheme him out of the game plan 
to close the regular season. Despite that, 
Chambers considered it largely a successful 
season and looks to be one of OSU’s sharp-
est defenders entering 2022.

“I would say it exceeded my expecta-
tions,” Chambers said of the season. “I 
would say I wasn’t expecting to get on the 
field this much, to be quite honest. I definite-
ly feel more comfortable, but it’s still hard, 
because we have to change up stuff every 
week to stay on our toes and for other teams 
to not really lock in on what we’re doing. It’s 
still hard, but I’m definitely getting used to 
it.”

His battery mates ended the season with 
fewer reasons for optimism. The senior cap-
tain Mitchell, as mentioned, all but fell out 
of the lineup in the final seven games of the 
year. Simon was hobbled down the stretch 
and didn’t look himself, recording only 10 
tackles in his final three games of the year 
while nabbing only one-half of a TFL in 
the last six. He missed the Rose Bowl with 
shoulder surgery.

Eichenberg took steps in the other direc-
tion and impressed with 39 tackles and four 
TFL in his final five games, but the two seem 
to balance each other out, just as Chambers 
and Mitchell do in the other spot, leaving the 
Buckeyes right where they started.

BSB Midterm Grade: C
BSB Second-Half Grade: C
BSB Final Grade: C

Defensive Backs
It’s a testament to the nature of college 

football that Ohio State’s secondary grades 
out as the best defensive group on the team, 
given the circumstances it entered the sea-
son under. 

Fresh off a season that had the Buckeyes 
produce the nation’s No. 122 pass defense, 
Ohio State was in need of a new start-
ing cornerback opposite returning starter 
Sevyn Banks, a consistently reliable slot 
cornerback after the struggles of Marcus 
Williamson and a bullet to fill in alongside 
the rock steady Josh Proctor.

And despite a season-ending injury to 
Proctor in week two and plenty of growing 

pains for his replacement, redshirt sopho-
more Bryson Shaw, Ohio State’s secondary 
was rarely the group to shoulder the blame 
in down performances. Both losses came to 
teams that won on the ground rather than 
through the air, and the most electric per-
formances through the air that Ohio State 
withstood this season led to no real damage 
(see: Tulsa, Maryland, Penn State and Pur-
due).

Though the total stats didn’t reflect a 
huge improvement – Ohio State finished 
the year No. 96 in passing yards allowed per 
game (245.8) – there was a marked change 
in the group’s performance as new contribu-
tors filled roles admirably.

In the cornerback room, true freshman 
Denzel Burke earned a starting job from the 
jump and picked up plaudits from his coach-
es all season as he looked every bit the part 
of a No. 1 cornerback in just about every 
matchup he played, even with nagging inju-
ries hampering his ability down the stretch 
of the season.

“He’s got a long way to go,” head coach 
Ryan Day said of Burke. “He’s going to make 
some mistakes. But if he can learn from 
those mistakes, then he’ll have a chance to 
be a very good player down the road.

“We knew he was talented but didn’t 
know he’d be able to make the impact that 
he’s had so far.”

Opposite Burke, Cameron Brown earned 
the nod over Banks, and he too shone when 
needed, staking the claim in his words as 
one of the nation’s better cornerbacks after 
overcoming injuries that ended each of his 
last two seasons.

“I believe I’ve shown flashes that I’m one 
of the top corners in the country,” Brown 
said. “I’ve just dealt with different things, 
but I do believe I’ve shown flashes that I’m 
one of the top corners in the country.”

And in the other three spots, Ohio State 
found contributions where it least expected. 
Williamson re-emerged as a leader for the 
defense, notching 27 tackles in what will be 
his final season as a Buckeye as he secured 
a full-time starting role in the final month of 
the season. Bullet Ronnie Hickman led the 
team in tackles with 100 and became the 
centerpiece of the defense in his first year 
as a starter. Paired with Craig Young, the 
Buckeyes worked the bullet position into 
unique spots and trusted it to make plays 
throughout the year, especially in the back-
end against more run-heavy offenses.

“I think Ronnie’s done a very good job,” 
Day said. “He’s obviously been very, very 
productive, and we’re moving Craig into a 
little bit of a different role there, and so he’s 
kind of finding his way in that new role. (We 
were always) trying to find a way for us to 
get them both on the field, because they’re 
both very talented.”

In the final seven games of the season, 
Hickman recorded 50 tackles, including a 
season-high 15 against Penn State.

Shaw was often the target of criticism in 
the secondary, but he too took steps forward 
as the season developed, racking up 39 
tackles and an interception in the last sev-
en games of the year to give a boost to the 
unit’s grade across the board as not just a 
passable group, but the one that Ohio State 
could most consistently rely on in the back 
half of the year.

BSB Midterm Grade: B
BSB Second-Half Grade: B+
BSB Final Grade: B
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Ohio State’s special teams units exceed-
ed expectations early in the season to quell 
doubts stemming from the offseason depar-
tures of standout punter Drue Chrisman and 
consistent kicker Blake Haubeil. Freshman 
punter Jesse Mirco and transfer kicker Noah 
Ruggles stepped up to fill the voids, both 
grading well at the time of Buckeye Sports 
Bulletin’s midterm grades in October. Mirco 
and Ruggles continued to excel in the second 
half of the season for the Buckeyes, while 
other areas showed room for improvement. 

Long snapper Bradley Robinson helped 
Mirco and Ruggles thrive all year with steady 
snaps, taking pride in the success of his 
teammates. 

“This year with Jesse and Noah, who have 
both performed really well, I measured my 
performance on, ‘What are they doing? Are 
they doing great?’ ” Robinson said of Mirco 
and Ruggles. “Noah’s a Groza semifinalist. I 
think Jesse – if we punted more than pooch 
punts and stuff – would probably be a Ray 
Guy finalist. He’s talented. They’re doing so 
well on the field, and if they’re getting the rec-
ognition, that’s all I need. It just means I’m 
doing my job.”

Ohio State enjoyed success on kick re-
turns, particularly thanks to freshman re-
ceiver Emeka Egbuka, but struggled on punt 
returns. Overall, the Buckeyes thrived in both 
kick and punt coverage, but their blemishes 
stood out in the Rose Bowl. What follows are 
BSB’s second-half and final grades for each 
special teams unit.

Punt, Field-Goal Block 
Haskell Garrett blocked an extra-point 

attempt in Ohio State’s 52-13 victory over 
Rutgers on Oct. 2, giving the Buckeyes’ 
kick-blocking units a solid B-grade for the 
first half of the season. However, Garrett’s 
swat marked the only kick block of the sea-
son for Ohio State. Not only did they fail to 
block another kick or punt, the Buckeyes 
also did not apply significant pressure to 
kickers and punters on a consistent basis. 
This is an area where the program has room 
to improve, blocking just one kick in the past 
two seasons after swatting three in 2019. 

BSB Midterm Grade: B
BSB Second-Half Grade: D
BSB Final Grade: C

Punt Team
Mirco began his Buckeye career on a 

strong note, impressing with his strong leg 
and ability to down opponents deep in their 

own zone. The 24-year-old freshman from 
Freemantle, Australia, stepped into the big 
shoes left by Chrisman with a confident 
calmness and turned his strong start into a 
solid season. On the season, Mirco averaged 
42.3 yards on his 31 punts, pinning 17 inside 
the 20. 

Assisted by a stellar coverage team, Mir-
co helped Ohio State boast a net punting av-
erage of 40.9 to rank No. 34 nationally. On 
the season, opponents 
returned only seven 
punts for 41 yards 
against the Buckeyes 
for an average of 5.9 
yards per return, rank-
ing 40th in the coun-
try. 

While Mirco im-
pressed with his boot, 
his punt coverage 
team helped Ohio 
State stay on top of the field-position battle. 
Former walk-on wide receiver Chris Booker 
served as an unsung hero of the punt cover-
age team, stepping up as a gunner. 

“It feels great coming from the club team 
last year, getting my opportunity to be able 
to play on special teams, and then trying to 
capitalize off that as best I can,” Booker said. 

A former teammate of Ezekiel Elliott at 
St. Louis John Burroughs School, Booker 
took an unconventional route to become a 
special teams starter at Ohio State. Booker 
began his collegiate career by taking a red-
shirt at Dayton before transferring to Ohio 
State, where he chose to focus on academics 
and joined the club football team. 

Under former BSB writer and OSU club 
football head coach James Grega, Booker 
was named a 2018 first-team All-American 
by the National Club Football Association 
after scoring seven touchdowns in just four 
games. He spent the past two seasons rotat-
ing between receiver and defensive back, but 
his standout speed earned him reps on spe-
cial teams. The former walk-on takes great 
pride in pinning opponents deep to help out 
the defense. 

“That’s always the goal on punt and 
kickoff – decrease their field position and 
then increase our field position when we 
have the ball for kickoff return and punt 
return – so it’s always the battle of field 
position,” Booker said. “That’s what (head 
coach Rya) Day preaches, and that’s what 
we preach on special teams is to be able 
to flip the field and attack them on those 
numbers.”

BSB Midterm Grade: A
BSB Second-Half Grade: A
BSB Final Grade: A

Kickoff Return Defense 
Ohio State’s kickoff return defense contin-

ued to be a strong spot for most of the season 
following an excellent start. The Buckeyes 
finished the season at No. 20 nationally, al-
lowing 17.8 yards per kick return, which in-
cludes the 97-yard kickoff return touchdown 
by Utah’s Britain Covey in Ohio State’s 48-
45 Rose Bowl victory. Outside of the Utes’ 

success against the 
Buckeyes on kickoff 
returns, the Buckeyes 
were excellent in cov-
erage all season. 

Ruggles kicked off 
99 times with an aver-
age of 60.1 yards and 
21 total touchbacks. 
Including the disap-
pointing performance 
in the Rose Bowl, Ohio 
State ranked 20th in 

the nation in kickoff coverage, allowing an av-
erage of 17.8 yards per return. Ruggles gave 
credit to his aggressive teammates for their 
ability to limit opposing returns. 

“It’s pretty awesome,” Ruggles said. “The 
guys on my kickoff team are a bunch of sav-
ages – they always go down and make the 
plays. I always know that I trust them. And 
even when my kicks aren’t absolutely great, I 
know they’re going to cover me on that. And 
I think it’s the same with the punt team – we 
take special teams really seriously here, and 
you’ve really got to earn your way onto those 
units. You’ve got to earn your playing time, 
and I think it’s important. And guys want to 
be on that team – they want to be a part of 
that – they want to make big plays on special 
teams.”

BSB Midterm Grade: A
BSB Second-Half Grade: A
BSB Final Grade: A

Punt, Kick Return 
The punt return team was perhaps the 

weakest unit for the Buckeyes in 2021. Af-
ter the Ohio State defense earned stops, the 
punt return team failed to make plays to im-
prove field position. As a team, Ohio State 
averaged just 6.0 yards per punt return, tying 
for 95th in the FBS.

Garrett Wilson returned a team-high 
13 punts, averaging 5.2 yards per return 
with a long of 23, but he returned only one 
punt in the second half of the season. Jaxon 
Smith-Njigba took over and led the team 
with a punt return average of 7.5 on his eight 
returns, while Chris Olave returned one punt 
for 4 yards. 

While the Buckeyes struggled on punt 
returns, they transformed their kick return 
game into a productive unit. After finishing 
next-to-last in the nation with a meager 13.3 
yards per return in 2020, Ohio State climbed 
to No. 22 in the country at 24.5 yards per re-
turn. 

Egbuka took the kick return unit to an-
other level in his first season, ranking 12th 
in the nation at 29.0 yards per return. The 
dynamic returner shone as a bright spot 
for an otherwise unimpressive return team. 
Xavier Johnson averaged 17.3 yards on three 
returns; Julian Fleming averaged 7.3 yards 
on three returns; TreVeyon Henderson had a 
19-yard return; and Steele Chambers posted 

a 13-yard return. 
The kick return team performed at an 

A-level for most of the season, but the lack-
luster punt return team brought the return 
game’s overall grade down to a B.

BSB Midterm Grade: B
BSB Second-Half Grade: B
BSB Final Grade: B

Field Goals, PATs
The Ohio State field goal/PAT unit en-

tered the season with uncertainty following 
the departure of Haubeil, but Ruggles quick-
ly quelled any doubts with a strong start to 
the season. After connecting on all six of his 
field-goal attempts and 37 of his PATs in the 
first half of the year, Ruggles finished the sea-
son at 95.2 percent on field goals (20 of 21) 
and 100.0 percent on PATs (74 of 74). Domi-
nic DiMaccio made his only two PATs on the 
season, and Ohio State’s streak of consec-
utive PATs extended to 177. The Buckeyes’ 
last miss on a PAT came when DiMaccio 
misfired during a 76-5 win against Miami 
(Ohio) in September 2019. 

Protecting their kickers is another strong 
element of the Buckeyes’ kicking game. They 
were one of 29 FBS programs that did not 
allow a blocked kick in 2021. 

Ruggles enjoyed a solid start to the sea-
son, but he became a game-winning weapon 
in the second half. Ohio State won back-to-
back Big Ten battles with Penn State and 
Nebraska by nine points apiece, and Rug-
gles went 4 for 4 on field goals in both con-
tests. 

“When you kick four field goals, and you 
win by 9, it’s obviously huge,” Day said of 
Ruggles after the Nov. 7 win at Nebraska. 
“And it was a 46-yarder into the wind – it 
wasn’t a strong wind, but it was enough – and 
he had a lot of distance on it, and protection 
was solid. He’s becoming a weapon for us, 
and that’s huge.

“It’s a good feeling when you’ve got a guy 
you feel strong about in there, and he’s been 
coming through the past couple games.” 

The Buckeyes ended their season in a 
Rose Bowl showdown with Utah, and they 
needed Ruggles to seal the deal. The UNC 
transfer drilled a 19-yard field goal to give 
Ohio State a 48-45 victory in a game it trailed 
35-21 at halftime. 

“Oh my god, I’m so glad it came down to 
me,” Ruggles said. “I’m so glad I was able 
to have that opportunity to get that kick to 
win the game for these guys. Man, I love this 
team. They put everything on the line tonight. 
We went into the room at halftime, and obvi-
ously it wasn’t going our way, but we decided 
to turn that thing around and fight all the way 
to the end.”

Even though his winning kick was only a 
19-yarder, Ruggles said he approaches every 
kick the same regardless of distance or situ-
ation, understanding that each three-pointer 
could be the decider. 

“Every field goal to me is like a game-win-
ner, because it could come down to it at the 
end of the game,” Ruggles said. “College 
football is crazy nowadays – it comes down 
to three points – so you can’t really miss 
those opportunities, you’ve just got to make 
the most of them.”

BSB Midterm Grade: A
BSB Second-Half Grade: A
BSB Final Grade: A

Newcomers Bolster Play On Special Teams
By JOE DEMPSEY
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer
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Rating The Specialists
 Here is where the OSU specialists 
ranked among the Big Ten and nationally.

Category Stats NCAA Big Ten

Avg. Per Punt 40.9 34th 7th
Punt Return Avg. 6.0 T-95th 12th
KO Return Avg. 24.5 22nd 2nd
Punt Return Def. 5.9 40th 7th
KO Return Def. 17.8 20tth 8th
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Cade Stover could be on the move again. 
For the fourth time in three years at Ohio State, 
the Mansfield, Ohio, product tried his hand at 
a new position as the Buckeyes prepared for 
their Rose Bowl matchup with Utah, and this 
time, the former four-star recruit was right 
back where he started.

After he was recruited to Ohio State as 
an outside linebacker, Stover quickly jumped 
down to defensive end shortly after his arrival. 
He worked there for his first season in 2019 
before he jumped to tight end in 2020 with the 
Buckeyes facing a shortage of depth behind 
Jeremy Ruckert and Luke Farrell following the 
departure of Rashod Berry.

When Farrell and Jake Hausmann finished 
their Ohio State careers at the end of the 2020 
campaign, Stover slid into the No. 2 tight end 
spot in behind Ruckert, where he served this 
season, working largely as a blocker but haul-
ing in five receptions for 76 yards while playing 
in all 12 of Ohio State’s regular-season games.

But with Ruckert and fullback Mitch Rossi 
entrenched entering the Rose Bowl, and the 
pairing of redshirt freshman Joe Royer and 
redshirt freshman Gee Scott Jr. coming on 
strong, the Buckeyes looked to take advantage 
of their newfound depth at tight end. In those 
bowl practices, they worked Stover back in at 
linebacker, where Ruckert said his teammate 
is most comfortable – and where the Buckeyes 
are suddenly lacking in bodies after several 
in-season transfers and injuries to major con-
tributors such as Cody Simon, who did not par-
ticipate against the Utes after a season-ending 
shoulder surgery.

“We’ve gone against each other in practice 
a lot,” Ruckert said. “He loves it over there, 
seems like he’s home over there, back where 
he belongs. And practices are fun with us going 
at it talking smack. It’s good to see him enjoying 
it again. He loved playing tight end, but I think 
linebacker is really where he wants to be. And 
we’re excited to see that. And hopefully, these 

young tight ends can step up because they’re 
doing a great job.”

Stover spent his time in the Sam linebacker 
spot alongside starters Steele Chambers and 
Tommy Eichenberg both in practice and in the 
Rose Bowl, offering Ohio State a bit of a new 
look at the position in general. All three earned 
a start against the run-heavy Utah offense, 
with Eichenberg leading the game in tackles 
(17) and Chambers adding five, while Stover 
notched six.

As for the long-term implications of this 
move? The Buckeyes weren’t yet ready to think 
that far out.

“I asked the defensive guys,” offensive coor-
dinator and tight ends coach Kevin Wilson told 
the media Dec. 29. “We thought they were a 
little bit shy of some body types with a couple 
of injuries. And with Jeremy and Mitch – Joe 
Royer has really come on very, very well too, 
he’ll be the third – (we have the guys at tight 
end). As a matter of fact, (Joe) is technically the 
second tight end in this game with Mitch being 
the fullback, and we’ve got Gee Scott Jr. too. We 
thought we had enough guys to manage a one-
week deal, and we’ll see how this goes.”

Stover’s future position could come down 
to incoming recruiting numbers. For now, 
though, the focus is just on getting a new look 
for a player whom Ohio State would really like 
to get onto the field more.

“With recruiting, we can decide then what 
moves have to happen,” Wilson said. “I’ve had 
a lot of fun with it because I love him. I do ev-
erything I can to give him as much grief as I can 
because, when I love you, I like to grieve you a 
little bit. I’ve got a lot of respect for him.

“He’s brought a lot of energy. When you say 
how’s practice been, he’s brought a lot of ener-
gy to the defense. I think playing offense helped 
him understand some offensive looks of what’s 
going on, so his anticipation looks better. He’s 
practiced well. Defensive guys want to use him. 
It’s been fun going against him. We personal-
ly look each other up and have a little fun with 
each other during practice. It has been really 
good.”

Interestingly enough, throughout his chat 

with the media, Wilson several times eschewed 
the traditional coaching wisdom in talking 
about what could go into making the final deci-
sion for Stover’s future. He said that a big part 
in the choice will be Stover’s preference, which 
he wants to place as the top priority. There’s 
room at tight end for a move into a starting role 
next season, but if Stover’s preference is on the 
defensive side of the ball, Wilson doesn’t want 
to deprive him of that if the numbers allow it.

“We’ll go through after this game and de-
cide long-term, and I said this to him when we 
talked to him. I said, ‘I don’t want to hear what’s 
best for the team because what’s best for the 
team sometimes is a bunch of crap when you’re 

a player,’ ” Wilson said. “I said, ‘What’s best for 
you? If you don’t want to go over to the defense, 
we’ll stay here, you’ll keep playing. You’ll have a 
good opportunity. You’ll play in this game and 
play special teams.’

“And now as we finish this game up, after a 
quick break, we’ll get into January and start get-
ting a plan for spring. I do think we’re getting to 
a point where we need to get direction for him 
so he can have high success. Whether that be 
he’s coming back and going to be a tight end. 
With Jeremy and Mitch being seniors, there’s 
going to be a great opportunity at tight end.

“But right now, there’s a little bit of void at 
linebacker, and there’s an opportunity there. I 
will say this, I think he loves playing over there 
and brings a lot of energy and a lot of fun. 
I think he’s been good for the defense in this 
short period of time. Coach (Ryan Day) will 
talk about what’s best for the team. Personally, 
I want what’s best for Cade. He’s one of my fa-
vorite guys on the whole team. He’s been a plea-
sure to coach. Selfishly, I’d like to coach him, 
but I want to do what’s best for Cade Stover.”

As for the redshirt sophomore himself, Sto-
ver was hesitant to make any declarations on 
where he would prefer to play, saying instead 
that he wants to line up wherever he’s needed 
most, but after his showing in the Rose Bowl, 
he sounded keen on the idea of staying put on 
defense. He mentioned Eichenberg and Cham-
bers as two of his best friends on the team, and 
he relished lining up alongside them.

“I’m so happy to be back over there,” Sto-
ver said after the game. “Seeing Tommy win 
(defensive player of the game) and playing with 
Steele, my best friends, it’s just unbelievable. I 
was so happy when the opportunity came. So 
much emotion inside of me just came out. I’m 
just so happy to be over there and be with my 
best friends.

“I don’t think I’ll ever be able to let this (feel-
ing) go. I’ve got to watch the film yet, but it felt 
good.”

Stover Eyeing Return To Linebacker Position
By PATRICK MAYHORN
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Associate Editor

SONNY BROCKWAY
SWITCHING SIDES — After jumping from defensive end to tight end in 2020, 
Ohio State’s Cade Stover (16) is looking at a move back to the defensive side 
of the ball and a return to his high school position.
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The downfall was as swift as it was 
dramatic when Urban Meyer’s brief but 
disastrous run as an NFL head coach 
ended after 13 games when he was fired 
by the Jacksonville Jaguars on Dec. 16.

Ostensibly it was a report the previous 
day in the Tampa Bay Times in which for-
mer kicker Josh Lambo claimed Meyer 
kicked him in the leg and cursed at him 
while Lambo was stretching before prac-
tice the week leading to the final presea-
son game that caused the action.

Meyer said the allegation was inaccu-
rate and he had witnesses to prove it.

“(General manager) Trent (Baalke) and 
I met with him on multiple occasions to 
encourage his performance, and this was 
never brought up,” Meyer told the Tampa 
Bay Times. “I was fully supportive of Josh 
during his time with the team and wish 
him nothing but the best.”

It was the latest in the series of mis-
steps by the former Ohio State coach, but 
it was the final straw for Jaguars owner 
Shad Khan, who hired Meyer on Jan. 
14, 2021. Although details were not an-
nounced, the contract was reported by 
various sources to be five years at $9 mil-
lion per year.

Soon after he took the job, Meyer 
created a ruckus by hiring then having 
to release a disgraced former University 
of Iowa strength coach. There was also 
Meyer’s perceived mishandling of the de-
velopment by rookie quarterback Trevor 
Lawrence. 

Even more damaging was the social 
media postings early in the season of 
Meyer dancing with a woman other than 
his wife, Shelley, at a restaurant he owns 
in Columbus. That incident was followed 
by numerous accounts of the players 
mocking his coaching ability and dissen-
sion between Meyer and his staff.

“After deliberation over many weeks 
and a thorough analysis of the entirety of 
Urban’s tenure with our team, I am bitter-
ly disappointed to arrive at the conclusion 
that an immediate change is imperative 
for everyone,” Khan said upon Meyer’s 
firing.

A veteran coach, or even a first-year 
one like Meyer, might have been able to 
survive if the team was winning but the 
Jaguars, 1-15 in 2020-21, didn’t. They 
were 2-11 under Meyer before his exit.

After compiling a 187-32 record – the 
third-highest winning percentage all-time 
among college coaches – at Bowling 
Green, Utah, Florida and Ohio State and 
earning three national championships 
(Florida in 2006 and ’08, OSU in 2014), 
Meyer admitted that losing so often at the 
pro level was difficult to digest.

Just four days prior to his firing he was 
criticized for his cold, drive-by postgame 
handshake with Tennessee Titans coach 
Mike Vrabel, the former Ohio State player 
who was the defensive line coach for Mey-
er’s first two seasons at OSU (2012-13). 
The Titans beat Jacksonville 20-0.

“Someone asked me about Vrabel’s 

(handshake),” Meyer told the NFL Net-
work’s Ian Rapoport in a story published 
Dec. 18. “We’re really close. That had 
nothing to do with him. That’s probably 
one of my issues why I’ve thought some of 
the things I said: I can’t take losing. I try 
to accept it. It just eats away at my soul. 
And I believe our players deserve better.

“I tell people, losing eats away at your 
soul,” he continued. “Once you start los-
ing, it’s hard on everybody. I thought at 
one point, when we won two out of three, 
there was some momentum, great energy, 
the defense was really playing well. We 
were running the ball, and then when that 
dried up on us, then we started turning 
the ball over. We had that bye week and 
then ( James Robinson) gets hurt.”

There were reports that Meyer after 
the Tennessee loss got into arguments 
with his assistants and called them los-
ers. He denied those allegations.

Meyer became a punchline as another 
college coach who failed in the NFL. Even 
after his firing the jokes continued.

At his introductory press conference 
after being elevated to interim head coach 
from an assistant, Darrell Bevell was met 
with a statement from an unknown per-
son off camera, “I think you’ve got a really 
good chance to finish with more career 
wins as an interim coach than Urban has 
as a head coach.”

Bevell smiled but did not comment. 
Of note, the Jaguars lost three of four 

games under Bevell to finish at 3-14.
The players weren’t unhappy to see 

Meyer go.
“I wouldn’t say ‘relief,’ but it brings 

some clarity and some direction moving 
forward,” Lawrence said the day of the 
firing. “We really want to go and finish 
this season strong. To be honest, it’s been 
hard the last week with everything going 
on. There are a lot of things being stirred 
up – on the outside, too. It didn’t help. It 
made things a lot of worse.”

To recap some of Meyer’s flash points 
in Jacksonville:

• In February, he hired former Iowa 
strength coach Chris Doyle, who was ac-
cused of making racist remarks and belit-
tling Hawkeyes players. Doyle resigned a 
day later.

• In May, at Meyer’s urging, the Jag-
uars signed Tim Tebow to play tight end. 
The former quarterback helped Florida 
win the two national titles for Meyer. Te-
bow was released during the first cuts of 
the preseason but many viewed him as an 
unneeded and unwanted distraction.

• In June, the NFL fined the Jaguars 
$200,000 and Meyer $100,000 for exces-
sive contact during a June 1 organized 
team activity.

• In August, the NFL Players Associ-
ation said it was concerned after Meyer 
admitted he and Baalke considered a 
player’s vaccination status for final roster 
cuts.

Meyer also flip-flopped in playing Law-
rence or Gardner Minshew as the starter 
throughout the preseason before Min-
shew was traded to the Philadelphia Ea-
gles just before the season opener.

As the regular season began, Mey-

er appeared unprepared for the level of 
play in the NFL, and his decision making 
came into question.

In the first-game loss to the Houston 
Texans, considered the worst team in the 
league, Robinson had just five carries.

Later in the season after Robinson lost 
fumbles in two games, he was benched 
for 16 and 20 plays, respectively. When 
asked about it, Meyer said the decision 
was strictly by running backs coach Ber-
nie Parmalee.

Lawrence publicly criticized the coach-
ing staff and told them the team’s best of-
fensive weapon needed to be on the field.

Meyer got into hot water when photos 
and a video surfaced of him appearing 
to dance with a young woman at Urban 
Chophouse in the Short North District of 
Columbus the weekend after the Jaguars 
lost a Thursday night game in Cincinnati 
to fall to 0-4.

He elected to stay in Ohio instead of 
returning on the team plane per usual. 
He said he was out with his family when 
a group of people wanted a picture with 
him and they coaxed him onto the dance 
floor.

“I just apologized to the team and 
staff for being a distraction,” Meyer said. 
“It was stupid, so I explained everything 
that happened and owned it. Just stupid. 
I should not have myself in that kind of 
position.”

Khan at the time put out a terse state-
ment saying Meyer’s actions were ”inex-
cusable.” 

Meyer’s relationship with the players 
dissolved even further after that, and 
some openly derided his “apology.”

Jaguars running back Carlos Hyde, 
who played for Meyer at Ohio State, said 
many players were resistant to Meyer’s in-
tensity, even during the preseason when 
the top priority should be preparing for 
the regular season as opposed to winning 
meaningless games.

“One thing with Coach Meyer, he wants 
to keep you on your toes,” Hyde said. “He 
never wants to let you walk around here 
feeling comfortable. Some guys were try-
ing to figure him out: ‘He made me feel 
like I might be here today, gone the next.’ 
But I was like, ‘That’s Coach Meyer.’ ”

One person who defended Meyer af-
ter his firing was former Dallas Cowboys 
coach Jimmy Johnson, who successfully 
made the jump from the University of Mi-
ami to the NFL.

“Going to Jacksonville, just like when 
I went to Dallas, you knew you were go-
ing to lose, you’re going to have adversi-
ty,” Johnson told Pro Football Talk. “The 
difference is, in Dallas, I had my entire 
coaching staff from college. I had my ad-
ministrative assistant, I had my P.R. di-
rector, I had my trainer. We were all on 
the same page when we had adversity. He 
didn’t have that in Jacksonville. There was 
a lot of backstabbing, one thing or the oth-
er, because he didn’t have his people.”

His words drew attention for numer-
ous reasons. Foremost, he and Meyer 
are friends and were colleagues at Fox 
Sports, where Meyer spent two years cov-
ering college football after retiring from 

Ohio State after the 2018 season.
Also, the “his people” comment belies 

that Meyer was given control to hire his 
staff in Jacksonville.

Meyer has been a lightning rod wher-
ever he’s gone. He was accused of running 
a lax program at Florida with 31 players 
arrested from 2005-10 before he left due 
to health concerns.

He was an analyst for ESPN in 2011 
prior to being named head coach at Ohio 
State, where he compiled an 83-9 record.

In 2018, he was placed on administra-
tive leave and suspended the first three 
games of the season over his handling of 
spousal abuse allegations against assis-
tant coach Zach Smith. 

During the season Meyer experienced 
severe headaches due a cyst on his brain. 
He again resigned for health reasons fol-
lowing a 12-1 season that included a Rose 
Bowl victory over Washington on New 
Year’s Day 2019. Ryan Day became head 
coach the next day.

However, the lure of coaching never 
left Meyer, though he was respected as an 
analyst for Fox and his preparation and 
presentation were well regarded. 

Meyer, 57, likely can resume that ca-
reer if he desires, but his NFL days seem 
over and a return to college coaching may 
be on hold for a while.

In his interview with Rapoport, Meyer 
expressed regret how his time with the 
Jaguars ended.

“I just apologize to Jacksonville,” he 
said. “It’s one of the reasons I took the 
job. Shad’s a great man. Two reasons I 
took the job: One for him, the second rea-
son was I loved Jacksonville and wanted 
to help turn around an organization that 
had been struggling.

“So, I’m just heartbroken that we 
weren’t able to do that. I still believe it’s 
going to be done. It’s too good of a place.”

Meyer’s NFL Stint Was Controversial, Short 
By CRAIG MERZ
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer
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IN MEMORIAM

You don’t need BSB to tell you that 2021 
was a rough year. In what was thought to 
be a return to normalcy, COVID-19 appar-
ently had different plans for us in 2021. We 
kept on however, with a rededication to the 
memories of friends and family members 
who left the stage last year. What follows is 
a list of Buckeyes who passed away in 2021, 
and though we will miss them, they left us 
with enough memories to make any Buck-
eye proud.

Aurelias Thomas passed away on Feb. 
5 at age 86. Thomas was an Ohio State 
All-American guard and College Football 
Hall of Famer. He played for the Buckeyes 
from 1954-57. Weighing only 202 pounds, 
Thomas was considered undersized for 
a guard in his era. However, he became 
known for his tremendous technique as a 
blocker and mobility as a tackler, and he 
was able to outmaneuver opponents who 
were bigger.

Thomas led Ohio State during his senior 
year to a 9-1 record and a 10-7 victory over 
Oregon in the Rose Bowl, after which the 
Buckeyes were named national champions 
by the coaches and Football Writers Asso-
ciation polls.

He went on to the Pittsburgh Steelers 
in the 1958 NFL draft in the 22nd round, 
though he never played in the league. In-
stead, he became an assistant coach at 
Ohio State for the following season before 
becoming a teacher in the Columbus Pub-
lic School System, where he taught science 
and physical education for 20 years. He also 
coached football for six years, four at Co-
lumbus East and two at Columbus Central, 
helping 40 students to earn college scholar-
ships during that time.

Thomas was inducted into the College 
Football Hall of Fame in 1989 and the Ohio 
State Athletics Hall of Fame in 1992.

Jermon Jackson, former OSU running 
back, age 45, died unexpectedly on Feb. 
26. Jackson was a legend to his high school 
teammates, the Fighting Tigers of Ironton, 
Ohio. He was a two-time first-team all-state 
selection before arriving at OSU, where he 
was part of the highly touted 1994 recruit-
ing class. Jackson set a freshman record by 
scoring three touchdowns in his first game 
with the Buckeyes.

Although he never became a full-time 
starter, spelling Eddie George in 1994-95 
and Pepe Pearson in 1996, Jackson finished 
his career with 698 yards and seven touch-
downs as well as six receptions for 47 yards 

in 26 games at Ohio State from 1994-98.
Granville Waiters, former Ohio State 

men’s basketball player, passed away on 
March 23 at the age of 60. Waiters played 
from 1979-83, totaling 103 games for Ohio 
State, including 61 starts. His career aver-
age was 5.8 points per game with a high of 
10.4 points per contest in his senior year. 
He was a proficient rebounder, hauling in 
7.5 boards per game in his final season for 
the program. On defense, Waiters averaged 
1.9 blocks per game in 1981-82 before up-
ping it to 2.2 per game the following season.

Waiters was drafted 39th overall by the 
Portland Trailblazers, where he averaged 
2.4 points, 2.2 rebounds and 0.7 blocks per 
game during 249 contests played in five to-
tal seasons. Following his NBA time, Wait-
ers played overseas for FC Barcelona and 
Caja Bilbao. During his 1989-90 season 
with Bilbao, his best European season, he 
averaged 9.9 points, 8.2 rebounds and 1.1 
blocks per contest.

After his playing career closed, Waiters 
served on the board of directors for After 
School All-Stars in Ohio which “provides 
programs and transformative opportunities 
that help students develop the skills, knowl-
edge and habits needed to succeed in life, 
school and their future career,” according to 
its website.

Those close to Waiters sang his praises, 
both as a player and man. Former Buckeye 
Jared Sullinger called him a Columbus leg-
end. Current head coach Chris Holtmann 
said in a statement, “I’ve been so impressed 
by the reverence and love his former team-
mates have expressed this week. It’s clear 
Granville meant so much to so many.”

Kharim Stephens, former Ohio State 
walk-on defensive lineman, was killed 
March 27 in a motorcycle accident. He was 
30 years old. A native of Queens Village, NY, 
Stephens was with the Buckeyes in 2012 
but did not appear in any games. He gradu-
ated from Ohio State with a degree in public 
policy analysis and worked as a patient ac-
cess coordinator at the university.

Marv Homan passed away on June 2 at 
the age of 94. Homan was the longtime Ohio 
State director of sports information. He be-
gan his career in 1949, just one year after 
graduating from Ohio State, and worked at 
OSU until retiring in 1987. 

Homan’s work brought him in contact 
with such luminaries as Wes Fesler, Woody 
Hayes and Earle Bruce as well as players 
such as Howard “Hopalong” Cassady, Vic 
Janowicz and Archie Griffin. He missed just 
one of the 403 football games during his 39 
years at the school.

He took over as sports information direc-

tor in 1973. His voice was known to many 
as the voice of the Buckeyes for 30 years on 
the radio and later as a television play-by-
play announcer. 

His lengthy career earned much praise. 
Homan received the Arch Ward Meritorious 
Service Award by the College Sports Infor-
mation Directors of America in 1988. In 
2007, he become one of just four Ohio State 
administrators to be inducted into the Ohio 
State Athletics Hall of Fame.

Alex Gibbs died at age 80 on July 12 
from complications of a stroke. Gibbs was 
an Ohio State offensive coordinator and 
offensive line coach in the 1970s before 
embarking on an NFL career that spanned 
more than 30 years. He coached the offen-
sive line for the Denver Broncos from 1984-
87 and again from 1995-2003 before the 
joining the Broncos for one year in 2013 
as a consultant for the offensive line, which 
was his last year in coaching.

During his time with the Buckeyes, they 
averaged 32.0 points per game in his first 
season, which was fourth best in the coun-
try. Ohio State’s offense remained in the top 
25 during each of his four years and earned 
36 wins to just 10 losses. 

Gibbs added two Super Bowl wins to his 
résumé (XXXII and XXXIII) during his sec-
ond stint with the Broncos.

Gibbs left a legacy of schemes that can 
still be seen in a variety of ways to this day, 
including at Ohio State, where offensive 
coordinator Kevin Wilson continues to im-
plement many of the same ideas in the run 
game of a coordinator who was on the same 
campus more than 40 years prior.

Bo Scott died on Aug. 4 at the age of 
78. He was a reserve running back for the 
Buckeyes in 1962, running 21 times for 
142 yards and a touchdown. In 1965 he 
was drafted by the Cleveland Browns in the 
third round but decided to play for the Otta-
wa Rough Riders in the Canadian Football 
League. He became a star in that league 
and helped the Rough Riders win the Grey 
Cup championship in 1968.

Scott teamed up with the Browns the fol-

lowing year and ran for 2,124 yards and 18 
touchdowns in six seasons.

After his playing career, Scott returned 
to Ohio State and earned his degree and 
worked for the Franklin County Juvenile 
Court from 1979 to 2004. He spent his last 
years working with troubled youth in the Co-
lumbus area.

Dick Schafrath, a former Ohio State 
captain and national champion, passed 
away Aug. 15 at 84 years old. Schafrath 
played offensive tackle and defensive tack-
le for Ohio State on its 1957 national title 
team and added captaincy to those roles in 
1958 when the Buckeyes went 6-1-2 with a 
38-28 win on the road against No. 2 Iowa 
and a 20-14 victory over Michigan to close 
the season.

In both seasons, Schafrath helped to 
block for strong rushing attacks, leading 
the way for the quartet of Bob White, Don 
Clark, Dick LeBeau and Frank Kremblas, 
the latter of whom took the snaps at quar-
terback for the Buckeyes.

Schafrath beat Michigan in both of his 
seasons as a letter winner for the Buck-
eyes before going on to play 13 years for 
the Cleveland Browns from 1959-71, earn-
ing All-Pro honors four times and winning 
Cleveland’s most recent championship 
in 1964, blocking for, among others, Jim 
Brown.

He coached in Washington, D.C., for six 
years after the end of his career and liked 
the town so much that he decided to enter 
politics himself, earning a spot in the Ohio 
Senate for 16 years, serving from 1986-
2003. After his retirement, he went back to 
Ohio State, earning a degree in 2006 at 69 
years old. Six years later, Ohio State induct-
ed him into its Athletics Hall of Fame.

Cecil “Cy” Souders, former offensive 
and defensive end, died at age 100 on Aug. 
30. He was a member of Ohio State’s 1942 
national championship team. Souders 
played for four different coaches during his 
career with the Buckeyes, which spanned 
from 1939-46. He was recruited out of high 
school by Francis Schmidt and spent his 

Remembering Buckeyes We Lost In 2021
By DAVID BREITHAUPT
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Contributor

FILE PHOTO
LOST CHAMPION — Dick Schafrath, a lineman on Ohio State’s 1957 national 
championship team as well as an NFL champion with the Cleveland Browns, 
was one the Buckeyes who passed away in 2021.
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IN MEMORIAM

freshman year playing on Ohio State’s taxi 
squad. He left briefly to get married but re-
turned in 1942 and played for Paul Brown, 
helping Ohio State to its first national cham-
pionship that year. 

After three seasons, the last of which he 
played for Carroll Widdoes, he left school 
again to serve in the U.S. Navy during World 
War II. He returned to Ohio State in 1946 
and played his last season for Paul Bixler, 
winning first-team All-America honors and 
earning team MVP honors in the process.

Souders entered the 1945 NFL draft 
and was picked in the 25th round by the 
then Washington Redskins but ended up 
playing three seasons for the Detroit Lions. 
After football he started a 38-year career in 
business and became president of his own 
company, which managed freight in Detroit.

Souders was inducted in the College 
Football Hall of Fame in 2002.

John Mummey played fullback and 
quarterback for Woody Hayes at Ohio State 
in the early 1960s and then joined Hayes’ 
coaching staff after graduation. He died 
Sept. 6 at his home in Fairport Harbor, 
Ohio, at the age of 80.

Mummey was an All-Ohio halfback at 
Harvey High School in his hometown of 
Painesville, Ohio. He began his college ca-
reer at Ohio State in 1960 and moved to 
quarterback in 1961, helping the Buckeyes 
win a share of the national championship 
that season. He was the team’s “running” 
QB, rotating with Bill Murkowski and Joe 
Sparma. Mummey finished his college ca-
reer with 775 yards rushing and four touch-
downs, averaging 5.7 yards per carry in 
1961 and 5.6 yards in 1962.

Following graduation, Mummey became 
a graduate assistant on Hayes’ staff in 1963 
before embarking on a teaching career that 
included high school coaching. He returned 
to Columbus in 1969 as OSU freshman 
coach before taking charge in 1972 of re-
ceivers and tight ends as well as the team’s 
conditioning program.

After leaving OSU in 1976, Mummey 
worked for several years in business and 
then became an Ohio middle school teacher 
in Kettering and West Carrollton before re-

tiring in 2002.
Devan Bogard was killed during the ear-

ly hours of Oct. 12 when fire engulfed his 
apartment in Elyria, Ohio. He was 27. Inves-
tigators later ruled the cause of the fire as 
accidental. 

Bogard was a receiver and safety on 
Cleveland Glenville’s Division I state run-
ner-up team in 2009 before becoming one 
of the top recruits in the country. He signed 
with Ohio State and 
was a three-year let-
terman from 2012-14 
but a litany of injuries 
– including three ACL 
tears – limited his im-
pact.

After graduating 
from Ohio State, Bo-
gard joined the Elyria 
football program in 
2019 as a linebackers 
coach on head coach Devlin Culliver’s staff. 
The program had been down for several 
years but had qualified for the playoffs at the 
time of Bogard’s death.

Ivan Douglas, the starting left tackle on 
Ohio State’s 2002 national championship 
team, died Oct. 21 due to complications 
from COVID-19. He was 41.

Douglas was hospitalized Sept. 22 after 
contracting the virus and had remained in 
an intensive care unit, at one point being 
placed in a medically induced coma before 
his death.

A native of University Heights, Ohio, 
Douglas attended Benedictine High School 
in Cleveland. His career with the Buckeyes 
was hindered by the development of blood 
clots in his lungs. While he started as a ju-
nior in 2002 for the national championship 
team, the condition sidelined him for the 
2001 and 2003 seasons. He was a three-
year letterman from 2000-02, but the blood 
clots led to a premature end of his football 
career. Douglas was a social worker in re-
cent years and leaves behind a wife and two 
young sons.

Mike Bordner, longtime Ohio State ath-
letic trainer, died Oct. 21 after a lengthy bat-
tle with cancer. He was 76.

Bordner spent 33 years as a full-time ath-
letic trainer at OSU, working primarily with 
the men’s basketball program before his re-
tirement in 2000.

He received a degree in education from 
Ohio State in 1969. His tenure as a trainer 
spanned five coaches including Fred Taylor, 
Eldon Miller, Gary Williams, Randy Ayers 
and Jim O’Brien. In 1979 he was the trainer 
for the USA Basketball squad that compet-
ed at the World Cup Games. He was also 
the head athletic trainer for a Big Ten all-
star team that toured Japan in 1995. Bord-
ner received an honorary Varsity “O” Hall of 
Fame award in 2000. 

“I believe you tracked down my dis-
lodged tooth in ’81 and gave it a chance to 
be saved for a while,” said former OSU star 
Clark Kellogg of Bordner, who was known 
to go the extra mile.

Tom Matte passed away from compli-
cations of leukemia on Nov. 2 at the age of 
82 in his home at Ruxton, Md. A native of 
Cleveland, Matte was an All-America quar-
terback for Ohio State. He was a first pick 
in the 1961 NFL draft by the Baltimore 
Colts and switched to the halfback position. 
Injuries to Johnny Unitas and Gary Cuozzo 
thrust Matte into the limelight, and he took 
over as QB for three games late in 1965. 

“It’s probably one of my greatest career 
highlights,” Matte said. “I was fortunate that 
I led the league in total offense a couple 
times, and I did a lot of good things, I guess, 
but I had more fun playing quarterback in 
those three games than anything else.” 

It was during this time that Matte insti-
tuted the infamous wrist band with his plays 

written on it, later becoming a staple for 
many teams.

Matte was a pro-bowl pick in ’68 and ’69 
and helped the Colts to the NFL champion-
ship in 1968, making the cover of Sports 
Illustrated the following week. The Colts 
went on to win Super Bowl V later in Matte’s 
career in 1971, though he was injured and 
didn’t play. He retired in 1972, working 
briefly as a sports broadcaster for CBS and 
then for a decade on Baltimore radio cover-
ing the Ravens.

Richard “Dick” Finn Jr., age 88, passed 
away at his home under the care of Ohio-
Health Hospice on Nov. 16. Finn taught 
math and science as well as coaching foot-
ball and baseball at Toledo Catholic Central. 

His love of baseball kept him involved 
in the sport for most of his life. He pitched 
batting practice for the Toledo Mud Hens 
and became the head baseball coach at 
the University of Toledo in 1964, where he 
remained for five years. Finn was lured to 
Ohio State in 1969 to fill in for Marty Karow 
while the latter recovered from illness. He 
remained for six years as an assistant coach 
before becoming head baseball coach in 
1975.

Finn stepped down in 1987 to become 
special assistant to athletic director Rick 
Bay, and he remained an OSU athletic ad-
ministrator until retiring in 1994. 

He filled in his remaining years golfing 
and doing charity and volunteer work. Finn 
was inducted into the OHSBCA Hall of 
Fame in 1975, Lima Catholic HOF in 1990, 
Ohio Central District HOF in 2000 and To-
ledo CC HOF in 2006.
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FLASHBACK: 1996 SEASON

Editor’s Note: Buckeye Sports Bulletin is 
marking the 25th anniversary of Ohio State’s 
1996 football season with a two-part feature 
on that Big Ten and Rose Bowl champion-
ship season. This is the second in that series. 

Just when John Cooper thought his days 
of being snakebit at Ohio State were over, the 
same old snake delivered the same old bite.

The Buckeyes had run roughshod over 
10 consecutive opponents to begin the 1996 
season, outscoring those teams by a lopsided 
426-101 margin while racing to a No. 2 spot 
in the national rankings. Littered among the 
Buckeyes’ vanquished foes were three ranked 
opponents, including No. 5 Notre Dame and 
No. 4 Penn State, dispatched rather easily 
on back-to-back weekends in late September 
and early October.

A 27-17 win at Indiana gave Cooper his 
second Big Ten championship and first out-
right title in nine years at OSU and punched 
the program’s ticket to the Rose Bowl for the 
first time in a dozen years. A victory in Pasa-
dena against undefeated and second-ranked 
Arizona State might just give Ohio State its 
first national championship since 1968.

But just as the celebration got started, 
Michigan spoiled the party.

Entering the game with three losses, in-
cluding their last two in a row, the No. 21 Wol-
verines took full advantage of the Buckeyes’ 
poorest performance of the year and ran back 
north across the border with a 13-9 upset vic-
tory. The loss dropped Cooper’s record to a 
dismal 1-7-1 against his team’s archrival and 
left the coach searching for answers yet again 
after failing in the regular-season finale.

“I don’t know,” the coach said at the time. 
“You play defense like we did and hold them 
to 13 points, you ought to win the football 
game. But we didn’t get it done. Give them 
credit and blame us – or blame me for not 
getting the job done.”

The promise of another season had 
been squandered, and frustrated fans again 
prepared to train their offseason assault on 
Cooper. But just as a renewed cacophony of 
criticism reached its crescendo, the coach 
confounded his detractors one more time by 
leading his team to an exciting come-from-
behind Rose Bowl victory against the sec-
ond-ranked Sun Devils.

“That game, in my opinion, was the great-
est victory for John Cooper – not just at Ohio 
State but during his career as a head coach,” 
longtime OSU football historian Jack Park 
told BSB. “John was a head coach for nearly 
25 years, he’s deservedly in the College Foot-
ball Hall of Fame, and he had some major, 
major victories. But I think the win against 
Arizona State in the 1997 Rose Bowl was the 
signature win of his career.”

Cooper himself doesn’t disagree.
“I was in coaching for a long time, and it’s 

certainly a game I’ll never forget,” the coach 
told BSB recently. “Arizona State was 11-0, 
ranked No. 2 in the country, and if they win 
that football game, they’re national cham-
pions. But we beat them, and I think it was 
the greatest victory I’ve ever been associated 
with.”

Much of the criticism stemming for the 

loss to Michigan surrounded the fact that 
Cooper had decided to start sophomore Joe 
Germaine at quarterback for the first time 
all season while rotating junior Stan Jackson 
into the lineup for a few series. The system 
had worked all year with Jackson starting 
and Germaine relieving, but then everything 
came undone against the Wolverines.

Germaine missed split end Dimitrious 
Stanley in the end zone early, an incomple-
tion that led to Ohio State’s first field goal, 
and Jackson later overthrew a wide-open 
Michael Wiley, a misfire that led to the Buck-
eyes’ second field goal. Germaine re-entered 
the game late in the first half and had another 
potential touchdown pass go off the fingertips 
of running back Pepe Pearson.

When the team began Rose Bowl prepa-
rations in December, Cooper had learned his 
lesson. He quickly announced he would go 
back to Jackson as his starter in Pasadena.

OSU’s opponent was Arizona State, a 
school where Cooper had been head coach 
from 1985-87 and a campus located just a 
few minutes from where Germaine grew up. 
But the Sun Devils didn’t exactly lament los-
ing out on a native son. They didn’t even re-
cruit Germaine, despite the fact he threw for 
more than 2,000 yards in each of his junior 
and senior seasons and led Mountain View 
High School to back-to-back state champion-
ship game appearances.

No major college seemed interested in 
the smallish quarterback with the baby face. 
His only scholarship offer came from BYU, 
and that only as a token gesture because of 
his Mormon faith. Then, when the Cougars 
suddenly signed an All-America quarterback 
prospect from California, even they decided 
there was no room on the roster for Ger-
maine. 

Reluctant to give up his dream of becom-
ing the quarterback at a major college pro-
gram, Germaine enrolled at Scottsdale Com-
munity College and flourished, showcasing 
his strong arm and pinpoint accuracy while 
running a high-octane offense and display-
ing the kind of leadership skills every coach 
wants his quarterback to possess.

Ohio State assistant Larry Coker, who 
had been defensive backs coach on Cooper’s 
staff in 1993 and ’94, had scouted Germaine 
in high school and lobbied for the Buckeyes 
to extend a scholarship offer. Cooper wasn’t 
exactly sold on a 6-0, 180-pound quarterback 
prospect, but he decided to take a chance on 
the youngster.

Former OSU assistant Bill Conley, who 
was then in his sixth season as Cooper’s 
recruiting coordinator, told BSB he remem-
bered the head coach didn’t think he needed 
another scholarship quarterback on the ros-
ter.

“We had Stan coming back, and he had 
been Bobby Hoying’s backup for the last cou-
ple of years, and we had already committed 
to signing Mark Garcia, another JUCO trans-
fer out of California,” Conley said. “We were 
looking at another couple of prospects late 
in the game when Larry started lobbying for 
Joe. I remember it was a pretty good selling 
job on Larry’s part.” 

Meanwhile, Arizona State wasn’t worried 
much about Germaine. They had their own 
star quarterback in Jake “The Snake” Plum-
mer, a schoolboy legend out of Idaho who had 
become an instant star for the Sun Devils. 

He was a four-year starter who had finished 
third in the 1996 Heisman Trophy balloting 
behind Florida quarterback Danny Wuerffel 
and Iowa State running back Troy Davis, and 
just ahead of Ohio State offensive tackle Or-
lando Pace.

Plummer threw for 2,776 yards and 24 
TDs that season and ran one of the most ex-
plosive offenses in the nation, but the quarter-
back was by no means a one-man show. He 
had plenty of help from tailback Terry Battle, 
a second-team All-American who rushed for 
1,077 yards that season, as well as consen-
sus All-America left tackle Juan Roque.

On defense, ASU’s leader was Derrick 
Rodgers, another All-America performer 
who went on to an eight-year NFL career as a 
linebacker with Miami and New Orleans. The 
Sun Devils also had the services of an under-
sized but lightning-quick and hard-hitting ju-
nior linebacker by the name of Pat Tillman.

Head coach Bruce Snyder was in his fifth 
season in Tempe and headed for national 
Coach of the Year honors. All he needed to 
complete the Sun Devils’ first perfect season 
in 21 years was a victory against the Buck-
eyes in the Rose Bowl.

Defensive Struggle Early
Despite an uncharacteristically overcast 

morning that spawned off-and-on rain show-
ers, a crowd of 100,635 filed into the Rose 
Bowl for what was supposed to be a battle 
featuring plenty of offensive fireworks. After 
all, Arizona State entered the game averag-
ing 41.3 points per contest while the Buck-
eyes weren’t far behind at 39.5.

What the patrons got instead was an ear-
ly defensive struggle that kept both teams on 
their side of the 50-yard line.

The Sun Devils managed to get a first 
down on the initial offensive series of the 
game, but Ohio State middle linebacker Andy 
Katzenmoyer sacked Plummer two plays 
later for a loss of 7 yards and Arizona State 
eventually punted the ball away.

OSU didn’t do any better. In fact, the Buck-
eyes went into reverse after Jackson was 
sacked on second down for a 5-yard loss and 

then spilled 2 yards shy of the line of scrim-
mage on third down.

But Ohio State got rolling with its second 
possession. Taking over from their own 17 
after another ASU punt, the Buckeyes moved 
83 yards in 11 plays to score the game’s first 
touchdown. Jackson got things going with 
a 10-yard pass completion to split end Dee 
Miller before Pearson carried three times in 
a row to pick up a total of 15 yards.

From there, Jackson took control. He 
rolled outside the left end and picked up 5 
yards on a keeper. Then after finding Mill-
er in the left flat for an 8-yard gain, the QB 
raced around right end and gained 19 yards. 
That got the Buckeyes to the Arizona State 
26-yard line before Jackson zeroed in on full-
back Matt Keller, who had broken free down 
the sideline. Keller stretched out to make the 
catch, good for another 22 yards.

That gave OSU a first-and-goal at the 4, 
but a false-start penalty immediately pushed 
the ball back to the 9. After two passes fell 
incomplete, Jackson threw a dart to fresh-
man receiver David Boston, who came back 
for the ball and got one foot down in the cor-
ner of the end zone before stepping out of 
bounds. Once kicker Josh Jackson had added 
the extra point, the Buckeyes had drawn first 
blood with a 7-0 lead at the 5:04 mark of the 
first quarter.

Arizona State continued to struggle on 
offense throughout the remainder of the first 
quarter. The Sun Devils were limited in the 
opening period to just 11 yards and that lone 
first down they had gotten on their first series.

That was all about to change, however, 
as the second quarter began. ASU finally 
showed some signs of offensive life when 
Plummer completed an 11-yard swing pass 
to Battle on a third-and-10 play. The conver-
sion seemed to jump-start the Sun Devils, 
and they marched methodically downfield 
until Plummer found Jeff Boyer streaking 
down the field on a slant pattern. At the last 
second, Boyer went airborne to make a div-
ing catch in the front left corner of the end 
zone.

Television replays seemed to indicate the 

Rose Bowl Win Proved Cooper’s Crown Jewel

FILE PHOTO
AT LONG LAST — John Cooper (left) deployed Joe Germaine (right) for 
a game-winning drive to earn his first and only Rose Bowl victory as Ohio 
State’s coach against Arizona State following the 1996 regular season.

By MARK REA
BSB Managing Editor Emeritus
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ball had hit the ground before Boyer had 
completed his catch. But in those days, there 
was no official replay, and the catch stood. 
The 25-yard play, followed by a PAT from 
kicker Robert Nycz, knotted the score at 7-7 
with 10:04 remaining until halftime.

When the Buckeyes got the ball back af-
ter the ensuing kickoff, Jackson was suddenly 
ineffective. Pearson gained 11 yards on the 
first two plays of the series, but then the ju-
nior quarterback misfired on three straight 
attempts and Ohio State was forced to punt 
the ball away again. By the time they regained 
possession with 5:30 to go in the half, Cooper 
had decided to see what Germaine could do.

What the junior QB did was hand off to 
Wiley, the backup tailback, on three consecu-
tive plays. Wiley responded with gains of 11, 
3 and 3 yards, but that set up a third-and-4 at 
the Arizona State 46. Germaine completed 
his first pass attempt of the game, but it was a 
quick pass to Boston, who was tackled a yard 
short of the first-down marker.

Ohio State was forced to punt once again, 
and by the time it got the ball back, there was 
less than a minute remaining before halftime 
and the Buckeyes killed the clock with a pair 
of safe Pearson runs up the middle.

With the exception of its touchdown drive, 
the OSU offense had very little to show for 
its first-half effort. The Buckeyes totaled 
125  yards on 30 plays, but subtracting the 
scoring drive dropped that production to an 
anemic 42 yards on 19 plays, an average of 
just 2.2 yards per snap.

Still, that was better than the Sun Devils 
were doing. Taking away their 13-play, 80-
yard scoring drive, they were averaging less 
than a yard per play – 23 offensive plays and 
only 16 yards to show for them.

“I felt real good at halftime,” Cooper said. 
“We knew Arizona State was a good football 
team, and when you play a team like that, 
you’re not real sure how well you’re going to 
match up with them until you actually get into 
the game.

“But as the game started and progressed 
through the first half, our defense was pretty 
much dominating their offense and we were 
moving the ball when we had possession. I 
just felt at halftime that we were the better 
football team.”

Fantastic Finish
Arizona State finally snapped out of its 

doldrums early in the second half thanks 
to the benefit of some good field position. 
Ohio State couldn’t do anything with the 
third-quarter kickoff, and ASU freshman J.R. 
Redmond returned a punt 12 yards to his 
own 46-yard line.

It was the Sun Devils’ best starting posi-
tion of the game, and they cashed in. On the 
second play of the drive, senior receiver Keith 
Poole took a reverse for 13 yards to get his 
team across midfield, and then three plays 
later, Plummer dumped a tight end screen to 
Steve Bush, who rumbled for 23 yards before 
finally being brought down by OSU defen-
sive lineman Luke Fickell and safety Damon 
Moore.

However, Arizona State was flagged for a 
costly personal foul penalty after the play had 
concluded, moving the ball from the OSU 13-
yard line back to the 28. The penalty proved 
to be extremely costly when the Sun Devils 
suddenly bogged down and were forced to 
take a 37-yard field goal from Nycz.

That gave ASU a 10-7 lead with 9:12 re-
maining in the third quarter, but settling for 

three points came back to haunt the Sun Dev-
ils a few minutes later.

A penalty on the ensuing kickoff pushed 
Ohio State’s starting point back to the 12-
yard line, but Germaine didn’t seem to care. 
He first completed a pass over the middle to a 
diving Stanley that was good for 16 yards be-
fore going back to Stanley over the middle on 
the next play. This time, Stanley didn’t have 
to dive. In fact, the pass hit him perfectly in 
stride, and the fleet Buckeye receiver sprint-
ed away from two would-be defenders, jetting 
72 yards for an electrifying touchdown.

“We ran play-action, and Dimitrious ran a 
great route,” Germaine told BSB. “It was a 
post pattern – and they were playing man cov-
erage like they did the whole game – but the 

most important thing was Dimitrious broke 
away and kind of flattened the route which 
gave him separation. Then our line gave us 
great protection, and I was fortunate to get 
the ball to him.”

Germaine was being humble. His fake 
handoff to Pearson fooled even the TV cam-
eraman, and by the time Arizona State defen-
sive back Jason Simmons discovered he had 
been snookered, it was too late. Stanley never 
broke stride after Simmons made a desper-
ate try at a shoestring tackle. 

In seemingly the blink of an eye – only 49 
seconds on the game clock – the Buckeyes 
had erased their three-point deficit and tak-
en a 14-10 advantage at the 8:23 mark of the 
third quarter.

Arizona State got another scoring oppor-
tunity late in the third quarter when it got 
good field position following a poor OSU 
punt. The Sun Devils set up shop with a short 
field at the Ohio State 48 and pushed 5 yards 
closer when the Buckeyes were whistled for 
an illegal substitution.

Plummer went deep over the middle to 
Poole but overthrew his intended receiver. 
However, the Buckeyes helped out again 
when the bench was penalized for a personal 
foul after the play. That gave the Sun Devils 
a first down at the 28-yard line, but they got 
no closer. Katzenmoyer snatched a Plummer 
pass attempt out of the air on a third-down 
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play and the interception ended the threat.
The Buckeyes got a chance to add to their 

lead midway through the fourth quarter when 
Pearson broke loose for a 62-yard scamper 
that took the ball from the OSU 3 to the Ar-
izona State 35. But after reaching as far as 
the 22, Ohio State faltered when Jackson 
misfired on second- and third-down attempts.

Josh Jackson came on for a 37-yard field 
goal try, but Arizona State defensive end 
Brent Burnstein broke through to block the 
kick. The Sun Devils scooped up the loose 
football and returned it into Ohio State ter-
ritory, but they were penalized for an illegal 
forward lateral and pushed back to their own 
42.

Nevertheless, it was the break Plummer 
had been waiting for. He completed a third-
down pass to Poole to keep the possession 
going and then made a crucial fourth-down 
play as the clock ticked under three minutes.

Faced with a fourth-and-4 at the OSU 37, 
Snyder decided to roll the dice with Plum-
mer. The ASU quarterback faded, looked to 
his right, stepped up and delivered a pass 
down the left sideline. Receiver Lenzie Jack-
son leaped into the air just above the out-
stretched hands of Ohio State cornerback Ty 
Howard and came down with 29-yard com-
pletion.

Plummer now had a first-and-goal at the 
OSU 8, but the Buckeyes were unrelenting 
on defense. Backup running back Jeff Paulk 

managed only 1 yard against the middle of 
the line on first down before OSU lineback-
er Greg Bellisari chased Plummer down on 
the next play and sacked him for a 4-yard 
loss.

With 1:47 showing on the clock, Sny-
der called for a timeout and motioned for 
his quarterback to join him on the sideline. 
Plummer nodded in agreement with the play 
his coach had called and jogged back to the 
huddle. On third-and-goal from the 11, the 
Arizona State QB took the snap and immedi-
ately recognized the Buckeyes dropping back 
in pass coverage. Plummer quickly tucked 
the ball and scrambled straight ahead for the 
goal line. By the time any defenders arrived, 
he had already squeezed his 6-2, 212-pound 
frame into the end zone.

Nycz added the extra point to cap the 10-
play, 58-yard touchdown march, and about 
45,000 delirious Arizona State fans began 
to shake their yellow pompons and celebrate 
with a 17-14 lead and only 1:40 remaining in 
the game.

Asked years later what was going through 
his mind at the time, Cooper replied, “When 
that happened, I’ll be honest with you. I’m 
thinking, ‘What in the world do we have to do 
to win this football game?’ But then Joe came 
off the bench and, well, you know the rest.”

It was a scenario of which Germaine had 
been dreaming his entire life. While OSU 
coaches on the field huddled to decide which 
quarterback would be best to lead the hope-
ful rally, quarterbacks coach Walt Harris radi-

oed down from the press box that Germaine 
should be the one to run the team’s two-min-
ute offense and engineer the comeback.

With a look of determination on his face, 
Germaine jogged into the huddle and told his 
teammates to “get ready for the drive of your 
lives.”

Things looked a little bleak at the begin-
ning of that drive, though, when Germaine 
failed to connect over the middle with tight 
end D.J. Jones on both first and second 
downs. But he went back to a familiar target 
on third down, completing a pass to Stanley 
for 11 yards to keep the Buckeyes’ hopes 
alive.

Germaine had Ohio State fans on the 
edge of their seats with two more misfires be-
fore back-to-back completions to Stanley that 
netted a total of 25 yards and got the Buck-
eyes a first down at the ASU 29.

A false-start penalty called when Ger-
maine backed away from the snap too early 
backed OSU up to the 34-yard line before 
a sideline bomb to Stanley fell incomplete. 
However, Simmons was called for pass inter-
ference inside the 10, moving the ball to the 
19 with 41 seconds left.

Germaine scrambled to his right and over-
threw Keller on first down before his over-
the-middle pass to Stanley was broken up by 
ASU cornerback Courtney Jackson. Facing 
third-and-10 with just 28 seconds remain-
ing to play, Germaine tried to get the ball to 
Boston at about the 5-yard line, but Boston 
was being held by defensive back Marcus So-
ward.

That pass-interference penalty pushed 
the ball to the 5 and gave the Buckeyes a first-
and-goal with 24 ticks left on the clock.

With the Sun Devils’ defense running out 
of gas, Germaine called for “Two-Left Twins, 
240 Smash,” a double slant route that had 
worked for the Buckeyes all season. At the 
line of scrimmage, the Ohio State quarter-
back took a quick survey of the defensive 
alignment and knew he had called the right 
play. He shot a quick glance at Boston and, 
with a nod of his head, took the snap. As 
Stanley slanted toward the middle of the 
field, taking most of the Arizona State de-
fenders with him, Boston broke to his right 
and found himself all alone in the right flat. 
The OSU freshman gathered in Germaine’s 
quick flip at about the 2 and shuffled back-
ward into the end zone with the 5-yard touch-
down pass.

“Dimitrious was lined up (in the slot), and 
you know he was going to occupy the corner,” 
Germaine said. “Then the guy on David antic-
ipated we would go to Dimitrious, and when 
he dropped back, David was wide open. All I 
had to do was get it to him.”

Burnstein got through the Ohio State kick 
protection unit again to block the extra point, 
leaving the score at 20-17.

But there were only 19 seconds remain-
ing in the contest. Plummer tried his best to 
get his team into range for a possible tying 
field goal, connecting with Bush for 13 yards 
and then Lenzie Jackson for a 17-yard gain 
to the Ohio State 35. But the over-the-middle 
reception by Jackson simply took too long 
to develop, and time ran out before the Sun 
Devils could run another play.

Germaine finished with rather modest 
stats, completing 9 of 17 passes for 131 yards 
and two touchdowns. But it was the way he 
rallied the team in the second half that set 
his performance apart and earned him offen-
sive player of the game honors. The 72-yard 
completion to Stanley was the longest pass 
completion in Ohio State postseason histo-
ry, and the fourth-quarter comeback allowed 
the Buckeyes to pull off their first Rose Bowl 
victory since a 42-21 triumph over Southern 
California in 1974.

Asked to remember his “drive of your life” 
speech in the huddle, Germaine shrugged 
and said, “There were so many things going 
through my mind, I can’t remember exact-
ly what was said, but I just wanted them to 
know we were going to get this thing done. 
We had a good feeling in the huddle, and you 
just knew something good was going to hap-
pen.”

Cooper said the contest boiled down to 
three key matchups.

“First, there was our cornerback Shawn 
Springs against Poole, their best receiver, 
and Poole had one catch in that game,” he 
said. “Second, it was Orlando Pace against 
Derrick Rodgers, and let me tell you that was 
absolutely no contest. I think Rodgers had 
only three or four tackles (he was credited 
with five) and got nowhere close to our quar-
terback.

“And that was the third matchup – how 
well we could protect our quarterback. They 
wound up getting a couple of sacks, but on 
that last drive, when things mattered the 
most, our offensive line did an outstanding 
job of protecting Joe. So, in terms of the three 
key matchups, we won them all, and there’s 
no question in my mind that the better team 
won that day.” 

Ohio State finished its 1996 season with 
an 11-1 record and a No. 2 ranking behind 
consensus national champion Florida. The 
Buckeyes would not return to Pasadena for 
another 13 years, when they scored a 26-17 
victory against Oregon following the 2009 
season.

Germaine Rallies Team In Second Half
Continued From Page 31
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To sign up for this free service
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subscriptions@buckeyesports.com 
and we will send you easy-to-follow 
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Buckeye Sports Bulletin online

Buckeye Sports Bulletin has 
expanded its online presence to a 

full-service website to complement 
the 24 annual print editions. Access to 
BuckeyeSports.com is free to all print 

subscribers and includes numerous 
great features like:

• Daily features, analysis and breaking news 
stories

• A fan forum where readers can interact 
with the BSB staff and other subscribers while 

catching up on the latest Buckeye news
• Rosters, scholarship charts, schedules and 

commit lists for the football team to keep up 
to date with the Buckeyes

• Electronic versions of the BSB print editions
• The BSB Quickly archive

2021 FOOTBALL (11-2, 9-1)
Sept. 2 at Minnesota, W 45-31; 11 

OREGON, L 35-28; 18 TULSA, W 41-20; 25 
AKRON, W 59-.7.

Oct. 2 at Rutgers, W 52-13; 9 
MARYLAND, W 66-17; 23 at Indiana, W 
54-7; 30 PENN STATE, W 33-24.

Nov. 6 at Nebraska, W 26-17; 13 
PURDUE, W 59-31; 20 MICHIGAN STATE, 
W 56-7; 27 at Michigan, L 42-27.

Jan. 1 vs. Utah in Rose Bowl, W 48-45.
2022 FOOTBALL

Sept. 2 NOTRE DAME; 10 ARKANSAS 
STATE; 17 TOLEDO; 24 at Michigan State.

Oct. 1 at Penn State; 8 RUTGERS; 15 
IOWA; 29 INDIANA.

Nov. 5 at Northwestern; 12 WISCONSIN; 
19 at Maryland; 26 MICHIGAN.

2023 FOOTBALL
Sept. 2 at Indiana; 9 SAN JOSE STATE; 

16 WESTERN KENTUCKY; 23 at Notre 
Dame.

Oct. 7 MARYLAND; 14 at Purdue; 21 
PENN STATE; 28 at Wisconsin.

Nov. 4 at Rutgers; 11 MICHIGAN STATE; 
18 MINNESOTA; 25 at Michigan. 

MEN’S BASKETBALL (10-3, 4-1)
Nov. 1 INDIANAPOLIS (EXH.), W 82-46; 

9 AKRON, W 67-66; 12 NIAGARA, W 
84-74; 15 BOWLING GREEN, W 89-58; 
18 at Xavier, L 71-65 22 at Seton Hall, W 
79-76; 24 at Florida, L 71-68; 30 DUKE, 
W 71-66. 

Dec. 5 at Penn State, W 76-64; 8 
TOWSON, W 85-74; 11 WISCONSIN, W 
73-55; 18 at Kentucky, Canceled; 21 
TENNESSEE MARTIN, Canceled; 28 NEW 
ORLEANS, Canceled.

Jan. 2 at Nebraska, W 87-79 (OT); 6 at 
Indiana, L 67-51; 9 NORTHWESTERN, W 
95-87; 13 at Wisconsin; 16 PENN STATE; 
18 IUPUI; 22 NEBRASKA; 27 at Minnesota; 
30 at Purdue.

Feb. 3 IOWA; 6 MARYLAND; 9 at 
Rutgers; 12 at Michigan; 15 MINNESOTA; 
19 INDIANA; 24 at Illinois; 27 at Maryland.

March 3 MICHIGAN STATE; 6 
MICHIGAN; 9-13 Big Ten Tournament at 
Indianapolis.

WOMEN’S BASKETBALL (11-3, 3-2)
Nov. 3 SLIPPERY ROCK (EXH.), W 96-48; 

10 BUCKNELL, W 71-48; 14 NORFOLK 
STATE, W 86-48; 17 BOWLING GREEN, 
W 94-63; 23 BELLARMINE, W 110-58; 27 
CINCINNATI, W 86-50.

Dec. 1 at Syracuse, L 97-91;  5 at 
Purdue, W 70-53;  7 MOUNT ST. MARY’S, 
W 94-50;  12 INDIANA L 86-66;  15 
ALABAMA STATE, W 97-51;  19 at UCLA, 
Canceled;  21 at San Diego State, W 
66-54;  31 at Michigan, L 90-71.

Jan. 3 PENN STATE, Postponed;  6 
ILLINOIS, W 90-69;  9 at Northwestern, 
W 74-61;  12 MICHIGAN STATE;  15 
at Minnesota;  20 MARYLAND;  23 at 
Rutgers;  27 MICHIGAN;  31 at Iowa.

Feb. 7 RUTGERS;  10 NEBRASKA;  14 at 
Illinois;  17 at Maryland;  20 WISCONSIN;  
27 MICHIGAN STATE.

March 3-6 Big Ten Tournament at 
Indianapolis.

MEN’S ICE HOCKEY (15-6-1, 7-4-1)
Oct. 8 at Bentley, L 2-1; 9 at Bentley, W 

7-1; 15 UCONN, W 4-3 (OT); 16 UCONN, 
W 3-0; 29-30 MICHIGAN STATE, L 2-1, W 
5-1.

Nov. 5 PENN STATE, W 5-2; 6 PENN 

STATE, W 4-1; 12 at Minnesota, W 4-3; 13 
at Minnesota, L 2-0; 26 Mercyhurst, L 5-4; 
27 MERCYHURST, W 3-2.

Dec. 3 at Notre Dame, W 4-2; 4 at 
Notre Dame, L 5-1; 10 MICHIGAN, L 
5-2; 11 MICHIGAN, W 6-1; 16 BOWLING 
GREEN, W 4-3 (OT);17 at Bowling Green, 
W 3-2; 31 LIU, W 6-0 

Jan. 1, LIU, W 7-2. 8 at Wisconsin, W 
5-3; 9 at Wisconsin, T 2-2 OT (SW); 14-15 
NOTRE DAME, 7 p.m., 8 p.m.; 21-22 at 
Michigan State, TBD; 28-29 at Penn State, 
TBD.

Feb. 4-5 WISCONSIN, 7 p.m., 8 p.m.; 
11-12 MINNESOTA, 6:30 p.m., 6 p.m.; 
18-19 at Michigan, 7:30 p.m.; 8:30 p.m.

March 4-6 Big Ten Quarterfinals; 12 Big 
Ten Semifinal; 19 Big Ten Championship.
WOMEN’S ICE HOCKEY (17-3-0, 13-3-0)

Sept. 24 ST. THOMAS, W 6-0; 25 ST. 
THOMAS, W 4-1

Oct. 1 at Minnesota, W 4-2; 2 at 
Minnesota, W 4-1 15 BEMIDJI STATE, 
W 7-0, 16 BEMIDJI STATE, W 3-1; 23 at 
Wisconsin, L 3-1; 24 at Wisconsin, L 2-1 
(OT); 29 ST. CLOUD STATE, W 5-2; 30 ST. 
CLOUD STATE, W 10-1.

Nov. 5 at St. Thomas, W 8-1, 6 at St. 
Thomas, W 6-2; 19 MINNESOTA STATE, W 
6-3; 20 MINNESOTA STATE, W 9-0; 26 DC 
Tournament at Washington, D.C., vs. St. 
Lawrence, W 5-2; 27 DC Tournament at 
Washington, D.C., vs. Penn State, W 4-2.

Dec. 3 at Minnesota Duluth, L 5-2; 4 at 
Minnesota Duluth, W 6-2.

Jan. 7 LINDENWOOD, W 8-2; 8 
LINDENWOOD, W 10-0; 14-15 at St. Cloud 
State, TBA; 21 MINNESOTA DULUTH, 6 
p.m.; 22 MINNESOTA DULUTH,  3 p.m.; 
28 MINNESOTA, 6 p.m.; 29 MINNESOTA, 
3 p.m.

Feb. 4-5 at Minnesota State, TBA; 11-12 
at Bemidji State, TBA; 18 WISCONSIN, 
6 p.m.; 19 WISCONSIN, 3 p.m.; 25-27 
WCHA Quarterfinals, TBA

MARCH 5-6 WCHA Championships.
WOMEN’S VOLLEYBALL (27-6, 15-5)
Aug. 27 NORTHERN KENTUCKY, W 3-0; 

28 WASHINGTON, W 3-1.
Sept. 3 Red Raider Classic at Lubbock, 

Texas, vs. Rhode Island., W 3-0; 4 Red 
Raider Classic at Lubbock, Texas, vs. Texas 
State, W 3-1; 4 Red Raider Classic at 
Lubbock, Texas, vs. Texas Tech, W 3-0; 
10 VCU Invitational at Richmond, Va., vs. 
James Madison, W 3-0; 11 VCU Invitational 
at Richmond, Va., vs. VCU, W 3-0; 11 VCU 
Invitational at Richmond, Va., vs. Virginia, 
W 3-0; 17 at Notre Dame, W 3-0; 19 
NOTRE DAME, W, 3-2; 24 at Purdue, L 
3-2; 26 at Penn State, L 3-0; 29 INDIANA, 
W 3-0.

Oct. 2 MARYLAND, W 3-0; 8 at 
Michigan State, W 3-0; 10 MICHIGAN, 
W 3-0.; 15 PURDUE, W 3-1. 16 Rutgers, 
W 3-0; 22 at Wisconsin, L 3-1; 24 at 
Minnesota, L 3-1.; 29 at Michigan, W 3-0; 
31 MICHIGAN STATE, W, 3-1.

Nov. 4 MINNESOTA, L 3-1; 6 NEBRASKA, 
W 3-0; 13 at Northwestern, W 3-1; 14 at 
Illinois, W 3-0; 19 IOWA, W 3-1; 21 PENN 
STATE, W 3-0; 24 at Rutgers, W 3-0; 26 at 
Maryland, W 3-0.

Dec. 3 NCAA Round 1 vs. Howard, 
W 3-0; 4 NCAA Round 2 vs. Tennessee, 
W 3-1; 9 NCAA Regional Semifinal vs. 
Georgia Tech, L 3-0.
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As is the norm now, Ohio State signed the 
majority of its class of 2022 during the early 
signing period from Dec. 15-17, picking up 
signatures from 19 commits in the class.

“I’m very excited about this class,” Ohio 
State head coach Ryan Day said Dec. 15. 
“I think that when you combine first off, the 
athletic ability and the potential these guys 
have to be really good football players, that’s 
one thing. But it’s also the type of people that 
we have that are coming into this program – 
these 19 are as quality as you’re going get.”

Ohio State signed a number of stars, in-
cluding Kettering (Ohio) Alter linebacker 
C.J. Hicks and Pickerington (Ohio) Central 
safety/linebacker Sonny Styles, both with 
five stars, and figured out the future at quar-
terback with Draper (Utah) Corner Canyon 
four-star Devin Brown.

“We want to bring in a quarterback every 
year for a lot of reasons,” Day said. “When 
Quinn (Ewers) decided to reclassify, we went 
about the business of finding a quarterback 
in that class. We weren’t going to force it. 
We had to find somebody we thought fit. We 
looked really at only two or three guys.

“Devin stuck out. He just did. I was sold 
when I watched his film and then got him 
on the phone. Then he showed me a video 
of him windmill dunking. That put me over 
the top. I said, ‘Look at this guy.’ He has a 
tremendous personality. He is very competi-
tive, very gifted, very intelligent, but also very 
athletic. I’m excited to see his energy come 
into this building pretty soon.”

The Buckeyes and wide receivers coach 
Brian Hartline also pulled in a strong haul 
of receivers with Austin (Texas) Lake Tra-
vis four-star Caleb Burton, Chicago St. Rita 

four-star Kaleb Brown, Chandler, Ariz., four-
star Kyion Grayes and Suwanee (Ga.) Lam-
bert four-star Kojo Antwi.

“We’re bringing in four guys at wideout 
because there’s a major need there,” Day 
said. “And we brought in some different guys 
across the board, in different areas in the 
D-line, the offensive line, certainly getting 
depth at quarterback was critical for us,” 
Day said. “There’s always needs, and I think 
we’ve hit some of these here.”

Day said Dec. 15 that Ohio State would 
look to sign upwards of 20 players in the 
class, and the staff made good on its prom-
ise, earning a number of additional commit-
ments after the early period.

 This includes Duncanville (Texas) 
four-star defensive end Omari Abor, Ham-
mond (Wisc.) Saint Croix Central four-star 
offensive lineman Carson Hinzman and Ran-
cho Santa Mar- garita (Calif.) Catholic four-
star defensive lineman Hero Kanu, who did 
not announce until Jan. 8 but signed during 
the early period, meaning Ohio State’s class 
sits at 21 commits, with Abor and Hinzman 
still waiting to sign on traditional signing day 
Feb. 2. 

Including the recent transfers of Dea-
Monte Trayanum and Tanner McCalister 
to the Buckeyes, this puts Ohio State at 83 
scholarships accounted for, with future de-
cisions still waiting for a number of current 
players, including Sevyn Banks, Jerron Cage, 
Zach Harrison, Mitch Rossi, Noah Ruggles, 
and Taron Vincent, which could open up a 
number of spots if Ohio State is looking to 
sign more players in the class.

Even if every player mentioned returns, 
the Buckeyes would still have two spots for 
someone else in the class or for additional 
transfers.

Since the early signing period ended Dec. 
17, Ohio State gained two commitments on 
the defensive line in Abor (6-4, 240) and 
Kanu (6-5, 293). Abor committed on Jan. 2 
at the Under Armour All-American Game, 
while Kanu announced his commitment on 
Jan. 8 at the All-American Bowl.

Abor is ranked the No. 38 overall pros-
pect in his class and the No. 4 defensive end. 
He selected the Buckeyes over his other top 
schools that included Alabama, LSU, Texas 
and Texas A&M.

“Honestly, it is really just Larry Johnson 
and the communication he had ever since he 
offered me,” Abor told 247Sports. “One thing 
I like about it is it’s a well-known school.”

He had long been considered an Ohio 
State lean, receiving an offer from the Buck-
eyes on Nov. 3, 2020, and eventually getting 
on campus for an official visit on June 4, 
2021.

“Abor owns college-ready size as an edge 
rusher and appears to possess the frame po-
tential to bulk into a typical strongside type 
with scheme versatility,” said 247Sports ana-
lyst Gabe Brooks.

Abor did not sign during the early period 
and said he plans to continue taking visits to 
his other top schools, signaling that this is 
not a done deal for the Buckeyes despite his 
verbal commitment.

“It’s really strange,” The Athletic’s Bill 
Landis told BSB. “As long as Larry Johnson 
doesn’t retire, and I don’t think he’s going to, 
I would feel OK-to-pretty good about Om-
ari Abor staying in the class. But anytime a 
guy leaves the door open like that, especial-
ly when he’s in Texas with the success that 
A&M and University of Texas are having 
right now, I wouldn’t sleep very well until he 
signs that letter in the first week of February.”

As for Kanu, while he isn’t as flashy a 
commitment as Abor, he’s still the 105th-best 
prospect and the No. 18 defensive lineman, 
and he helps to round the class out with four 
on the defensive line.

Ohio State beat out Georgia, LSU, Notre 
Dame and Oklahoma for Kanu, who is from 
Germany and began playing high school 
football just two years ago. He received an 
offer from the Buckeyes this past May 17 and 
took official visits to all five of his top schools, 
including Ohio State on Oct. 30 for the Penn 
State game.

While Kanu announced his commitment 
at the All-American Bowl, as mentioned, he’s 
been signed with Ohio State since the early 
period.

“I love the coaching staff and I love how 
well they develop defensive linemen,” Kanu 
told 247Sports. “That was always huge for 
me in my decision. I’m still really new to 
football and have only played for a couple 
of years so I wanted to pick a school that I 
know will help me get better and maximize 
my potential.

“I wanted to find a family atmosphere be-
cause I don’t have any family out here,” he 
con-tinued. “Being from Germany, finding a 
home away from home where I would feel 
comfortable was big and I felt that at Ohio 
State.” 

Though he’s relatively new to football, 
there doesn’t appear to be much cause for 
concern with his transition to the college 
game, as 247Sports analyst Greg Biggins 
noted he checks several boxes for intangi-
bles.

“Kanu is a big interior lineman with 
plus-quickness and athleticism,” Biggins 
said. “He’s naturally strong, shows a great 
get-off and has a rare combination of size, 
power and twitch with the kind of motor you 
love to see in an interior lineman. He’s only 
played two years of football and is still learn-
ing the sport but has a soccer background 
that has helped him with his overall quick-
ness and coordination.”

Kanu may be viewed as more of a project 
as he acclimates, but Abor, if he does indeed 
sign with the Buckeyes, should push for im-
mediate playing time in Ohio State’s rotation 
on the defensive line, potentially joining a 
storied history of edge rushers at Ohio State 
to make an impact in their freshman sea-
sons.

OL Hinzman Leaves
Home, Commits To OSU

After a drawn-out recruiting battle be-
tween Ohio State and Wisconsin, the Buck-
eyes came out on top for four-star offensive 
lineman Hinzman (6-4, 280), who commit-
ted to play for Ohio State Jan. 4.

He’s rated the No. 134 overall prospect 
in 2022 and the No. 6 interior lineman, as 
well as the second-best prospect out of Wis-
consin. He committed to Ohio State over 
in-state Wisconsin and also held offers from 
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OSU Football Verbal Commitments
Players in the class of 2022 who have issued a verbal commitment to play football at Ohio State.

Player Pos. Ht. Wt. Stars High School
Omari Abor DE 6-4 240 «««« Duncanville, Texas
Kojo Antwi WR 6-0 190 «««« Suwanee (Ga.) Lambert
Devin Brown QB 6-3 190 «««« Draper (Utah) Corner Canyon
Jyaire Brown CB 6-0 178 «««« West Chester (Ohio) Lakota West
Kaleb Brown WR 5-11 177 «««« Chicago St. Rita
Caleb Burton WR 6-0 165 «««« Del Valle, Texas
Bennett Christian TE 6-6 235 ««« Acworth (Ga.) Allatoona
Caden Curry DL 6-3 250 «««« Greenwood (Ind.) Center Grove
George Fitzpatrick OT 6-6 285 «««« Englewood(Colo.) Cherry Creek
Kyion Grayes WR 6-1 170 «««« Chandler, Ariz.
Dallan Hayden RB 5-11 195 «««« Memphis (Tenn.) Christian Brothers
Avery Henry OT 6-7 305 ««« St Clairsville, Ohio
C.J. Hicks LB 6-3 220 ««««« Kettering (Ohio) Archbishop Alter
Carson Hinzman OL 6-4 280 «««« Saint Croix Central, Wis.
Kenyatta Jackson DE 6-5 235 «««« Hollywood (Fla.) Chaminade-Madonna
Hero Kanu DL 6-5 293 «««« Santa Margarita Catholic, Calif.
Gabe Powers LB 6-4 230 «««« Marysville, Ohio
Kye Stokes ATH 6-2 185 «««« Seffner (Fla.) Armwood
Sonny Styles S 6-4 215 ««««« Pickerington (Ohio) Central
Tegra Tshabola OT 6-5 340 «««« West Chester (Ohio) Lakota West
Ryan Turner CB 6-0 180 «««« Hollywood (Fla.) Chaminade-Madonna Prep
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Alabama, Clemson, Michigan, Oregon and 
Penn State.

“It was their culture,” Hinzman told Elev-
en Warriors of why he picked Ohio State. “I 
love how they have that championship-win-
ning culture. They have a great chance to 
further their players and make you better. 
The competition there is absolutely insane. 
They’re pulling in the best defensive line-
men, and if you want to be the best offensive 
lineman, you have to beat the best defensive 
linemen. I love the consistency, it’s huge for 
me, and they’ve been consistently great.”

He took official visits to the Badgers on 
June 4 and the Buckeyes on June 11, where 
he received his offer just days later, as well 
as to Iowa and Notre Dame, though schools 
other than Ohio State and Wisconsin never 
seemed to take hold in Hinzman’s recruit-
ment. He was originally set to commit and 
sign during the early period but then recant-
ed, saying he hadn’t made his mind up yet.

While the margins between these schools 
seemed razor thin for Hinzman’s services, 
a potential tipping point happened at the 
last minute, with Wisconsin’s offensive line 
coach, Joe Rudolph, leaving for the same 
position at Virginia Tech. Rudolph was 
Hinzman’s primary recruiter for the Bad-
gers, and his departure advanced Hinzman’s 
timeline.

“It was hard,” Hinzman said of the coach-
ing change. “Obviously you can’t pick a 
coach over a college. I knew that right from 
the get-go. I’ve been talking with my family 
about that. You obviously can’t pick schools 
on coaches, because they can leave. You have 
to be committed to the culture there, and the 
culture stems from all the people, not one or 
two coaches. That’s what really made me feel 
comfortable going here.”

While former offensive line coach Greg 
Studrawa’s firing would raise similar ques-
tions, both Hinzman and Englewood (Colo.) 
Cherry Creek offensive lineman George 
Fitzpatrick confirmed during practice at the 
All-American Bowl that they are not waver-

ing in their commitments.
“I was surprised,” Fitzpatrick told 

247Sports about the firing. “I had a great re-
lationship with Coach Stud. To see him go is 
disappointing, but it definitely doesn’t change 
things. That’s something my parents told me 
about this process. Don’t go to a school for 
the coach, go for the culture, the program, 
the history and the tradition. And that’s what 
Ohio State has. Knowing Coach Day and the 
culture he’s built, I know he’s going to bring 
someone in that fits that culture and that’s 
going to be a good coach at the same time.”

Hinzman played at every position on the 
offensive line high school, so Ohio State has 
a clean slate to work with for the Wisconsin 
product, though he’ll likely project to either 
guard or center.

“Hinzman is a good athlete who has 
also played basketball,” said 247Sports’ Al-
len Trieu. “He’ll come into college with four 
years of varsity experience. He plays hard 
and to the whistle, he’s nimble and gets into 
the second level with balance and fluidity. 

“Now, he needs more experience and 
reps against top-level defensive linemen. He 
has to still add weight and get stronger. But 
he’s technically sound, works and plays hard, 
he’s position-versatile and he has good agility 
– all qualities that make him a very safe pros-
pect. He should be a multi-year college start-
er with a good chance to play beyond that.”

The new trio of verbals brought Ohio 
State up to 21 commitments – 19 signed, 
two waiting to put pen to paper – in the class 
of 2022, which is still ranked the fourth-over-
all class in the country behind Georgia, Ala-
bama and Texas A&M.

Bucks Lose Out
On OL Greene

Bellflower (Calif.) St. John Bosco four-
star offensive lineman Earnest Greene (6-4, 
330) ended any lingering questions in his 
recruitment, issuing a verbal commitment 
to Georgia during the All-American Bowl on 
Jan. 8.

Greene, rated the No. 40 overall prospect 
in 2022 and the No. 2 interior lineman, com-
mitted to the Bulldogs over Alabama, Ohio 
State, Texas and USC.

“I like their style of play and fit in re-
ally well with what they do,” Greene told 
247Sports of why he committed to the Bull-
dogs. “Their offensive line allowed the least 
amount of sacks, aside from Army and Navy 
who run the ball. They really rely on their 
dominant offensive line play. I like how they 
scheme and I just like their overall style of 
play.” 

The Buckeyes were heavily involved in 
Greene’s early recruitment, but Alabama and 
Georgia had taken the lead in recent months. 
He visited Ohio State on Oct. 30, but a crys-
tal ball prediction had already been issued 
by Biggins to Georgia at that point, and 
247Sports’ Steve Wiltfong predicted Greene 
to the Bulldogs Dec. 16.

While losing Greene hurts, Ohio State 
did not feel the sting as badly with Hinzman 
committing days earlier. This leaves the 
Buckeyes with a four-man class on the offen-
sive line, with Hinzman joining West Chester 
(Ohio) Lakota West four-star Tegra Tshabola, 
Fitzpatrick and St. Clairsville, Ohio, three-
star Avery Henry.

OSU Well-Represented
In All-American Bowl

The annual Army All-American Bowl was 
played Jan. 8. with the West taking home a 
34-14 win over the East.

At the Alamodome in San Antonio, Ohio 
State was among the most well-represented 
schools, with 11 commits on the All-Ameri-
can Roster.

The Buckeyes were represented by wide 
receivers Antwi, Burton and Grayes; of-
fensive linemen Tshabola, Fitzpatrick and 
Hinzman; Devin Brown; and Greenwood 
(Ind.) Center Grove four-star defensive line-
man Caden Curry, in addition to Kanu, who 
committed during the game via video chat.

Kaleb Brown and West Chester (Ohio) 

Lakota West four-star cornerback Jyaire 
Brown were also set to compete but were 
forced to miss the bowl following positive 
COVID-19 tests. 

Knowles Already In
Contact With Recruits

Ohio State announced the hire of defen-
sive coordinator Jim Knowles on Dec. 7, and 
though he wasn’t fully integrated into the 
program until January, he’s been in contact 
with Ohio State recruits since his hiring.

“Jim spoke with a bunch of them, and any 
of them who had any questions, he was there 
for them,” Day said Dec. 15 “The structure of 
what we’re going to do isn’t going to (change 
much), but a lot of those guys, we encour-
aged them to watch the film at Oklahoma 
State and see how they’re doing things and 
ask questions.”

Linebackers Hicks and Gabe Powers 
both told Eleven Warriors that Knowles has 
been in contact, and Hicks said he’s watched 
film at Oklahoma State to get a sense of 
Knowles’ scheme.

“They kind of run a similar defense to (my 
high school), so it’s not that much different, 
just different terminology,” Hicks said. “He’s 
a good coach, and I like him. I enjoy him a 
lot.”

It was also reported that Knowles con-
tacted Fort Worth (Texas) North Crowley 
three-star linebacker S’Maje Burrell, who re-
ceived an offer from the Buckeyes on Dec. 8.

Burrell is ranked the No. 423 overall 
prospect in 2023 and the No. 33 overall line-
backer. He holds other offers from Baylor, 
Kansas, SMU, TCU, Texas, Texas Tech and 
Utah, among others.

OSU Hosts Rose Bowl
Practice At St. John Bosco

Just because Ohio State’s focus was on 
the Rose Bowl doesn’t mean that recruiting 
took a back seat.

Continued On Page 36

ASK AN ANALYST
With Eric Lammers of Rivals.com

Sonny Styles and Quinn Ewers both made headlines 
when they reclassified from their respective classes. Are 
these one-offs, or does it signal a larger trend of players 
reclassifying?

“The market will dictate that. The reason that you’d do that 
as a high school kid is if you see the dollar signs in front of you 
with the NIL money that could be there for you. If I’m Ohio State 
or a college program in general, I’m probably a little bit wearier 
of that, not even just because of the Ewers situation. Getting 
burned on that doesn’t make anybody feel good about the NIL. 

“But at the same time, you get somebody like Styles, who 
is from Ohio, from Columbus, you feel a little bit better about 
bringing him in. 

“I don’t know if it’s necessarily going to be a trend. At the 
end of the day, you’re talking about 17-year-old kids, bringing 
them onto a college campus and putting them into an environ-
ment that they’re not necessarily mature enough and ready for. 
They should just be high school kids and enjoy high school. 
Those years, you never get those back.

“When we would talk about midyear enrollees, sometimes 
you just want that kid to enjoy the last semester of high school. 
Now, if he has a chance to come on campus and help you im-
mediately, then yes, it makes sense to bring him in there and 
get him in the strength program and get him on the practice 
field in the spring.

“I think maturity-wise, not a lot of those kids are ready for 

that at that age. They think they are and they think they’re ready 
for the million dollars and things like that, but at the end of the 
day, it’s a whole different ballgame when you’re talking about 
you’re stepping into a college locker room and a strength pro-
gram. Kids might want to do it a little bit more if they have the 
opportunity because of the deals that are available to them, but 
I think it’s something that staff have to really ask if it is in the 
best interest of all the parties to do it.”

With Ohio State looking to potentially bolster numbers in 
the transfer portal, what positions could they be looking at, 
and are there any transfers they’ve been in discussion with?

“Early on they were talking to Eli Ricks, but that fell 
through. Surprisingly enough, the one position that continues 
to trickle out is the tight end position. They would like to add 
to that room heading into the 2022 season. Now, whether or 
not they’re able to do that is yet to be seen. They had Austin 
Stogner – he ended up going to South Carolina – in for an 
official visit. They’ve been in contact with Jake Tonges, a tight 
end from Cal. He’s supposed to decide between Missouri, Ole 
Miss and Ohio State.

“They can (also) target offensive linemen, especially inte-
rior offensive linemen. Some of the concern this year was that 
they played their best five offensive linemen, which ended up 
bringing in a lot of tackle bodies. They maybe missed some of 
that girth inside when it came to run blocking. If anybody pops 
up on the radar like that, I think (they’ve) got to look at it. 

“On defense, corner is a position that you’re looking at and 
defensive line. I would have to believe that they’re going to con-
tinue to look to the portal in terms of how they can fill out the 
rest of this roster.” 

Ohio State finished at No. 4 in the class of 2022 rank-
ings, below Georgia, Alabama and Texas A&M. The Buck-
eyes have not finished ahead of Alabama since 2018, which 
brings up the question – when will they be able to do it 
again?

“That’s going to be tough. OSU might have to wait until 
Nick Saban retires and some things happen down there to 
shake it out a little bit. Alabama is such a well-oiled machine. 
The way that it’s set up for them with the pool of talent, where 
they’re recruiting from, it’s going to be very hard to ever catch 
them. Now, there are other SEC schools that are doing it, so 
you can never say never because Texas A&M is pushing them 
now and Georgia is pushing them now. Ohio State has the 
brand to do that.

“It’s more where all those kids are coming from – Texas and 
Florida, the South in general, Georgia. NIL is really bringing an-
other element to things. Ohio State’s positioned well if they want 
to unload that toolbox. They can take advantage of it with the 
best of them. But like I said, Alabama is just such a well-oiled 
machine. Kids want to go play with the best and they want to 
compete for championships, and they know you can do that ev-
ery year at Alabama, so Ohio State has its work cut out for it.”
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The majority of the staff from inside the 
Woody Hayes Athletic Center was on the 
West Coast for Ohio State’s win over Utah in 
the Rose Bowl, and that staff saw an opportu-
nity to get in front of some recruits by hosting 
practice at St. John Bosco High School, just 
25 miles down the road from Pasadena, on 
Dec. 27.

On hand were 2023 five-star defensive 
end Matayo Uiagalelei, brother of current 
Clemson quarterback D.J. Uiagalelei, as well 
as four-star safety Peyton Woodyard and 
four-star linebacker Kyngstonn Viliamu-Asa, 
both in the 2024 class.

“We all had a great time at the practice,” 
Woodyard told BuckeyeScoop. “I’m very 
grateful to have been invited to go watch the 
practice. It was nice to see all of the coach-
es.”

Miller Postpones
Commitment To NSD

The Buckeyes will be waiting on National 
Signing Day for their remaining signatures 
from 2022 commits, and they’ll also be look-
ing out for Ellenwood (Ga.) Cedar Grove 
four-star defensive lineman Christen Miller, 
who announced he plans to commit on Feb. 
2, pushing his schedule back from a planned 
commitment at the All-American Bowl.

He’s rated the No. 107 overall prospect 
in 2022 and the No. 19 defensive lineman. 
His top three schools are Alabama, Georgia 
and Ohio State, and while the Bulldogs have 
been a long-time lean for the Georgia prod-
uct, Ohio State has made inroads in recent 
weeks.

One factor that could be in Ohio State’s 
favor is defensive tackle Antwuan Jackson, 
who attended the same school as Miller, al-
beit separated by a few years.

“You have to bring some good players in 
after you,” Jackson said. “You have to keep 
the Ohio State tradition going. Christen, I’m 
his mentor. He has somebody to look up to 
that’s in college to tell him what’s going on. I 
never tell him where to go. I’m always going 
to be proud of him no matter what college he 
picks. I love him.” 

Miller posted a graphic on Twitter that 
says, “Hand Down The Legacy,” showing 
Jackson holding an Ohio State jersey with 
Miller’s name on it.

“Just look at who is in our defensive line 
room,” Jackson said. “We have the best de-
fensive line coach. The tradition here, the 
guys that were here before us, they passed 
it down to us. Now we have to pass it on to 
them. Coach ( Johnson) is bringing in some 
great guys, and I’m excited to see what they 
can do.” 

USC Completes Sweep
Of Branch Brothers

USC head coach Lincoln Riley is keep-
ing it all in the family, pulling in the Branch 
brothers – 2022 four-star safety Zion and 
2023 five-star wide receiver Zachariah – 
from Bishop Gorman in Las Vegas.

Zion announced his commitment to the 
Trojans on the first day of the early sign-
ing period, while Zachariah announced on 
Christmas Eve.

Zion, rated the No. 46 overall prospect 
and No. 6 safety in his class, announced a 
top three of Ohio State, Oklahoma and USC 
just days before his commitment to the Tro-
jans. Zachariah, meanwhile, is rated the No. 
14 overall prospect in 2023 and the No. 2 
wide receiver in his class. He had the same 
top schools as Zion, in addition to Alabama.

“I feel like USC was always home for me, 
and I feel more than comfortable with my de-
cision,” Zach told 247Sports. “I definitely see 
things are about to change. The culture, the 
energy, the vibe is different, and you can feel 
it being around the staff, the new coaches 
and the players. You can just tell a different 
switch has turned on.”

The Buckeyes at one point seemed to be 
the favorite for the Branches due to turmoil 
within the USC program following head 
coach Clay Helton’s firing and the ensuing 
coaching search. However, boosted by the ar-
rival of ex-Oklahoma head coach Riley, USC 
came in at the last minute, including an in-
home visit on Dec. 1, to turn the recruitment 
around.

With the loss of Zion and Southeast Polk, 
Iowa, four-star safety Xavier Nwankpa, who 

committed to Iowa in December, Ohio State 
has just two safety commits signed in 2022 
in Styles and four-star Kye Stokes. This 
comes with the caveat that Styles potential-
ly projects as a hybrid safety/linebacker, and 
though Stokes is listed as a safety, he could 
be moved around on the defense. 

On the other side of the ball, while Zach-
ariah is a significant target off the board for 
Ohio State, it is still in on Bradenton (Fla.) 
IMG Academy five-star wide receiver Carnell 
Tate, whose recruitment is expected to come 
down to the Buckeyes and Notre Dame. He’s 
rated the No. 20 overall prospect in 2023 
and the third-best wide receiver.

Ohio State could also be in position to 
make up ground in the recruitment of Fort 
Lauderdale (Fla.) American Heritage five-
star wide receiver Brandon Inniss, who de-
committed from Oklahoma following Riley’s 
departure. He’s the No. 1 wide receiver in 
2023 and the No. 9 overall prospect.

Brooks Decommits During
Early Signing Period

The early signing period mostly went 
off without a hitch for Ohio State, the lone 
exception being Little Elm, Texas, four-star 
cornerback Terrance Brooks’ flip to Texas.

Brooks, rated the No. 59 overall prospect 
and No. 8 cornerback in 2022, had been 
committed to Ohio State since June 30, just 
weeks after receiving an offer on June 14 and 
visiting on June 21, but he announced his flip 
at a signing event in Texas Dec. 15.

“Very disappointing for sure,” Day said 
Dec. 15. “Leading up to it, there weren’t any 
conversations that was going to happen. It 
caught us off-guard.”

The Longhorns picked up some steam 
with the in-state prospect in the weeks lead-
ing up to his flip, utilizing a home visit from 
head coach Steve Sarkisian on Dec. 9 to 
help secure the commitment. Following that 
visit, the Longhorns felt they had a “50/50 
chance” at flipping Brooks, according to a 
report from 247Sports.

Back when Brooks committed to Ohio 
State, he had a top five of Alabama, Florida, 
Oregon, Texas and Texas A&M.

“(Texas) would be special for me,” Brooks 
said during the signing. “It’s like home. (I 
have) a great relationship with the coaches, 
and I feel like I’ll be developed.”

Though Brooks had been committed for 
months, the Ohio State staff kept in close 
contact, including a high school visit from 
Kerry Coombs on Nov. 29. Following the 
visit, Little Elm head coach Kendrick Brown 
told 247Sports that Brooks is “100 percent 
locked and loaded for Ohio State,” though 
Texas obviously made gains since Coombs’ 
visit.

Little Elm was also the home of former 
Ohio State cornerback Ryan Watts, who 
transferred to Texas Dec. 22, though it’s un-
likely that factored into any decision, as their 
time on the roster in high school did not 
overlap.

Freeman Could Enhance 
Battle Between OSU, ND

Former Notre Dame head coach Brian 
Kelly was always a solid recruiter in his own 
right, bringing in a top-15 class in nine of the 
last 10 years with the Fighting Irish.

However, with Kelly’s departure to LSU 
and Marcus Freeman’s subsequent hiring 
as head coach at Notre Dame, the Ohio na-
tive could look to inject some juice into the 

recruiting battles between the Buckeyes and 
the Fighting Irish.

“It’s going to make things maybe a little 
more challenging (for Ohio State),” Buck-
eyeScoop recruiting analyst Marc Givler told 
BSB. “He’s very well-liked by players and 
coaches in Ohio. He’s been recruiting the 
state for a long time, was doing it at Cincin-
nati, was doing it at Purdue. It’s going to give 
Notre Dame a little bit of a jolt. But ultimate-
ly, these are two programs who have been 
going head-to-head for players for a very long 
time.”

Those battles extend as far back as Free-
man himself, who chose Ohio State over No-
tre Dame in 2004, a choice which he recent-
ly referred to as “the wrong decision” while 
writing for The Players’ Tribune.

In recent years, the schools have battled 
for prospects such as cornerback Lathan 
Ransom and safety Sonny Styles, who ended 
up at Ohio State, as well as offensive tackle 
Aamil Wagner, who ended up with the Fight-
ing Irish.

In the upcoming classes, Ohio State is 
still pursuing five-star defensive lineman 
Brenan Vernon, who committed to Notre 
Dame in June, and the schools are up against 
each other for the Montgomery brothers 
– 2023 four-star offensive tackle Luke and 
2025 quarterback Ryan, who each have been 
offered by both programs.

“There’s always going to be some Notre 
Dame and Ohio State battles geographical-
ly,” Givler said. “Ohio is always going to be 
important to both programs, especially the 
big Catholic schools in Ohio. You’re always 
going to have some battles in Chicago and 
Indianapolis, things like that. It’s going to be 
interesting.”

Freeman is looking to improve Notre 
Dame’s recruiting, but it won’t be an easy 
task given the high bar that Kelly set in his 
time in South Bend.

“I know (Freeman) and he’s so person-
able and I think he’s going to do a really good 
job at Notre Dame, but Notre Dame recruit-
ed well under Brian Kelly,” BuckeyeScoop 
recruiting analyst Bill Greene told BSB. “I 
don’t think it changes much. I think Ryan 
Day’s a great recruiter. I think the battles 
that they’ve had will continue, but I don’t see 
much of a change there.”

OU Decommit Webb
In Contact With OSU

Jacksonville (Fla.) Trinity Christian Acad-
emy four-star running back Treyaun Webb 
(6-0, 188) is one of the top backs in 2023, 
and he’s on the market after decommitting 
from Oklahoma on Nov. 28 following Riley’s 
departure.

Webb’s recruitment spans further back, 
including a previous commitment to Georgia 
in November 2019 and an ensuing decom-
mitment in January 2021. The Buckeyes 
offered Webb back in 2020, and he was on 
campus for an unofficial visit on June 8, 
2021. 

“It was everything I imagined and way 
more,” Webb told Cleveland.com of the visit. 
“Honestly, I didn’t want to leave. It was that 
good.”

Since he decommitted, he’s been in con-
tact with a number of schools, including 
Ohio State, which is looking to take two run-
ning backs in the class.

“Right away, schools like Penn State, 
Ohio State, Georgia, Auburn, Ole Miss, Mi-
ami, and some others called and hit me up,” 

Continued From Page 35
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he told On3 Sports. “It got crazy pretty quick 
when everyone knew that I wasn’t committed 
to Oklahoma anymore.”

Trinity Christian Academy is the alma 
mater of current Ohio State running back 
Marcus Crowley, as well as former defensive 
backs Shaun Wade, who is with the New 
England Patriots, and Tyreke Johnson, who 
transferred to Nebraska.

OSU Among Top Schools
For 2023 Prospects

Ohio State was listed in the top seven 
for Kissimmee (Fla.) Osceola four-star de-
fensive lineman Derrick Leblanc (6-4, 250), 
along with Clemson, Florida, Miami (Fla.), 
Oklahoma, Penn State and UCF. He’s the 
No. 84 overall prospect in 2023 and the No. 
13 defensive lineman.

Leblanc has long been viewed as an 
Ohio State lean, and the Buckeyes hold the 
lone 247Sports crystal ball prediction from  
Wiltfong. He visited multiple times over the 
summer, and at one point it was thought a 
commitment might be coming following his 
visits, but he’s since taken unofficial visits to 
Clemson, Florida, Florida State and Miami 
(Fla.), and there’s no timeline for his com-
mitment.

Regarding another Florida product, the 
Buckeyes were listed in the top seven for 
Orlando (Fla.) Dr. Phillips four-star offen-
sive tackle Payton Kirkland (6-5, 330), along 
with Clemson, Georgia, Miami (Fla.), Mich-
igan, Oklahoma and Penn State. He’s the 
No. 201 overall prospect in 2023 and the 
No. 15 offensive tackle.

He visited over the weekend of Ohio 
State’s win over Purdue and told Buck-
eyeScoop that both he and his mom enjoyed 
the visit.

“It was beautiful,” Kirkland said about 
the visit. “I got to watch practice. We also 
had meetings, did a photoshoot, and got to 
chill with the staff. I got to speak with Coach 
Day, Coach (Tony) Alford, and Coach Stud. 
They were just asking me how I was liking it 
and giving me leadership tips.”

As for a non-Florida prospect, Ohio State 
was listed in the top 12 for Downey (Calif.) 
Warren five-star quarterback Nicholaus Ia-
maleava (6-5, 195), along with Alabama, Au-
burn, BYU, Georgia, Miami (Fla.), Ole Miss, 
Oregon, Oregon State, Notre Dame, Ten-
nessee and UCLA. He’s the No. 17 overall 
prospect in 2023 and the No. 4 quarterback 
in the class.

He camped at Ohio State in June and re-
ceived an offer, though the Buckeyes do not 
appear to be near the top of Iamaleava’s list, 
with Alabama, Oregon and UCLA among 
the expected favorites for the five-star sig-
nal-caller.

Returning to the Sunshine State, Ohio 
State was listed in the top five for Kissim-
mee (Fla.) Osceola four-star defensive line-
man John Walker (6-4, 280), along with Al-
abama, Florida State, Penn State and UCF. 
He’s rated the No. 99 overall prospect in 
2023 and the No. 17 defensive lineman.

He visited Ohio State in June and told 
247Sports that he’ll likely be back on cam-
pus for an official visit this summer.

Ohio State was also listed in the top 
seven for Deerfield Beach (Fla.) four-star 
linebacker Jayvant Brown (6-0, 220), along 
with Alabama, Florida, Florida State, LSU, 
Michigan and Penn State. He’s the No. 176 
overall prospect in 2023 and the No. 13 
linebacker, and he visited on Oct. 9 for Ohio 
State’s game against Maryland.

Moving on to a wide receiver, the Buck-

eyes are in on DeSoto (Texas) four-star 
Johntay Cook II (6-0, 170), who listed Ohio 
State in his top seven along with Alabama, 
Clemson, LSU, Ole Miss, Texas and Texas 
A&M. He’s the No. 41 overall prospect and 
No. 7 wide receiver.

Ohio State offered Cook in May, but he 
has yet to make it on campus and has taken 
a number of unofficial visits to Texas A&M.

The Buckeyes were also listed in the 
top seven of Milton (Mass.) Academy four-
star tight end Andrew Rappleyea (6-4, 215), 
along with Boston College, Michigan, North 
Carolina, Penn State, Wake Forest and Wis-
consin. He’s rated the No. 333 overall pros-
pect and No. 20 tight end in his class.

Rappleyea recently picked up a number 
of offers, including Ohio State (Dec. 2), Wis-
consin (Dec. 3), Illinois (Dec. 20) and Mich-
igan (Dec. 26), though he indicated to On3 
Sports that the Nittany Lions are leading 
things right now.

The Buckeyes already have a tight end 
commit in 2023 in Thompson Station 
(Tenn.) Independence four-star Ty Lock-
wood, but Ohio State has been looking to 
sign a two-man class at tight end for a num-
ber of years now.

“It’s something I definitely look (at),” he 
said of Ohio State already having a tight end 
commit. “But not something that concerns 
me. I’m going to have to compete to get on 
the field anywhere I go.”

Last but not least, Ohio State was listed 
in the top 10 for Folsom, Calif., four-star 
wide receiver Rico Flores Jr., along with Al-
abama, Georgia, LSU, Notre Dame, Oregon, 
Pittsburgh, Texas, UCLA and USC. He’s rat-
ed the No. 152 overall prospect and No. 22 
wide receiver in his class.

“Ohio State has great people and is 

also very welcoming and honest,” he told 
247Sports. “When you play for Ohio State 
as a receiver, you know you’re going to have 
a lot of opportunities because the ball is al-
ways in the air.”

He also said Texas “felt like family” and 
that LSU has been his favorite school grow-
ing up.

OSU Issues
Additional Offers

Ohio State has issued a number of offers 
since Buckeye Sports Bulletin last went to 
press. The most notable is Windsor (Conn.) 
Loomis Chaffee School four-star offensive 
tackle Olaus Alinen (6-7, 315), who received 
an offer on Dec. 16. Rated the No. 125 over-
all prospect and the No. 12 offensive tackle 
in 2023, he holds offers from Alabama, Flor-
ida, Michigan, Oklahoma, Ole Miss, Oregon, 
Penn State, Texas and USC, among others.

The Buckeyes also issued an offer for 
2024 to Long Beach (Calif.) Millikan wide 
receiver Ryan Pellum (5-10, 160) on Dec. 
27. He does not yet have a composite rat-
ing, but 247Sports has him as a four-star 
prospect and the No. 56 overall recruit in 
2023. He holds other offers from Alabama, 
Auburn, LSU, Miami (Fla.), Michigan 
State, Notre Dame, Oregon, Penn State 
and Texas A&M.

Looking even further out, Ohio State of-
fered Philadelphia St. Joseph’s Prep School 
safety Anthony Sacca (6-4, 195), a 2025 
prospect, on Dec. 16. He holds offers from 
Notre Dame, Penn State, South Carolina, 
Temple and Tennessee.

A Look Back At Recruiting From The Pages Of BSB

35 Years Ago – 1987
Cincinnati Purcell Marian’s Jay Koch was at the top of many 

major-college recruiting lists, including Ohio State’s, and played 
both offense (tight end) and defense (outside linebacker), but soc-
cer is what helped develop him into an athlete.

“It gives you a chance to develop your body better,” said Koch, 
who played on two soccer teams in the summer of 1986 as part of 
his training program for his final football season.

“You use your whole body in soccer, not just upper body like in 
certain positions in football,” Koch said. “You develop eye-and-feet 
coordination, legs, quickness and footspeed.”

30 Years Ago – 1992
After suffering a serious knee injury in the first game of his 

senior season, Grove City, Ohio, running back Louis Willard found 
that many schools didn’t want to take a chance on him and conse-
quently backed off in recruiting.

He went from the No. 1 prep running back prospect in the na-
tion, according to SuperPrep magazine, to the kind of guy college 
recruiters tell, “Don’t call us, we’ll call you.”

But the Ohio State coaching staff reassured Willard that it 
would stick by him throughout the injury and subsequent surgery 
and rehabilitation. That persistence paid off as he gave a verbal 
commitment to play football for the Buckeyes Dec. 30.

“I just chose them because I felt that was where I would fit in 
best,” Willard told BSB. “I’ve always liked the team and the players. 
Then, when they stuck by me through this injury, that just helped 
me make up my mind.”

25 Years Ago – 1997
In a major case of déja vu, Clarksdale, Miss., lineman Terrence 

Metcalf visited Ohio State Dec. 14-16 and apparently committed to 
the Buckeyes, according to several sources.

In fact, the OSU coaching staff introduced Metcalf as a new 
commitment to the team after one bowl practice at the Woody 
Hayes Athletic Center, according to one source.

But, just as Winter Park (Fla.) Lake Howell lineman Tam Hop-
kins had done, Metcalf returned home and seemed to waver on 
his commitment.

His mother said BSB reports he had committed to OSU were 
not true. Another source told BSB that Metcalf was committed to 

OSU, but he told the coaching staff he would make other visits.

20 Years Ago – 2002
Larry Fitzgerald Jr. of Wayne (Pa.) Valley Forge Prep School 

was a new and old name to OSU recruiting circles.
The Buckeyes had tried to recruit Fitzgerald (6-4, 215) out of 

Richfield (Minn.) Holy Angels Academy. He committed to Pitts-
burgh, but when he failed to qualify academically, he enrolled at 
Valley Forge.

Fitzgerald’s father, Larry Sr., confirmed that his son was plan-
ning to visit OSU sometime in January.

“We think it will be in the next couple weeks,” Fitzgerald Sr. told 
then-BSB recruiting analyst Bill Kurelic. “We don’t have an exact 
date, but it’s going to happen.” 

15 Years Ago – 2007
After his team’s 13-12, season-opening victory over Cincinnati 

Moeller on Aug. 25, West Chester (Ohio) Lakota West defensive 
end Solomon Thomas told BSB that once he retook the ACT, Ohio 
State could expect a commitment from him.

Three-and-a-half months and one ACT later, Thomas got 
the score he needed and eventually the school he wanted, too. 
Thomas became the 12th member of OSU’s class of 2007 when 
he called OSU head coach Jim Tressel on Dec. 16 to inform him 
of his decision.

Thomas was the first defensive lineman to commit to the Buck-
eyes, but he said he was not being viewed primarily as a lineman. 
Instead, OSU planned to have Thomas add 10 pounds of muscle 
and play a “Leo” position similar to what former Buckeye Bobby 
Carpenter had played and Vernon Gholston was playing.

“It’s going to be a challenge,” Thomas said. “I don’t know how 
good I am at pass coverage.”

10 Years Ago – 2012
One of the first major breakthroughs Urban Meyer accom-

plished as Ohio State’s head coach was getting the program in 
position to have one of the top-ranked quarterbacks in the 2012 
class in for a visit.

It looked like Meyer would accomplish his goal to get Jameis 
Winston of Hueytown, Ala. – the No. 2-ranked quarterback in the 
2012 class committed to Florida State – to Columbus for a visit 

before February’s National Signing Day.
“I have talked to Coach Meyer a few times and we are cool,” 

Winston said. “He keeps telling me I am his kind of quarterback 
and he can’t wait to get me on campus so we can talk football.”

5 Years Ago – 2017
When five-star athlete Jeffrey Okudah was ready to announce 

his commitment on national television at the U.S. Army All-Ameri-
can Bowl on Jan. 7, there were three hats on the table.

The hat Okudah was about to choose might have been one 
of the worst kept secrets of the 2017 recruiting cycle. Okudah, a 
Grand Prairie (Texas) South product, picked up the Ohio State hat 
sitting on the table, confirming that he would be a Buckeye after 
listing head coach Urban Meyer’s team as his leader for most of 
his recruitment.

“I was really considering Florida State all the way to the end,” 
Okudah said. “Committing to Ohio State with Florida State being 
right there, there were a lot of sleepless nights. Yesterday, I talked 
to my family again, and we all just decided that Ohio State had the 
best for me off the field as far as life after football. With that being 
said, it was the obvious choice for me.”

One Year Ago – 2021
Ohio State followed up its impressive win over Clemson in 

the Sugar Bowl with yet another victory over the Tigers when the 
Buckeyes landed a commitment on Jan. 2 from Jacksonville (Fla.) 
Robert E. Lee five-star cornerback Jaheim Singletary.

The 6-1, 170-pound Singletary was considered the fifth-best 
cornerback and No. 10 prospect overall in the class of 2022 after 
he recorded 18 tackles, six pass breakups, three interceptions and 
one blocked field goal to lead the Generals to an appearance in 
the state semifinals. He chose Ohio State over finalists Clemson, 
Florida and Georgia.

Singletary landed an offer from the Buckeyes in early Novem-
ber, whereas the Bulldogs (May 2019), Gators (June) and Tigers 
(July) had been in contact much longer. Nevertheless, head coach 
Ryan Day and defensive coordinator Kerry Coombs made quite 
the impression in just a few short weeks, pushing Ohio State to 
the forefront of Singletary’s recruitment.
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After the commitments of three four-star 
prospects following the early signing period, 
Ohio State has likely put the finishing touch-
es on its class of 2022.

The Buckeyes gained recent pledges 
from Duncanville (Texas) defensive end Om-
ari Abor, Hammond (Wisc.) Saint Croix Cen-
tral offensive lineman Carson Hinzman and 
Rancho Santa Margarita (Calif.) Catholic 
defensive lineman Hero Kanu, which brings 
Ohio State’s class to 21 prospects.

This ranks as the fourth-overall class in 
the nation, trailing Georgia, Alabama and 
Texas A&M, which is on pace to sign the top 
recruiting class in the history of the sport 
according to the 247Sports Composite team 
rankings.

“I think it’s a good class,” said Bill Landis, 
who covers Ohio State for The Athletic. “It’s 
a bit difficult for people to come around on 
that idea because of how good Texas A&M, 
Alabama and Georgia are recruiting this cy-
cle. But if you look at the average player rat-
ing and Ohio State’s class compared to those 
other classes, it’s right there. It’s right on par, 
if not better than most of the classes Ohio 
State has signed over the last decade or so. 
Maybe the only two classes that are better 
than this one are last year’s class and the 
2017 class in terms of average player rating, 
so I think this is a pretty strong class.”

Ohio State is third in average player rat-
ing at 94.32, which ranks third in the nation 
behind only Texas A&M (94.61) and Ala-
bama (95.19). This discrepancy in overall 
rankings is due to the size of classes that 
these SEC schools are signing – Alabama 
has 24 commits, followed by Georgia with 
26, while Texas A&M has 28 commits, the 
most in the nation.

“For the most part, I think they’ve done a 
good job of addressing their needs,” Landis 
said of the Buckeyes. “There’s one or two 
perhaps that they didn’t quite nail, but I think 

overall they did a pretty good job of, even 
though it’s a smaller class, still finding a lot 
of quality in that class.”

Those needs were in the trenches, sec-
ondary, linebacker and at quarterback, which 
became necessary following the transfer of 
several of signal-callers.

Ohio State answered the call in the 
trenches, signing four-man classes on both 
sides of the ball, as well as at linebacker 
with Kettering (Ohio) Alter five-star C.J. 
Hicks and Marysville (Ohio) four-star Gabe 
Powers, and pulling Draper (Utah) Corner 
Canyon four-star quarterback Devin Brown 
away from USC.

“I think Devin Brown (is underrated),” 
said BuckeyeScoop recruiting analyst Bill 
Greene. “C.J. (Stroud) is a Heisman final-
ist, and he’s going to be amazing next year. 
I still have really, really high hopes for Kyle 
McCord. But Devin Brown, to be able to 
pull a kid of his stature with that loaded of a 
quarterback room – I mean, Devin can play. 
Devin Brown is probably going to be an NFL 
guy. To land him, I think, was really some-
thing people are kind of missing because 
you take for granted how young C.J. is and 
how good he is.”

Recruiting on the offensive and defensive 
lines looked questionable heading into the  
early signing period with just two commit-
ments on the defensive line and three on the 
offensive line, but the addition of Abor, Kanu 
and Hinzman to their respective position 
groups established a solid group on both 
sides of the ball.

“I think the defensive line was probably 
one of two or three biggest needs in this 
class,” Landis said. “If you get Kenyatta Jack-
son, Omari Abor, Caden Curry and Hero 
Kanu, that’s an excellent class. That’s one 
of the better classes along the defensive line 
that Ohio State’s had since I’ve been cover-
ing the team since 2014. To do that, on the 
heels of signing, J.T. Tuimoloau, Jack Saw-
yer, Mike Hall and Tyliek Williams last year, 
you’re looking at something potentially pret-
ty special here when you sign back-to-back 

groups like that.”
The secondary, however, is where the 

Buckeyes missed out. Little Elm, Texas, 
four-star cornerback Terrance Brooks made 
an eleventh-hour decision, flipping from 
Ohio State to Texas on the first day of the   
early signing period.

“On defense, the two most important po-
sitions are the guys that are going to get after 
the quarterback and the guys that are going 
to cover,” said Eric Lammers, an Ohio State 
recruiting analyst for Rivals.com. “When you 
lose a guy that can cover, especially one that 
was highly rated and tabbed as somebody 
that could be a Denzel Burke type where he 
can step in and play early, and lose that one 
so late on signing day, I think is a pretty big 
gut punch.”

Beyond Brooks, the Buckeyes also had 
Jacksonville (Fla.) Riverside five-star corner-
back Jaheim Singletary committed in the 
class for seven months, but he decommitted 
in August and later signed with Georgia. At 
safety, Ohio State had good positioning for 
both Altoona (Iowa) Southeast Polk four-
star Xavier Nwankpa and Las Vegas (Nev.) 
Bishop Gorman four-star Zion Branch, but 
they ended up at Iowa and USC, respectively.

Head coach Ryan Day and company are 
certainly pleased with the two signed cor-
nerbacks – West Chester (Ohio) four-star 
Jyaire Brown and Hollywood (Fla.) Chami-
nade-Madonna Prep four-star Ryan Turner 
– but the numbers were not what Ohio State 
wanted.

“They have to be disappointed with the 
defensive backs,” Greene said. “I mean, this 
is not the defensive backs class they thought 
they were going to sign. It wasn’t all that 
long ago they were looking at Jaheim Single-
tary, Terrance Brooks, Zion Branch, Xavier 
Nwankpa, and they didn’t get any of those 
guys. There has to be some disappointment 
there.”

While there were misses for Ohio State 
in the class as any school has, there are 
more than enough positives to take away 

from the Buckeyes’ most recent haul.
Among Ohio State’s commits, the stars 

stand out – both literally and metaphorically 
– with Hicks and Pickerington (Ohio) Cen-
tral five-star safety/linebacker hybrid Sonny 
Styles highlighting the class.

“I’m a little bit biased toward C.J. Hicks,” 
Lammers said of his favorite player in the 
class. “He is the linebacker that the Buck-
eyes need. I think he’s the sideline-to-side-
line guy. He’s the natural leader. He’s athlet-
ic. The intangible stuff that Hicks is going to 
bring is off the charts. He’s a tremendous gift 
for the staff.”

Greene echoed Lammers’ comments on 
Hicks, saying that he has the highest poten-
tial in Ohio State’s class.

“I’m really excited about C.J., and I won’t 
be shocked if he’s either starting or on the 
field next year,” Greene said. “I think he’s a 
kid that’s mature beyond his years. I think 
he’s mature physically and super smart, and 
he’s played a lot of cornerback and safety in 
his career. He’s going to know how to cover 
people where a lot of times with high school 
linebackers, they don’t cover anyone in high 
school.”

Styles can be similarly impactful given 
the number of things he can do on defense, 
but there are a number of gems throughout 
the class for Ohio State to hang its hat on.

“He’s getting a lot of attention, but I feel 
like he might even deserve more – Caden 
Curry,” said Bucknuts recruiting analyst Bill 
Kurelic. “I think he’s really, really good. I 
think he’s going to be a really good player for 
Ohio State. George Fitzpatrick, I don’t think 
people realize just how good that kid is. He 
is a legitimate offensive tackle that can be a 
great player for Ohio State.”

A number of analysts also pointed to 
Acworth (Ga.) Allatoona tight end Bennett 
Christian, one of two three-star recruits in 
the class alongside St. Clairsville, Ohio, 
offensive lineman Avery Henry, who could 
make waves at Ohio State.

“I know Ohio State as a program that 

Recruiting Analysts Break Down OSU’s Class Of ’22
By BRADEN MOLES
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer
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doesn’t throw the ball at the tight ends very 
much and we talk about that every year, but 
Bennett Christian in that light is more of the 
kind of guy that they should be recruiting at 
that position,” Landis said. “He wasn’t a re-
ceiver-first kind of player at his high school 
program. I think Ohio State over the years 
has taken a lot of guys who were more re-
ceiver types and tried to turn them into 
well-rounded tight ends and bulk them up a 
little bit, and that’s a process that takes a few 
years. If you look up Bennett Christian, he’s 
6-6, 240 pounds or right around there, and 
where he excelled in high school was in the 
blocking game.”

Lammers said Christian projects as a 
future NFL tight end, and he also viewed 
Seffner (Fla.) Armwood four-star safety Kye 
Stokes as someone underrated throughout 
this process.

“Kye Stokes is pretty under-appreciated 
for the sole reason that Buckeye fans were 
very high on either landing Xavier Nwank-
pa or Zion Branch, and so they wanted to 
land one of those two guys all while they had 
Kye Stokes already in their class,” he said. 
“Don’t get me wrong, Nwankpa is going to be 
a stud. Branch is going to be good too. But 
Stokes, he’s a heat-seeking missile out there 
when he diagnoses. I think he’s somebody 
that really shouldn’t be slept on. He has the 
frame, too, that the strength staff is going to 
drool over when he gets into their program 
and they can add some mass onto him.”

And while the battle for Abor is not yet 
over, if Ohio State can secure his signa-
ture on National Signing Day, he’ll be the 
third-highest ranked recruit in the class for 

the Buckeyes.
“He is a borderline five-star prospect. 

He’s not in their geographic footprint, and 
he would represent a big win for them in 
the state of Texas at a time when the land-
scape down there seems to be changing,” 
Landis said. “Texas has been really import-
ant to Ohio State over the last four or five 
classes, and I think there’s maybe some 
warranted fear that that could be changing 
because of what A&M and Texas are doing 
right now.”

In terms of where Ohio State went for 
talent this cycle, the Buckeyes pulled six 
recruits from Ohio, three from Florida, two 
from Georgia and Texas, and one each from 
Arizona, California, Colorado, Illinois, Indi-
ana, Tennessee, Utah and Wisconsin.

“I think that it’s always a priority for Ohio 
State to keep the elite players, the top play-
ers in Ohio at home,” Kurelic said. “From 
that standpoint, landing C.J. Hicks and Gabe 
Powers, Jyaire Brown, Tegra Tshabola, that 
was really, really important. Those are top 
guys that they targeted, especially Hicks and 
Powers, because they’re five-star or close to 
five-star talents.”

Brown, out of Draper, Utah, was the most 
out-of-the-way recruit for Ohio State’s class, 
but he could end up being the most import-
ant in the grand scheme of things.

Stroud is the unequivocal starter head-
ing into next season, but Brown will have 
a chance to win the job in 2023 when he 
and McCord battle for the starting position. 
Not to mention, with the transfers of Quinn 
Ewers and Jack Miller as well as walk-ons 
Jagger LaRoe and J.P. Andrade, it left Ohio 

State with just two quarterbacks on the 
roster heading into the offseason, so an in-
jury or another transfer could quickly move 
Brown up the depth chart.

“When they were able to secure Devin 
Brown that late in the process, I think that’s 
a pretty big home run for Day and staff,” 
Lammers said. “To be able to get that type 
of talent that late in the process when some 
things with your quarterback room are hap-
pening, I think that’s just a pretty big win at 
the most important position on the field.”

Big Ten Steps Its Game Up
As expected, Ohio State had the top class 

in the conference, though a couple of Big 
Ten foes – namely Penn State at No. 6 in 
the rankings and Michigan at No. 9 – made 
a jump into the top 10 classes nationally in 
2022.

The Wolverines and Nittany Lions each 
signed a five-star recruit, and Michigan 
signed 10 four-star prospects, with Penn 
State inking 15 four-stars.

“There’s a (clear) difference between the 
Ohio State class and the Purdue class, but 
when you’re looking at these top teams – 
Michigan really came on late, I think that’s 
what really helped their recruiting,” Greene 
said. “They got things turned around, beat 
Ohio State. I think there was a lot of excite-
ment toward Michigan where usually at this 
time of the year, they’re getting stoned by 
Ohio State and decommitments and coach-
ing changes and things, so they’ve turned 
completely around.”

Elsewhere in the conference, Michigan 
State came in at No. 21 and Iowa (No. 27), 

Rutgers (No. 28) and Maryland (No. 29) 
each signed a top-30 class.

The real surprise in the conference, how-
ever, was Indiana, which pulled in the No. 17 
overall class ahead of teams like Clemson 
(No. 24) and LSU (No. 18).

The Hoosiers’ class consists of five 
four-star prospects, including Bloomington 
(Ind.) South four-star linebacker Dasan Mc-
Cullough, a former Ohio State commit and 
top-100 recruit, as well as 15 three-stars.

“I was impressed with Indiana to have 
that kind of class in the midst of having this 
kind of season,” Landis said. “That’s may-
be a little bit of momentum from last year. 
I know they were a trendy pick to be good 
this year and just didn’t live up to that. Long 
term, I’m not sure what I think of that pro-
gram, but this is a really good class for them 
to be in the top five in the Big Ten.”

The 2022 class also showed a disparity 
between the East and West divisions in the 
conference, as seven of the top eight classes 
in the conference were in the East, the lone 
exception being Iowa’s sixth-ranked class in 
the conference.

The bottom six spots in the conference 
rankings were all reserved for teams from 
the West, with Nebraska currently resid-
ing at the bottom with the No. 52 overall 
class in the country and just two top-500 
recruits.

If the conference is looking for a reason 
as to why the East Division is on an eight-
game winning streak in the Big Ten Cham-
pionship Game since the divisions were in-
troduced in 2014, look no further than the 
recruiting rankings.

Congratulations
TO ALL OF OUR ROOSTERS BUCKEYE BOWL TRIP WINNERS AND 

TO THE OHIO STATE FOOTBALL TEAM ON AN INCREDIBLE
ROSE BOWL WIN AND 2021 SEASON!!!
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SONNY BROCKWAY
LOOKING ELSEWHERE — After four seasons with Nebraska, quarterback 
Adrian Martinez (2) announced his intentions to play his final year at Kansas 
State.
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2021 Standings

East Division
 Conf. All
 W L W L Pct.
x-Michigan 8 1 12 2 .857
Ohio State 8 1 11 2 .846
Michigan State 7 2 11 2 .846
Penn State 4 5 7 6 .538
Maryland 3 6 7 6 .538
Rutgers 2 7 5 8 .385
Indiana 0 9 2 10 .167

West Division
 Conf. All
 W L W L Pct.
x-Iowa 7 2 10 4 .714
Wisconsin 6 3 9 4 .692
Minnesota 6 3 9 4 .692
Purdue 6 3 9 4 .692
Illinois 4 5 5 7 .417
Nebraska 1 8 3 9 .250
Northwestern 1 8 3 9 .250

x – denotes division champion

Dec. 4 Game
Big Ten Championship Game at Indianapolis 
Michigan 42, Iowa 3. 

Former Nebraska quarterback Adrian 
Martinez, who holds the Husker record for 
the most total yards in a career, announced 
his decision to transfer to Kansas State. 

“Excited for the next chapter,” Martinez 
said in his tweet.

Martinez’s Nebraska career ended after 
the dual-threat quarterback suffered a severe 
shoulder injury – which required season-end-
ing surgery – at Wisconsin on Nov. 20. The 
quarterback is facing a long post-surgery re-
hab which may have made it difficult for him 
to participate in spring camp, where new 
Husker offensive coordinator Mark Whipple 
will be installing his pro-style offense.

He completed 61.8 percent of his passes 
for 2,863 yards with 14 touchdowns and 10 
interceptions in 2021, but the Huskers stum-
bled to 3-9 overall and 1-8 in the Big Ten. Mar-
tinez concluded his career as the Nebraska 
all-time leader with 10,792 total yards. 

Husker head coach Scott Frost spoke 
highly of Martinez and departing center Cam 
Jurgens, acknowledging how his team must 
fill substantial holes.

“Those guys are making the decisions that 
they think are best for them, and I had great 
conversations with every one of them about 
helping them succeed,” Frost said. “There are 
programs all over the country that are losing 
guys, and replacing those types of guys are not 
going to be easy, but we will get there.”

The Cornhuskers did grab Texas transfer 
Casey Thompson as a potential replacement. 
Thompson played in all 12 of Texas’ games 
this season, throwing for 2,113 yards and 
24 touchdowns to nine interceptions while 
completing 63.2 percent of his passes. He 
also rushed 55 times for 157 yards and four 
scores.

Northwestern S Joseph
Transfers To Notre Dame

After standing out in the Northwestern 
secondary, All-American safety Brandon Jo-
seph will head to a different private school in 
the Midwest. 

Joseph’s commitment to Notre Dame 
marks an immense loss for the Wildcats’ de-
fense and a major acquisition for first-year 
Fighting Irish head coach Marcus Freeman. 
A 2020 consensus All-American, Joseph had 

entered the transfer portal on Dec. 30.
“I wouldn’t be where I am without (head 

coach Pat Fitzgerald) and everyone else who 
helped me at Northwestern,” Joseph wrote on 
social media. “My time at Northwestern will 
be with me forever, and Evanston will always 
be in my heart.”

The College Station, Texas, native stood 
out in 2020, picking off six passes in just nine 
games as a redshirt freshman, which marked 
the most interceptions by a Wildcat since 
Willie Lindsey recorded seven in 1991. Jo-
seph helped lead Northwestern to its second 
Big Ten West title and the 2021 Citrus Bowl 
against Auburn.

In 2021, Joseph was named to the All-Big 
Ten second team by the Big Ten media, finish-
ing with three interceptions.

The former Wildcat expressed his excite-
ment to join a Notre Dame defense that strug-
gled in its 37-35 Fiesta Bowl loss to Oklaho-
ma State, surrendering 371 yards and four 
touchdowns through the air.

“The reason I was in the transfer portal 
was to join one of the best defenses in the 
country,” Joseph explained. “I wanted to be 
surrounded by great players and great coach-
es that can take my game to the next level. 
That is why Notre Dame is a great fit. I believe 
they can take my game to the next place I envi-
sion it can be. I am going to be surrounded by 
dogs on the defense. They can help me excel 
my game and take it where I want it to be. To 
join a team like this, being a Fighting Irish is 
a perfect fit.”

Illini Hire OC 
From UTSA

Illinois announced Barry Lunney Jr. will be 
the program’s next offensive coordinator and 

quarterbacks coach after he spent the past 
two seasons as the offensive coordinator for 
UTSA.

The Roadrunners averaged 36.9 points 
per game in 2021, tying with Cincinnati as the 
No. 11 scoring offense in the nation on their 
way to a 12-2 season. 

Lunney will replace Tony Petersen, who 
was fired following one season in Champaign. 
The former UTSA offensive coordinator 
spent time with Illinois head coach Bret Biele-
ma at Arkansas, serving for five years as the 
Razorbacks’ tight ends coach.

When Lunney took over as offensive co-
ordinator/associate head coach at UTSA, he 
helped the Roadrunner offense to score near-
ly 10 more points per game, jumping from 
19.0 points per game in 2019 to 28.6 points 
per game in 2020. 

UTSA ran an up-tempo, run-heavy spread 
option attack under Lunney, which allowed 
tailback Sincere McCormick to rush for 2,946 
yards and 26 touchdowns and haul in 42 re-
ceptions for 315 yards in two seasons. Quar-
terback Frank Harris threw for 4,807 yards, 
39 touchdowns and 12 interceptions while 
rushing for 1,094 yards and 15 touchdowns 
in his two seasons with Lunney. 

Prior to his coaching career, Lunney start-
ed four seasons at quarterback for Arkansas 
from 1992-95, throwing for 5,782 yards with 
33 touchdowns and 28 interceptions. A ver-
satile athlete, Lunney also played basketball 
for the Razorbacks and spent one season of 
minor-league baseball in the Minnesota Twins 
organization.

Before the Illini’s 37-30 loss to UTSA on 
Sept. 4, Bielema praised his then-foe Lunney.

“Barry is a very accomplished coach, an 
incredible person, father,” Bielema said. “He’s 
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got two incredible young men, two boys, who 
are just awesome people. When I hired him, 
he was the offensive coordinator at Fayette-
ville High School. When I was taking over, his 
dad was a legendary coach, represents every-
thing that’s great about our profession. I inter-
viewed Barry, quickly realized he was some-
body I wanted to have in my program. I had 
only a tight ends position open. He worked 
with the tight ends. He always had his eye 
on that quarterback position. He’s a guy that 
I have a tremendous amount of respect for.”

IU DC Warren
Departs For UNC

Indiana defensive coordinator Charlton 
Warren announced his decision to leave 
Bloomington after one season to become the 
co-defensive coordinator and defensive backs 
coach at North Carolina on Jan. 9.

In his only season at the helm of the Hoo-
sier defense, Warren coached an Indiana de-
fense that took a significant step backward 
following its stellar 2020 season. 

Indiana’s defense ranked last in the Big 
Ten by allowing 33.3 points per game and 
10th in the conference by allowing 384.1 
yards per game. The 2020 Hoosiers had a 
knack for forcing turnovers and making big 
plays, but Warren’s unit had only five intercep-
tions, ranking last in the Big Ten. 

The defensive drop-off in Bloomington is 
exemplified by the drastic difference in the 
Hoosiers’ havoc rate, which measures the per-
centage of plays in which a defense records a 
tackle for loss, forces a fumble or intercepts or 
breaks up a pass.

Indiana ranked No. 4 nationally under for-
mer coordinator Kane Wommack, boasting a 
mark 4.6 percent above the national average, 
according to ESPN’s Bill Connelly. Under 
Warren in 2021, the Hoosiers’ havoc rate 
floundered to No. 107 in the country.

Warren is not the only Indiana coach on 
his way out, with defensive line coach Kevin 
People heading to Missouri after two years in 
Bloomington. 

Earlier in the offseason, head coach Tom 
Allen replaced offensive coordinator Nick 
Sheridan with former UMass head coach 
Walt Bell. 

Cornerbacks coach Brandon Shelby, safe-

ties coach Jason Jones and outside lineback-
ers/special teams coach Kasey Teegardin are 
still on Allen’s defensive staff following the dis-
appointing 2021 season.

Indiana announced a day after Warren’s 
departure that it would be grabbing Minneso-
ta defensive line coach Chad Wilt to replace 
Warren, though it has yet to find a replace-
ment for People.

IU Adds Pair 
Of Transfer LBs

On the same day they lost Warren to North 
Carolina, the Hoosiers added two transfer 
linebackers from Power 5 programs. 

 Kentucky transfer Jared Casey and UCLA 
transfer Myles Jackson announced their com-
mitments to Indiana, seeking more opportu-
nity after serving in reserve roles at their re-
spective schools. 

Casey recorded 22 tackles, including two 
for loss, in three seasons at Kentucky, and he 
has three years of eligibility remaining. A 6-3, 
235-pound four-star recruit from Louisville 
(Ky.) Ballard, Casey was the No. 21-rated in-
side linebacker in the 2019 class. 

In two seasons at UCLA, Jackson posted 
seven tackles, including two tackles for loss 
and a sack. Jackson was a three-star recruit 
in the 2020 class out of Hoschton, Ga., who 
possesses skills as an edge rusher. The 6-2, 
235-pound linebacker has four seasons of el-
igibility left.

B1G Declarations 
For NFL Draft

Upon the conclusion of the 2021 college 
football season, many student-athletes across 
the Big Ten declared for the NFL draft, forgo-
ing their remaining eligibility. 

Michigan has had several key players de-
clare early for the draft, including All-Big Ten 
defensive back Vincent Gray, All-American 
tailback Hassan Haskins, All-Big Ten safety 
Daxton Hill, All-Big Ten defensive lineman 
Chris Hinton and All-American outside line-
backer David Ojabo.

Penn State and Illinois will both need 
to replace one of the best all-conference 
players on their respective defenses, with 
Nittany Lion linebacker Brandon Smith 
and Illini safety Kerby Joseph declaring for 

the draft.
On the other side of the ball, Iowa and Ne-

braska need to fill big voids left by All-Big Ten 
offensive standouts in Hawkeye tailback Tyler 
Goodson and Husker center Cam Jurgens. 

Unsurprisingly, Michigan State will need 
to find a new tailback with Doak Award win-
ner Kenneth Walker heading to the NFL, 
along with Spartan receiver and return spe-
cialist Jalen Nailor. Fellow star wideout Jayden 

Reed is expected to return to East Lansing, 
though.

Purdue lost key players to the draft as 
well, including standout wide receiver Da-
vid Bell, All-Big Ten standout defensive end 
George Karlaftis, and offensive lineman Ty-
ler Witt. 

Additionally, Maryland saw running back 
Tayvon Fleet-Davis and safeties Nick Cross 
and Jordan Mosley declare for the 2022 draft. 

Conference Bowl Matchups
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COVID Pause Disrupts Nonconference Slate
Fresh off a four-game winning streak, 

which featured home victories over a pair 
of then-ranked foes in Duke and Wiscon-
sin, Chris Holtmann’s Ohio State basketball 
squad was riding high. Sitting at 8-2 on the 
year, the Buckeyes had jumped into the top 
20 in the national rankings and worked 
their way into the upper echelon of Big Ten 
consideration after a groggy start that had 
some questioning the team’s ability to ab-
sorb the loss of star guard Duane Washing-
ton Jr. to the NBA.

Entering a prime-time Dec. 18 matchup 
with Kentucky in Las Vegas, Ohio State had 
a chance to announce itself not just as a Big 
Ten contender but as one of the nation’s 
best teams, a year removed from a top-10 
finish and a No. 2 seed in the national tour-
nament before an embarrassing first-round 
loss to 15th-seeded Oral Roberts.

Two days before the two were set to 
square off, just before the Buckeyes packed 
up shop and headed out west, an increase in 
positive COVID tests within the Ohio State 
program shut everything down. The team 
ceased practice and in-person team activ-
ities as a large portion of its roster faced 
10-day isolation periods associated with 
the positive test, and that marquee matchup 
with the Wildcats was canceled.

“That was a difficult conversation to have 
with our players,” Holtmann said on 97.1 
The Fan. “They really wanted to play in the 
game. It’s a rarity when you get a chance to 
play Duke and Kentucky. Obviously, we were 
able to beat Duke here. I think even as good 
as Kentucky played on Saturday (a 98-69 
win over North Carolina Dec. 18 in a hastily 

arranged game), I think we would’ve had a 
great shot at full strength to play well there. 
We were really fighting for that opportunity. 

“And honestly, we were going to do it 
relatively shorthanded. We were headed 
there with somewhat of a thin bench and 
some important, key players that were not 
going to be able to play in the game. But we 
wanted to go anyway because we felt like we 
owed it to CBS Sports and we felt like we 
owed it to Kentucky.”

The Buckeyes didn’t surrender that op-
portunity without a fight. Holtmann was 
in contact with Kentucky head coach John 
Calipari about a potential rescheduling 
of the matchup, but OSU was without the 
numbers and Kentucky was without the 
time to make it happen.

“He called me last night because it’s 
public knowledge now that their Louisville 
game was canceled,” Holtmann said. “He 
talked to me about playing on Wednesday 
there and then returning to the game next 
year. 

“We just couldn’t do it. Just num-

bers-wise. But I tried like crazy. I was throw-
ing out after-Christmas dates. UK had a 
very willing partner in us. We just don’t have 
the numbers.”

Although the cancellation – as well as 
two others that followed with the Buckeyes 
missing out on matchups against UT Mar-
tin and New Orleans – was disappointing 
for Holtmann and his team, he felt that Ohio 
State had established itself all the same 
during the nonconference slate.

“(The cancellation) was disappointing 
for everybody. But again, we’ve had a phe-
nomenal schedule,” Holtmann said. “It’s 
what makes you really glad that you put a 
really challenging schedule together in the 
nonconference so that we’re not sitting here 
and saying, ‘Kentucky, that’s an important 
résumé-builder win – ugh, we can’t play in 
that game.’ Well, we’ve been able to bank 
some really good résumé-building wins, and 
obviously, we’ll have plenty of opportunities 
in Big Ten play.”

The Buckeyes returned to play Jan. 2 
against Nebraska in Lincoln without any 
COVID-related vacancies on its roster.

Buckeyes Add
IUPUI To Schedule

Ohio State will be making up for one of 
the three games that it lost during a 22-day 
COVID pause, as it has reached a deal to 
match up with IUPUI on Jan. 18 at 7 p.m. 
on the Big Ten Network. The school an-

nounced the newest matchup on Jan. 10.
The game will fall right between Ohio 

State’s back-to-back home matchups with 
Penn State on Jan. 16 and Nebraska on Jan. 
22. IUPUI sits currently without a win in the 
Horizon League and with only one win in 12 
games on the season – a 61-41 victory over 
Spalding University, a Division III school 
with a 2-11 record.

It serves as a chance for the Jaguars to 
recoup some games as well after they had a 
trio of matchups canceled over COVID con-
cerns from Dec. 30 through Jan. 6. IUPUI is 
led by head coach Matt Crenshaw, serving 
his first season in the role, and guard B.J. 
Maxwell, who is averaging 11.8 points per 
contest in his seventh season of college bas-
ketball after playing for Abilene Christian 
from 2015-19, Detroit Mercy in 2019-20 
and St. Edward’s University in 2020-21.

Ohio State Halts
Concessions

In what could be accurately referred to 
as a concessions concession, Ohio State 
has closed down concessions sales at all 
university sporting events, beginning with 
the women’s basketball team’s matchup 
against Illinois on Jan. 6. Fans will not be 
permitted to bring their own food or drink 
into venues, though water will be made 
available.

The change is part of a university re-
sponse to the rapid spread of the Omicron 

COURTCOURT
REPORTREPORT

Patrick MayhornPatrick Mayhorn

10-3 Overall (4-1 Big Ten)
Statistics through games of Jan. 9

 Rebounds
Player G-GS Min.-Avg. FG-FGA Pct. 3P-3PA Pct. FT-FTA Pct. O-D T-Avg. PF-FO A TO BS ST Pts.-Avg.
E.J. Lidell 13-13 400-30.8 87-171 .509 19-51 .373 68-90 .756 30-63 93-7.2 34-1 36 40 41 7 261-20.1
Malaki Branham 13-12 329-25.3 49-107 .458 13-31 .419 24-26 .923 9-36 45-3.5 20-0 25 23 3 10 135-10.4
Zed Key 13-10 293-22.6 52-84 .619 0-0 .000 17-28 .607 21-53 74-5.7 28-0 10 13 10 2 121-9.3
Kyle Young 11-1 235-21.4 31-55 .564 10-24 .417 27-31 .871 10-54 64-5.8 19-1 13 13 7 5 99-9.0
Justin Ahrens 13-13 352-27.1 28-76 .368 28-74 .378 14-19 .737 1-38 39-3.0 21-0 17 11 1 6 98-7.5
Jamari Wheeler 13-13 393-30.2 32-66 .485 15-39 .385 11-12 .917 9-40 49-3.8 29-1 56 25 0 22 90-6.9
Meechie Johnson Jr. 13-1 257-19.8 28-76 .368 20-50 .400 10-14 .714 4-17 21-1.6 24-0 18 23 1 12 86-6.6
Justice Sueing 2-0 30-15.2 5-13 .385 0-4 .000 2-2 1.000 1-6 7-3.5 3-0 0 2 0 1 12-6.0
Cedric Russell 11-0 104-9.5 12-29 .414 10-22 .455 3-4 .750 0-5 5-0.5 8-0 5 5 0 0 37-3.4
Eugene Brown II 9-0 88-9.8 8-17 .471 3-9 .333 0-2 .000 9-9 18-2.0 10-0 5 4 2 1 19-2.1
Jimmy Sotos 8-0 71-8.9 5-9 .556 3-5 .600 2-4 .500 1-7 8-1.0 8-0 11 4 1 1 15-1.9
Joey Brunk 12-2 68-5.6 7-10 .700 0-0 .000 3-4 .750 1-12 13-1.1 11-0 4 3 2 1 17-1.4
Harrison Hookfin 2-0 4-1.9 0-1 .000 0-0 .000 0-0 .000 1-0 1-0.5 1-0 0 0 0 0 0-0.0 
Team         14-15 29   4
Total 13 2625 344-714 .482 121-309 .392 181-236 .767 111-355 466-35.8 216-3 200 170 68 68 990-76.2
Opponents 13 2625 323-793 .407 86-272 .316 176-232 .759 145-287 432-33.2 235-5 140 141 36 94 908-69.8

2021-22 Ohio State Men’s Basketball Statistics
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variant of COVID-19, with cases jumping 
sharply within Ohio. Other Big Ten pro-
grams – Maryland, Michigan, Michigan 
State and Rutgers – have moved to require 
a negative COVID test or vaccination cards 
for entrance to sporting events, but Ohio 
law prevents the state school from making a 
similar move, prompting this decision.

The goal of the policy is to keep masks in 
place, as required both by the university and 
by a Columbus city mandate. The move was 
no surprise to Holtmann, but his frustration 
with the pandemic at large remains.

“If you read the tea leaves, you kind of 
got the sense that some of this was com-
ing, that more policies would be coming,” 
Holtmann said. “In some ways, it can be a 
frustrating thing, and yet at the same time, 
you just hope that the numbers continue to 
go down, and that we’re able to get back to 
a regular environment at home. But I know 
our university officials and our medical staff 
are working to make sure that safety is (the 
priority).”

Ohio State’s first home men’s basket-
ball game under the new rules came Jan. 9 
against Northwestern, in an 95-87 Buckeye 
win. Attendance dipped slightly below the 
12,274 average, checking in at 10,620.

Branham Boom
Bewilders Bucks

Ohio State needed someone to step up 
in its Jan. 2 matchup with Nebraska in Lin-
coln. Lacking its traditional glue guy in Kyle 
Young because of a non-COVID illness, and 
dealing with one of the worst performances 
of the season from star forward E.J. Liddell, 
who shot only 2 of 14 from the field, the 
Buckeyes looked doomed to take their first 
Big Ten loss of the season.

Enter true freshman guard Malaki Bra-
nham, considered one of the most talented 
players on the team by way of the recruit-
ing rankings but also thought of largely as a 
role player focusing on his development this 
season. 

For much of the first third of the season, 
that bore out. Branham started in nine of 
Ohio State’s first 10 games but averaged 
only 6.3 points, with 1.6 assists and 3.0 re-
bounds per contest. Known as an excellent 
shooter at Akron St. Vincent-St. Mary, the 
6-4 guard struggled at times early in the sea-
son to find his touch, shooting only 38.8 per-
cent from the field and 33.3 percent from 
deep.

Against the Cornhuskers, though, ev-
erything seemed to click into place for the 
youngest player on Ohio State’s roster. Bra-
nham was on fire from the field early and 
earned 43 minutes of playing time because 
of it, ultimately leading the Buckeyes to 
an 87-79 overtime victory with 35 points, 
which more than tripled his previous career 
high of 11.

His hot start – Branham scored 21 points 

in the first half – secured his career day, as 
he earned a green light from the coaching 
staff early.

“I kind of built my confidence after I hit 
those first couple,” Branham said. “They 
just told me to keep shooting, so that’s what 
I did.”

In the historic performance – which 
placed Branham second on the school’s 
all-time freshman scoring list behind only 
Jared Sullinger, who put up 40 points on IU-
PUI in 2010 – Branham also earned quite a 
bit of trust and leeway from his teammates, 
who fed him passes as often as they could 
and waxed poetic about his performance 
afterward.

“That boy’s good, I’m telling you,” center 
Zed Key said. “He’s going to be a really good 
player. We needed it. Some of us didn’t have 
our legs back just from being off for that 
amount of time. For him to step up tonight, 
it shows how good of a player he is.”

And for a coaching staff that wanted to 
see a more aggressive Branham for much of 
the season, it felt like proof of concept.

“That’s a phenomenal effort by Malaki,” 
Holtmann said. “We knew there was going 
to be some opportunities for other guys be-
cause of how they were going to collapse on 
Zed and E.J., and it created some opportuni-
ties for Malaki. He took full advantage of it.

“This is kind of a wild one, but he’s had 
really good moments. Malaki’s maturity 
is one of the things that we’ve been so im-
pressed with ever since we started recruit-
ing him about three years ago. That’s al-
lowed him to grow as a player.”

With more than half of the season still 
in the offing, keeping that aggressiveness 
and that focus is the key for Branham and 
could be critical for Ohio State’s long-term 
success. The Buckeyes are still without a 
consistently reliable scoring threat in the 
backcourt, and though Meechie Johnson 
Jr., Cedric Russell, Jimmy Sotos and Jamari 
Wheeler have teamed up to create a capa-
ble group outside of Branham, none is av-
eraging more than 6.9 points per contest. A 
confident Branham could be the go-to guard 
the Buckeyes want, and his 10.4 points per 
game on the season has him up into the No. 
2 spot for scoring on the team.

“I’m just trying to tell myself, ‘Keep being 
aggressive. Keep being aggressive,’ ” Bran-
ham said. “And (against Nebraska,) I kept 
being aggressive, shots kept falling. I kept 
telling myself that because I know some-
times you have a big half like I did and you 
cool off in the second half. I didn’t want to 
do that.”

Notes Around
The Buckeyes

• For his performance against the 
Cornhuskers, Branham was named Big 
Ten Freshman of the Week on Jan. 3, the 
first such honor of his career. He was also 

named the CBS Sports Freshman of the 
Week. He claimed the former honor once 
again a week later after scoring 13 points 
against Indiana and 24 against Northwest-
ern.

• Branham’s six three-pointers against 
Nebraska are the most for a Buckeye fresh-
man since Feb. 26, 2019, when Justin 
Ahrens drilled six in a 29-point explosion to 
lead Ohio State to a 90-70 victory.

• The last Buckeye to score at least 
35 points was Keita Bates-Diop on Feb. 8, 
2018, when he racked up 35 of his own in a 
victory over Illinois.

• Ohio State opened conference play 
at 4-1, its best start since Holtmann’s first 
season in town, when the Buckeyes opened 
conference play with nine straight wins.

• The Buckeyes checked in at No. 16 
in the Jan. 10 AP poll, dropping three spots 
from No. 13, their highest ranking of the 
season. They moved up two spots during the 
span of their lengthy COVID pause because 
of losses around the nation for top teams. 
Ohio State is one of five Big Ten teams in 

the rankings, alongside No. 7 Purdue, No. 
10 Michigan State, No. 13 Wisconsin and 
No. 25 Illinois.

• Ohio State has a 56.7 percent effec-
tive field-goal percentage (which adjusts for 
the fact that a three-pointer is worth more 
than a two-pointer, per Basketball Refer-
ence), the highest mark for the program 
since at least 2008 when BartTorvik.com 
began tracking it. Only nine teams have a 
higher percentage in college basketball thus 
far this season. 

• Washington earned his first career 
start for the Indiana Pacers on Dec. 31 in 
a loss to the Chicago Bulls. He scored eight 
points on 3-of-14 shooting from the field. He 
bounced back in his second start against 
the Cleveland Cavaliers, pitching in a ca-
reer-best 20 points on 8-of-17 shooting, and 
added another 17 points against the New 
York Knicks on Jan. 4. Through Jan. 10, he’s 
averaging 8.7 points, 1.9 assists and 1.9 re-
bounds on 34.6 percent shooting in his first 
professional season.

OSU Men’s Basketball Signees
Players in the class of 2022 who have signed to play basketball at Ohio State. (Star ratings are 
from the 247Sports composite rankings.)

Player Pos. Ht. Wt. Stars High School
Roddy Gayle SG 6-4 195 ««««	 Youngstown (N.Y.) Lewiston Porter
Bowen Hardman SG 6-3 160 «««	 Cincinnati Princeton
Felix Okpara C 6-11 210 ««««	 Branson (Mo.) Link Academy

Brice Sensabaugh  F 6-6 240 «««« Orlando (Fla.) Lake Highland Prep 
Bruce Thornton PG 6-2 205 ««««	 Alpharetta (Ga.) Milton
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Ohio State Returns To Play In B1G Way
Ohio State returned from a 22-day 

team hiatus as a result of positive tests 
within the program in a big way, jumping 
feet first into league play after losing out 
on the final three nonconference games 
on the schedule.

A nearly full-strength Buckeye team re-
opened its season in Lincoln, Neb., to take 
on Nebraska, squared off with Indiana in 
Bloomington and then returned home for 
the first time in more than a month to host 
Northwestern.

Despite some COVID-related rust, 
Ohio State went 2-1 in that stretch, im-
proving its overall record to 10-3 and its 
league record to 4-1, the second-best start 
of the Chris Holtmann era in Columbus.

Branham Lifts
OSU In Lincoln

If not for Malaki Branham’s breakout 
performance, Ohio State might have lost 
its first game after its 22-day break for 
COVID-related quarantine and isolation.

When the No. 13 Buckeyes tipped 
off against Nebraska, they began their 
first game since Dec. 11. No Ohio State 
team had endured such a lengthy in-sea-
son layoff for nearly 80 years – it was the 
program’s most extended break since the 
1943-44 season. That team played Indi-
ana on Feb. 24 before a 29-day gap, which 
ended with a March 22 contest against 
Kentucky in Madison Square Garden.

There wasn’t exactly a precedent for 
how Ohio State should respond to its less-
than-ideal circumstances. Yes, the World 
War II-era Buckeyes dealt with a longer 
break, but basketball has significantly 
changed in the last 78 years. Luckily for 
the Bucks, Holtmann could turn to Bra-
nham – a true freshman and the high-
est-rated recruit of the head coach’s five-
year career in the program.

Branham exploded for a career-high 35 
points and the Buckeyes (9-2, 3-0 Big Ten) 
overcame a two-possession deficit in the 
final 30 seconds to force overtime, where 
they defeated the Cornhuskers, 87-79 be-
fore 14,478 at the Pinnacle Bank Arena.

“This is my first game in college that I 
kind of took over,” he said. “The team kind 
of needed me, but there (were) also great 
plays from all the team all the way down.”

His 35 points are the second most for 
an Ohio State freshman in program histo-
ry, trailing only Jared Sullinger’s 40-point 
game against IUPUI in December 2010.

Jamari Wheeler and Meechie John-
son Jr. opened overtime with consecutive 
three-pointers, which gave Ohio State 
enough of a lead to sneak past Nebraska 
(6-8, 0-3). The Buckeyes never led by less 
than three in the extra frame.

Ohio State led by as many as eight 
points on three occasions in regulation. 
However, Nebraska answered to keep it-
self in the game. The latest Buckeye run 
came with 10:07 left, when an E.J. Liddell 
three-pointer pushed the Buckeyes ahead 
59-51. 

Still, Ohio State would require late-
game heroics to force overtime against 
Nebraska. Down by five points in the final 
minute, Wheeler hit a three-pointer, and 
Nebraska’s Lat Mayen missed two free 
throws with 22.4 remaining. Liddell re-
bounded a Johnson miss and was fouled 
on the putback, sending him to the line for 
two free throws with 8.9 seconds left with 
his team down 72-70.

Liddell was 1 of 2 from the line until 
that point, but he hit both to tie the game. 
Eugene Brown blocked Nebraska’s final 
driving attempt, sending the game to over-
time.

“I just want to point out Eugene 
Brown’s block,” Holtmann said after the 
game. “It was such a critical play in this 
game right now. And he’s a young man 
who has had COVID a couple of times. I’m 

just really proud of that kid.”
Ohio State has won six straight against 

Nebraska and is now 16-2 against the 
Cornhuskers since they joined the Big 
Ten.

Graduate forward Kyle Young, averag-
ing 10.0 points and 6.7 rebounds, did not 
make the trip while dealing with what a 
team spokesman said was a non-COVID 
illness.

Branham’s previous career high was 11 
points. He surpassed that mark when he 
hit his fourth three-pointer of the game at 
the 7:20 mark of the first half. Two posses-
sions later, he threw down a one-handed 
dunk before adding his fifth three-pointer 
with 4:56 to play before the break. He fin-
ished the first half with 21 points and was 
5 of 8 from beyond the arc.

Nebraska erased multiple deficits 
throughout the game, finally taking a 63-
62 lead with 6:39 left, but Branham al-
ways seemed to have an answer.

Wheeler contributed 16 points and 
seven rebounds, while Liddell finished the 
game with 10 points on just 2-of-14 shoot-
ing. He also added eight rebounds and five 
assists. Zed Key led all rebounders with 
14. Ohio State was 16 of 34 from deep, 
with Branham connecting on 6 of 10.

The Huskers were paced by Bryce Mc-
Gowens with 18 points.

Ohio State Falls In 
Familiar Territory

There’s not a team that Ohio State has 
more familiarity with than the Indiana 
Hoosiers. Since 1949-50, the Buckeyes 
have faced off with their neighbors to the 
west more than any other foe, and on Jan. 
6, the two squared off for the 134th time 
in that span, playing their 64th game in 
Bloomington and their 46th game in his-
toric Assembly Hall.

Neither Assembly Hall nor its prede-
cessor, the Gladstein Fieldhouse, has 
been friendly to the Buckeyes. Ohio State 
(9-3, 3-1) entered its matchup with the 
Hoosiers (11-3, 2-2) with a 19-44 overall 
mark in Bloomington and an 11-34 record 
in Assembly Hall – compared to a 39-31 
record in Columbus – and the trend con-
tinued with a 67-51 loss.

In its first trip to Indiana in nearly 
two years, Ohio State couldn’t weather 
a superlative performance from star IU 
forward Trayce Jackson-Davis to secure 
what would have been Holtmann’s third 
win in Bloomington as Ohio State’s head 
coach and the 10th victory of the season 
for the Buckeyes, who were winners of five 
straight before the loss.

The game, played before 14,130, was 
not without its excitement for Holtmann’s 
squad. After an early 7-0 run to snatch 
a 15-7 lead, capped by a layup for Joey 
Brunk, the former Hoosier, Indiana ral-
lied, and Ohio State fell cold. Indiana 
rattled off nine straight points to snare an 
18-16 edge at the 8:35 mark, and the two 
went back and forth for the remainder of 
the half until Indiana led at the intermis-
sion, 33-30. 

Neither team was helped by some pal-
try shooting from deep, at just 4 of 22 
from downtown combined in the first half 

– three from the Buckeyes, one from IU.
Both teams came out cold in the sec-

ond half, and Indiana was able to expand 
only slightly on its lead, going up 46-41 
before four points by Branham closed the 
gap back to one.

But a quick flurry from IU, capped by 
a Jackson-Davis breakaway and-one layup, 
gave Indiana its largest lead of the game 
to that point at seven points, 52-45. A deep 
Johnson triple gave Ohio State brief life, 
but a 13-0 response extended Indiana’s 
lead to 65-48 with 1:59 left to play, and 
Ohio State’s ability to keep up ran out.

Ohio State was limited by a weak 
shooting performance, hitting only 16 of 
its 52 shots from the field (30.8 percent). 
Indiana was 25 of 61 for 41.0 percent but 
was only 2 of 15 from long range (13.3 
percent).

Branham led the team in scoring for 
the second straight game with 13 points 
on 5-of-13 shooting, while Liddell’s post-
COVID woes continued. He scored only 
11 points and knocked down just 3 of 12 
shots, though he did corral nine rebounds. 

“We have to get some guys rested,” 
Holtmann said. “We have to learn how 
we can do some things better. Bottom 
line is, tonight our offense really failed 
us. I thought defensively we didn’t play as 
smart as we needed to all the time, but to-
night was really about our lack of offensive 
performance.”

Jackson-Davis led the game with 27 
points, 12 rebounds and five blocks. Indi-
ana outscored the Buckeyes 38-10 in the 

Ohio State 87, Nebraska 79
Jan. 2, 2022

Pinnacle Bank Arena • Lincoln, Neb.

1 2 OT F
Ohio State (9-2, 3-0) 34 38 15 87
Nebraska (6-8, 0-3) 32 40 7 79

Ohio State Total FG FT Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Ahrens 24 1-5 2-2 0-2 1 2 5
Key 34 3-5 1-2 6-8 2 2 7
Liddell 40 2-14 5-6 3-5 5 4 10
Branham 42 13-19 3-4 0-6 2 2 35
Wheeler 31 6-8 0-0 3-4 2 2 16
Johnson Jr. 21 2-5 0-0 0-1 2 3 6
Brown III 7 1-1 0-0 1-0 1 1 2
Brunk 5 0-0 0-0 0-1 0 2 0
Russell 12 1-4 0-0 0-0 0 1 3
Sotos 8 1-2 0-0 0-0 2 0 3
Totals 200 30-6311-1413-29 17 19 87

Percentages: FG: 47.6%. FT: 78.6%. Three-point 
field goals: 16-34 (Branham 6-10, Wheeler 4-5, 
Johnson Jr. 2-4, Sotos 1-1, Russell 1-4, Ahrens 1-5, 
Liddell 1-5). Team rebounds: 1. Blocked shots: 5 
(Liddell 3, Brown III, Key). Turnovers: 16 (Wheeler 5, 
Liddell 3, Branham 2, Johnson Jr. 2, Ahrens, Brown III, 
Brunk, Key). Steals: 4 (Johnson Jr. 2, Ahrens, Wheeler).

Nebraska Total FG FT Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Mayen 31 3-8 2-4 3-4 1 5 8
Walker 34 6-10 3-4 3-7 1 3 15
Verge Jr. 22 1-6 4-6 0-2 4 0 6
McGowens 38 6-19 4-4 2-3 2 1 18
Tominaga 17 2-5 2-2 0-0 1 1 7
Wilcher 34 5-8 0-0 1-0 1 2 13
Webster 31 2-6 2-3 0-3 2 1 8
Andre 11 2-2 0-0 0-3 1 2 4
Lakes 6 0-1 0-0 0-0 0 1 0
Totals 200 27-6517-2311-23 13 16 79

Percentages: FG: 41.5%. FT: 73.9%. Three-
point field goals: 8-23 (Wilcher 3-4, Webster 2-3, 
McGowens 2-6, Tominaga 1-4, Lakes 0-1, Verge Jr. 
0-1, Mayen 0-4). Team rebounds: 3. Blocked shots: 
0. Turnovers: 8 (Walker 3, Andre, Mayen, McGowens, 
Verge Jr., Webster). Steals: 9 (Walker 4, Andre 2, 
Verge Jr. 2, McGowens).
Officials: Scirotto, Garrison, Daily. Attendance: 14,478.
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paint and outrebounded them 41-33.

“They certainly controlled the paint, 
both offensively and defensively, really,” 
Holtmann said. “I thought E.J. got bodied 
and knocked off a couple of his shots, but 
he’s also got to kind of play through – not 
play through contact – but he’s got to play 
to score the ball. But I think in general, 
again, we’ve just got to find ways to put 
him in better spots. The paint was the dif-
ference, for sure.”

Buckeyes Bounce
Back Against NW

Jake Diebler couldn’t have asked for a 
much better start to his tenure as Ohio 
State’s head coach. Filling in for Holt-
mann and assistant Ryan Pedon, who 
missed the game because of COVID pro-
tocols, Diebler claimed victory in his first 
career game as acting head coach, with 
the Buckeyes (10-3, 4-1) scoring early and 
often to pull away from Northwestern (8-5, 
1-3), 95-87 at Value City Arena in front of 
10,620.

“Yes,” Diebler said with a laugh when 
asked if he was nervous for his first game 
as a head coach. “I get nervous before 
every game, to be honest. This game has 
been so good to me, it’s so important to my 
family so there’s a deep-rooted passion and 
love for this game. I always have nerves, 
before every game because of that. There 
were certainly a few more this game, but 
I’ve been talking to Chris nonstop, and he 
gave me a lot of confidence, talked to me, 
kept me calm. Our staff on the bench, I felt 
like we were connected and really poised 
in a game that had multiple runs. Those 

things gave me a lot of peace once we got 
out there and got going.”

It was Liddell, who had struggled in his 
first two games back from COVID pause 
that forced him to isolate for 10 days, who 
led Ohio State to its fourth league win 
in five tries. The junior forward scored a 
career-high 34 points on the game, with 
Northwestern unable to find an answer for 
him inside or outside of the key. He rat-
tled off 17 of Ohio State’s first 19 points, 
knocking down five three-pointers and all 
six of his shots overall, helping the Buck-
eyes to a 19-11 lead at the 15:00 mark.

“I felt a little bit more in shape, honest-
ly,” Liddell said after the game. “I’m still 
trying to get back into the shape I was in 
before the pause because that was a pret-
ty long break with no games or whatnot. I 
came into this game with the same mind-
set as always. A lot of people were doubt-
ing me after two bad games, but truthfully 
I just kept playing with confidence, kept 
my head up, and did what I know how to 
do.”

He finished the half with 21 points on 
8-of-11 shooting as Ohio State rocket-
ed out to a 51-39 lead at the break – the 
new high-water mark for the Buckeyes in 
a first half this season, edging a 42-point 
outburst against Niagara. 

The game nearly got out of hand early 
for the Wildcats, thanks in large part to 
the barrage of Buckeye shots from down-
town. When Northwestern shifted to focus 
on Liddell defensively out of the first break 
of the game, Ohio State found both Bran-
ham and Johnson for triples of their own, 
pushing the lead to 15 points at 29-14 and 
forcing a Northwestern timeout with more 

than 12 minutes to play in the first frame.
A quick 10-2 Northwestern run cut into 

the Ohio State lead, but a Cedric Russell 
three-pointer and a pair of Young foul 
shots put the Buckeyes back up 36-24 just 
out of the under-eight-minute timeout. 

Ohio State shot a hot 66.7 percent 
from the field in the first 20 minutes, in-
cluding 9 of 16 from deep. However, eight 
turnovers, which the Wildcats converted 
into 11 points, helped keep Northwestern 
in the game.

Liddell started the second half as he 
started the first, with a bucket, but North-
western again found a run to put pressure 
on the Buckeye lead. Amid a stretch that in-
cluded a two Buckeye turnovers and three 
missed shots from downtown, Northwest-
ern’s Ty Berry found eight points to spark 
a 12-2 run, cutting the OSU lead down to 
just four, 55-51, the smallest deficit since 
13-9 at the 15:47-mark of the first half.

And as it did after the run in the middle 
of the first half that cut Ohio State’s 29-14 
lead in half, Ohio State had a response. 
Branham snapped a nearly three-minute 

scoring drought with a jumper, and Key 
added one of his own to push the lead 
back to eight points.

Behind a bucket from Berry and a 
three from Chase Audige, Northwestern 
would get back within two scores at 61-
56, but never closer as Ohio State rattled 
off a quick seven points, capped by anoth-
er Russell three-pointer, to push the lead 
back into double digits.

Ohio State would go on to lead by as 
many as 13 in its seventh straight home 
win of the season, where it has yet to lose 
this season and where it hasn’t dropped a 
game in front of fans since Jan. 23, 2020, 
against Minnesota (COVID restrictions 
kept fans out of Value City Arena in the 
2020-21 season).

Liddell led all scorers, while Bran-
ham added in 24. Berry, Audige and Pete 
Nance led the Wildcats with 23, 20 and 
20 points respectively. Wheeler’s eight 
rebounds led all Buckeyes, as did his six 
assists and five steals.

SONNY BROCKWAY
BREAKTHROUGH — Malaki Branham (22) earned his first Big ten Freshman 
of the Week honors after a 35-point outburst to help the Buckeyes survive a 
scare from Nebraska Jan. 2.

Indiana 67, Ohio State 51
Jan. 6, 2022

Simon Skjodt Assembly Hall • Bloomington, Ind.

1 2 F
Ohio State (9-3, 3-1) 30 21 51
Indiana (11-3, 2-2) 33 34 67

Ohio State Total FG FT Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Ahrens 28 2-6 0-0 0-3 1 1 6
Key 15 0-2 2-2 0-3 1 2 2
Liddell 32 3-12 4-4 2-7 0 1 11
Branham 34 5-13 2-2 0-5 3 1 13
Wheeler 34 1-5 0-0 0-2 6 2 3
Young 17 1-4 0-0 1-1 0 2 3
Johnson Jr. 18 2-6 1-2 1-1 1 1 7
Brunk 8 2-2 2-2 0-2 0 1 6
Russell 4 0-2 0-0 0-0 0 0 0
Brown III 10 0-0 0-0 1-3 0 2 0
Totals 200 16-5211-12 5-28 12 13 51

Percentages: FG: 30.8%. FT: 91.7%. Three-point 
field goals: 8-27 (Johnson Jr. 2-4, Ahrens 2-6, Branham 
1-3, Young 1-3, Liddell 1-5, Wheeler 1-5, Russell 0-1). 
Team rebounds: 1. Blocked shots: 3 (Liddell 2, 
Young). Turnovers: 15 (Liddell 3, Wheeler 3, Young 
2, Ahrens, Branham, Brunk, Johnson Jr., Key, Russell). 
Steals: 7 (Key 2, Ahrens, Brunk, Johnson Jr., Key, Liddell, 
Wheeler).

Indiana Total FG FT Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Kopp 21 2-6 0-0 0-4 1 0 4
Jackson-Davis 34 11-17 5-6 5-7 2 1 27
Thompson 30 3-7 5-5 2-5 2 1 11
Johnson 26 1-7 0-1 0-4 3 1 2
Stewart 28 2-8 0-0 0-3 2 4 5
Phinisee 22 1-6 0-0 1-3 0 1 2
Durr 6 1-1 2-2 1-0 0 1 4
Bates 4 0-2 0-0 0-0 0 1 0
Geronimo 10 1-2 1-2 1-1 0 2 4
Galloway 19 3-5 2-2 1-2 4 1 8
Totals 200 25-6115-1811-30 14 13 67

Percentages: FG: 41.0%. FT: 83.3%. Three-point 
field goals: 2-15 (Geronimo 1-2, Stewart 1-5, 
Johnson 0-1, Thompson 0-1, Kopp 0-3, Phinisee 0-3). 
Team rebounds: 1. Blocked shots: 6 (Jackson-Davis 
5, Geronimo). Turnovers: 9 (Jackson-Davis 4, Kopp 2, 
Thompson 2, Johnson). Steals: 7 (Galloway 2, Stewart 
2, Geronimo, Johnson, Phinisee).
Officials: Boroski, Kimble, Oglesby. Attendance: 
14,130.

Ohio State 95 Northwestern 87
Jan. 9, 2022

Value City Arena • Columbus, OH.

1 2 F
Northwestern (8-5, 1-3) 39 48 87
Ohio State (10-3, 4-1) 51 44 95

Total FG FT Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Nance 30 7-12 3-4 3-3 3 4 20
Beran 22 0-6 0-0 1-1 1 5 0
Buie 29 4-12 2-2 0-0 8 2 11
Audige 29 7-14 4-6 3-2 1 2 20
Berry 33 8-12 3-4 0-6 1 4 23
Greer 11 0-1 0-0 0-0 0 1 0
Young 17 4-7 0-0 5-0 1 1 8
Simmons 3 0-0 0-0 0-0 0 0 0
Wiiliams 11 1-3 0-0 1-1 2 0 2
Roper II 15 1-1 1-1 1-1 2 0 3
Totals 200 32-6813-1716-16 19 19 87

Percentages: FG: 47.1%. FT: 76.5%. Three-point 
field goals: 10-24 (Berry 4-6, Nance 3-5, Audige 2-5, 
Buie 1-5, Greer 0-1, Beran 0-2). Team rebounds: 4. 
Blocked shots: 3 (Beran, Nance, Williams). Turnovers: 
12 (Buie 3, Nance 3, Young 3, Audige, Beran, Berry). 
Steals: 7 (Berry 2, Audige, Beran, Nance, Roper II, 
Young).

Ohio State Total FG FT Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Ahrens 22 0-5 0-0 0-3 1 0 0
Young 23 1-3 4-4 1-1 2 2 6
Liddell 34 12-20 5-5 0-4 2 3 34
Branham 33 5-8 13-14 1-3 5 1 24
Wheeler 34 2-4 4-4 1-7 6 3 8
Key 20 4-4 0-0 1-2 0 2 8
Johnson Jr. 15 2-3 0-0 0-2 0 2 6
Russell 15 3-4 0-0 0-0 2 2 9
Brown III 4 0-0 0-0 0-0 0 0 0
Totals 200 29-5126-27 7-22 18 15 95

Percentages: FG: 56.9%. FT: 96.3%. Three-point 
field goals: 11-25 (Liddell 5-7, Russell 3-4, Johnson 
Jr. 2-2, Branham 1-3, Wheeler 0-2, Young 0-2, Ahrens 
0-5). Team rebounds: 3. Blocked shots: 8 (Liddell 5, 
Branham, Brown III, Young). Turnovers: 14 (Wheeler 
3, Young 3, Branham 2, Key 2, Liddell 2, Ahrens, 
Johnson Jr.). Steals: 9 (Wheeler 5, Branham 3, Johnson 
Jr.).
Officials: Carstensen, Smith, Eppley. Attendance: 
10,620.
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The Ohio State women’s basketball team 
has played just five games since Buckeye 
Sports Bulletin last went to press, with a 
road contest at UCLA canceled and a home 
matchup with Penn State postponed until a 
later date.

The Buckeyes hosted wins against Ala-
bama State and Illinois, traveled to face San 
Diego State in a winning effort, and were 
handed a loss at Michigan on New Year’s Day, 
all before picking up their biggest win of the 
season on the road at Northwestern.

Going 4-1 over that stretch, Ohio State 
moved to 11-3 on the season with a 3-2 mark 
in conference play.

OSU Trounces 
Alabama State

Ohio State (8-2) rebounded from a loss to 
Indiana to dominate Alabama State (1-6), 97-
51, Dec. 15.

The Buckeyes were led by senior guard 
Taylor Mikesell, who led the team with 27 
points on 10-of-19 shooting, including 7 of 16 
from beyond the arc.

“She has a huge impact for us, especially 
when we get her that many shots,” said Ohio 
State head coach Kevin McGuff. “I thought 
the team did a good job of moving the ball 
tonight and finding her in open places.”

The Buckeyes started the game off on a 
9-0 run that lasted for over five minutes as the 
Hornets were 0 for 4 from the field with five 
turnovers before scoring their first points at 
4:55.

Alabama State battled back to make it 
14-7 with 3:28 to go in the first, but the Buck-
eyes closed out the first frame on a 13-6 run, 
boosted by five late points from sophomore 
guard Kateri Poole, to lead 27-13 at the end 
of the first, including a buzzer-beating three.

Ohio State started the second quarter off 
slowly with six points in the first five minutes 
but exploded for 23 points in the final five 
minutes in front of an announced attendance 
of 2,832 at Value City Arena.

The sudden scoring output was spurred 
on by a three-point shooting clinic. The Buck-
eyes finished 4 of 9 from beyond the arc in 
the second quarter, with deep shots coming 
from Mikesell (two), sophomore guard Rikki 
Harris and junior forward Jacy Sheldon.

While the Hornets found more scoring op-
portunities, Ohio State still limited Alabama 
State’s effectiveness on offense, forcing eight 
turnovers in the second frame, and the Buck-
eyes led 56-30 at the half. In total, the Hor-
nets finished with 29 turnovers.

Coming out of the break, the Buckeyes 
held Alabama State scoreless for nearly 
three minutes to begin the third quarter 
while extending their lead to 66-30.

The Hornets got some offense going with 
a 9-1 run while forcing four turnovers by Ohio 
State, but the Buckeyes still finished the third 
frame with a 77-39 lead.

Ohio State kept things rolling in the 
fourth, using five points each from sopho-
more forward Gabby Hutcherson and junior 
guard Hevynne Bristow, outscoring Alabama 
State 20-12 in the frame to secure the win.

In total, 11 different Buckeyes got into the 
contest, with 10 scoring.

“We got off to a hot start with our de-
fense,” Mikesell said. “We got some steals 

early on in our press, and we got some easy 
looks and then shots started falling, so I think 
we did a good job of sharing the ball. People 
built confidence tonight, so I think it was a 
great win overall.”

Mikesell was one point shy of tying her 
career high, while junior forward Rebeka Mi-
kulasikova led with 11 rebounds and scored 
12 points for her first career double-double. 
Sheldon added 14 points. Poole and senior 
guard Braxtin Miller each added a team-high 
four assists.

 Brazyll Watkins led the Hornets, who 
shot just 31.5 percent from the floor (17 of 
54) and 18.2 percent (2 of 11) from deep, 
with 11 points.

The Buckeyes shot 46.7 percent from the 
floor (35 of 75) and were 13 of 36 from three-
point range (36.1 percent).

Bucks Head West,
Overcome SDSU

Ohio State moved to 9-2 on the season, 
heading across the country to hand San Di-
ego State (6-5) a 66-54 loss Dec. 21 in the 
first meeting between the programs.

It was a back-and-forth affair for most of 
the contest, but Aztecs guard Mercedes Sta-
ples looked to give San Diego State some 
momentum heading into the fourth by knock-
ing down a three-pointer to make it 48-41 
with nine seconds to go in the third.

Not wanting to let them back into the 
game, Miller hit a shot from half-court at 
the buzzer to make it 51-41 heading into the 
fourth, giving the Buckeyes the momentum to 
outscore the Aztecs 15-13 in the final frame 
and take home the win.

The teams battled early, with San Diego 
State taking a 9-8 lead just under three min-
utes into the contest with 562 in the stands 
at Viejas Arena.

Ohio State then capitalized on three turn-
overs to go on a 10-0 run and take an 18-9 
lead, holding the Aztecs scoreless for nearly 
six minutes. In total, the Buckeyes held San 
Diego State to two points in the final 7:12 of 
the first quarter, and Ohio State led 20-11 at 
the end of the first frame.

The Aztecs missed their first three-point 
attempt in the second quarter but connected 
on the next two to make it a four-point game, 
23-19, before eventually tying things up at 27 
with 3:56 before intermission after taking ad-
vantage of Ohio State’s defensive press.

“Our biggest problem was our transition 
defense got a little spotty and they hit some 
threes,” McGuff said. “The second thing is we 
weren’t taking good shots, and we got a lead, 
got a little comfortable. We quit moving the 
ball, we were taking contested shots, which 
leads to transition opportunities for them.”

The Buckeyes then connected on three of 
their next four shots, including a bucket from 
graduate forward Tanaya Beacham following 
an offensive rebound, to regain the lead, 33-
27, with under three minutes remaining in 
the half.

The Aztecs then got a three-pointer from 
guard Sophia Ramos, but Sheldon added a 
layup at 1:22 to make it 35-30 heading into 
the locker room.

Ohio State began the third period with a 
6-0 run to extend the lead to 11 points before 
the Aztecs finally scored over three minutes 
into the quarter, connecting on a pair of free 
throws to make it 41-32.

San Diego State added another free 

throw, but it took until the 2:29 mark of the 
third quarter for the Aztecs to score their first 
basket of the half, at which point the Buck-
eyes led 45-35.

Sheldon led Ohio State with 19 points, 
with Miller adding 16 and Mikesell 15. Bea-
cham and Harris led with six rebounds each, 
and Poole had a team-high four assists.

As a team, the Buckeyes were 46.4 per-
cent from the field (26 of 56), including 5 of 
16 from beyond the arc (31.3) percent, while 
the Aztecs were held to 32.2 percent from the 
floor (19 of 59) and only 6 of 26 from beyond 
the arc 23.1 percent.

San Diego State guard Asia Avinger and 
Ramos both led with 10 points.

“We did a decent job overall,” Miller said. 
“There are always things we can improve on 
and get better at, but I think for the most part, 
we stayed decently consistent throughout the 
game defensively, and I’m proud of us for 
that.”

Shorthanded Bucks
Fall At Michigan

Two Wolverines notched double-doubles, 
and then-No. 25-ranked Ohio State (9-3, 1-2) 
suffered a 90-71 defeat at then-No. 9 Michi-
gan (12-1, 3-0) on New Year’s Eve.

The Buckeyes were without Miller and 
Bristow, who McGuff indicated earlier in the 
week were dealing with COVID-19 issues.

Michigan’s defense, which allowed just 
58.2 points per game coming into the contest, 

stifled Ohio State in the early stages, forcing 
misses on the Buckeyes’ first six shots as the 
Wolverines jumped out to an 8-0 lead for the 
7,904 in attendance at the Crisler Center.

“(Braxtin is) probably our highest bas-
ketball IQ person on the team, so we really 
miss her leadership and communication out 
there,” McGuff said after the game. “She does 
a great job talking and keeping everybody 
organized. We were a little disorganized at 
times in terms of executing the offense, and 
she’s usually the one who can keep everybody 
on track.”

Harris got Ohio State on the scoreboard 
with a three-pointer nearly four minutes into 
the game, and a basket from Poole on the 
Buckeyes’ next possession made it 8-5.

The Wolverines then connected on three 
of their next four shots and hit five free 
throws to push the lead to 19-11, but a pair 
of baskets from Poole and freshman guard/
forward Taylor Thierry – who saw increased 
action due to Miller and Bristow’s absences, 
as well as foul trouble for Beacham and Mi-
kulasikova – made it 21-17 in favor of Michi-
gan at the end of the first.

The Buckeyes continued battling Michi-
gan close in the second quarter, cutting the 
deficit to as few as two points on two occa-
sions as Mikesell hit a pair of shots, but the 
Wolverines opened up a 32-26 lead with 5:25 
remaining in the second.

A layup from Thierry made it 32-28, but 
the Wolverines then closed the quarter on a 
13-3 run, boosted by four points from senior 
forward Naz Hillmon, who had a double-dou-
ble (15 points, 10 rebounds) in the first half, 
to take a 45-31 lead heading into the half.

Bucks Wrap Non-Con, Go 2-1 In B1G Play
By BRADEN MOLES
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer

Ohio State 97, Alabama State 51
Dec. 15, 2021

Value City Arena, Columbus, Ohio
1 2 3 4 F

Alabama State (1-6) 13 17 9 12 51
Ohio State (8-2, 1-1) 27 29 21 20 97

Alabama Total FT Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Stallings 11 2-5 0-0 0-1 0 3 4
Pearson 24 1-5 2-4 2-3 0 2 4
Rudolph 18 1-2 2-2 1-1 0 3 4
Crawford 16 2-10 0-0 0-2 0 0 5
Sanders 26 2-4 4-4 1-2 5 2 8
Jackson 23 1-2 1-1 0-5 0 1 3
Smith 12 0-1 0-0 0-2 2 2 0
Watkins 21 4-9 3-3 0-1 1 2 11
Nneji 16 2-5 0-0 1-2 0 2 4
Ashley 11 1-8 0-0 1-2 0 2 2
White 17 1-3 3-4 0-0 1 0 6
Totals 200 17-5415-18 9-24 9 18 51

Percentages: FG: 31.5%. FT: 83.3%. Three-point 
field goals: 2-11 (Crawford 1-5, White 1-2, Ashley 
0-1, Rudolph 0-1, Sanders 0-1, Watkins 0-1). Team 
rebounds: 5. Blocked shots: 3 (Nneji 2, Ashley). 
Turnovers: 29 (Team 5, Ashley 4, Jackson 3, Nneji 3, 
Pearson 3, Rudolph 3, Sanders 2, Smith 2, Stallings 
2, Watkins, White). Steals: 6 (Sanders 4, Jackson, 
Pearson).

Ohio State Total FT Reb. Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Mikulasikova 20 5-10 2-2 3-8 2 0 12
Sheldon 25 5-10 2-2 3-2 2 0 14
Poole 23 2-6 5-6 2-3 4 2 11
Miller 19 1-4 0-0 1-2 4 1 2
Mikesell 26 10-19 0-0 0-0 2 0 27
Harris 19 4-5 3-6 0-3 3 0 12
Bristow 20 2-5 1-1 2-3 0 3 5
Hutcherson 19 3-11 0-0 1-2 0 1 7
Thierry 12 2-3 1-2 3-2 2 2 5
Costner 7 0-0 0-0 0-2 0 1 0
Jones 7 1-2 0-0 1-0 0 1 2
Totals 200 35-7514-1917-29 19 11 97

Percentages: FG: 46.7%. FT: 73.7%. Three-point field 
goals: 13-36 (Mikesell 7-16, Poole 2-4, Sheldon 2-4, 
Harris 1-2, Hutcherson 1-5, Bristow 0-1, Mikulasikova 
0-3, Miller 0-1). Team rebounds: 3. Blocked shots: 
7 (Hutcherson 3, Mikulasikova 3, Bristow). Turnovers: 
15 (Sheldon 5, Poole 3, Mikulasikova 2, Team 2, Thierry 
2, Miller). Steals: 13 (Harris 6, Mikesell 2, Sheldon 2, 
Bristow, Mikulasikova, Poole).
Officials: Berger, Camy, Inouye. Attendance: 2,832.

Ohio State 66, SDSU 54
Dec. 21, 2021

Viejas Arena, San Diego, Calif.
1 2 3 4 F

Ohio State (9-2, 1-1) 20 15 16 15 66
San Diego State (6-5) 11 19 11 13 54

Ohio State Total FT Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Mikulasikova 14 0-5 0-0 0-3 3 1 0
Sheldon 34 9-15 1-1 0-4 2 3 19
Poole 19 1-3 2-2 0-4 4 1 5
Miller 29 5-8 4-6 0-2 1 2 16
Mikesell 35 6-12 2-2 0-5 0 0 15
Beacham 25 2-4 0-0 3-3 1 4 4
Harris 25 2-4 0-0 1-5 1 3 5
Hutcherson 10 0-1 0-0 0-2 0 0 0
Bristow 5 1-3 0-0 1-0 0 1 2
Totals 200 26-56 9-11 5-31 12 15 66

Percentages: FG: 46.4%. FT: 81.8%. Three-point 
field goals: 5-16 (Miller 2-5, Harris 1-1, Mikesell 1-3, 
Poole 1-2, Beacham 0-1, Hutcherson 0-1, Mikulasikova 
0-2, Sheldon 0-1). Team rebounds: 3. Blocked shots: 
1 (Bristow). Turnovers: 13 (Sheldon 4, Poole 3, Mikesell 
2, Mikulasikova 2, Bristow, Harris). Steals: 8 (Sheldon 3, 
Beacham 2, Harris, Mikesell, Miller).

SDSU Total FT Reb. Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Adams 26 3-11 1-2 1-4 0 2 9
Gipson 15 2-3 0-0 1-3 0 1 4
Avinger 28 1-9 8-10 0-0 4 4 10
Ramos 37 4-12 0-0 0-6 3 3 10
Staples 33 3-12 1-2 1-2 4 2 8
Edwards 12 2-2 0-1 1-2 0 1 4
Villalobos 10 0-1 0-0 0-2 1 1 0
Hernandez 21 3-7 0-0 0-2 1 0 7
Vinerte 12 1-2 0-0 0-2 0 1 2
Fiso 1 0-0 0-0 0-0 0 0 0
Totals 200 19-5910-15 9-25 13 15 54

Percentages: FG: 32.2%. FT: 66.7%. Three-point 
field goals: 6-26 (Adams 2-6, Ramos 2-7, Hernandez 
1-5, Staples 1-5, Avinger 0-3). Team rebounds: 7. 
Blocked shots: 4 (Edwards, Gipson, Staples, Vinerte). 
Turnovers: 13 (Edwards 3, Gipson 3, Avinger 2, Ramos 
2, Hernandez, Team, Villalobos). Steals: 4 (Avinger 2, 
Ramos 2).
Officials: Campbell, Osborne, Robinson. Attendance: 
562.
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As if Michigan’s late run didn’t cause 
enough problems for Ohio State, the Buck-
eyes picked up a number of critical fouls near 
the end of the second quarter. Poole and Thi-
erry each had three fouls at the break, and 
Mikulasikova, Beacham and Sheldon had 
each picked up two, leaving the shorthanded 
Buckeyes in a tight spot.

“They have a big inside presence,” Mike-
sell said. “We gave up some easy points to 
start, and then we got in foul trouble so we 
were kind of forced to play zone so it kind of 
took us out of our game plan.”

With no shortage of efficient scorers for 
Michigan, the Wolverines opened the flood-
gates to begin the third with a 9-0 run. Hillm-
on, senior guard Leigha Brown and senior 
forward Emily Kiser, all of whom finished in 
double digits, connected on baskets during 
the run.

It took 2:26 for the Buckeyes to score, but 
after making it a 58-37 deficit at 6:40, the 
Buckeyes closed the quarter on a 16-9 run to 
make it 67-53 going into the final frame.

The Wolverines led by less than that 
14-point margin in the fourth as Buckeyes – 
including Harris, Mikulasikova and Beacham 
– began fouling out of the contest, and the 
Buckeyes eventually fell by 19.

Sheldon was Ohio State’s leading scorer 
with 26 points followed by Mikesell with 25. 
The Buckeyes shot 38.4 percent from the 
field (28 of 73), their second-lowest mark of 
the season (36.4 percent, Indiana). Hillmon 
led the Wolverines with 29 points while she 
and Kiser (26 points) tied with a game-high 
15 rebounds.

The Buckeyes finished with a season-high 
27 fouls.

Harris, Mikesell 
Hit Career Highs

Ohio State (10-3, 2-2) survived an early 
scare from the visiting Illinois Fighting Illini 
(5-8, 0-2), earning a 90-69 win behind career 
days from Harris and Mikesell Jan. 6.

Miller returned for the Buckeyes after 
being out due to COVID-19, but Bristow re-
mained out for the contest after missing Ohio 
State’s New Year’s Eve matchup with Mich-
igan.

Illinois has had a challenging season, en-
tering the game 5-7 with conference match-
ups with Maryland and Iowa postponed, but 
the Fighting Illini found themselves up early 
as Ohio State could not get things going on 
the offensive end.

Mikesell had the team’s only points on a 
pair of three-pointers through the first five 
minutes as the Buckeyes started 2 of 10 from 
the field and trailed 10-6 at 4:48 of the first.

Mikesell tied it up at 16 with another 
three with under a minute remaining in the 
quarter, and Harris added a free throw to give 
the Buckeyes the lead, but Illinois gained an 
18-17 advantage going into the second frame.

The teams went back-and-forth early in 
the second. After the Illini tied things up at 
22, Ohio State took off on a 9-2 run courtesy 
of six points from Beacham to take a 31-24 
lead with just 5:18 remaining in the first half.

“(The defense) turned it up a little bit and 
got the game going,” McGuff said. “It’s frus-
trating sometimes. We show what we’re ca-
pable of, but unless we’re going to do that for 
closer to 40 minutes, we’re not going to be 
the team we’re capable of being, and that’s 
where we have to make growth.”

Illinois fought back to make it 35-31, 
but five straight points from Harris made it 
a nine-point game, 40-31, and the Buckeyes 
eventually closed the first half with a 44-33 
lead.

In the first half, Harris was 3 of 3 from be-
yond the arc and had 12 points, which tied a 
career high in just 13 minutes on the court, 
and she went on to finish with 15 points. 
Mikesell was 4 of 6 from downtown, and the 
Buckeyes were 8 of 14 from long range in the 
first 20 minutes.

“She’s continued to get better,” McGuff 
said of Harris. “She really has practiced well. 
The thing I like is in the beginning of the year 
it was more of a defensive and rebounding 
role, and she’s just gotten a little more com-
fortable and confident on the offensive end, 
which is great to see.”

Sheldon increased Ohio State’s lead with 
a pair of baskets to start the third to make 
it 48-33. The Buckeyes would later extend 
their lead to 21 points, 61-40, off the shot of 
Mikesell, who finished 11 of 22 from the field 
and 8 of 14 from beyond the arc, and OSU 
entered the fourth with a 75-48 lead.

The closest Illinois could get in the final 
frame was 15 points, and Ohio State earned 
its second conference win of the season in 
front of 2,567 fans at Value City Arena.

Mikesell finished as Ohio State’s lead-
ing scorer with a career-high 32 points. 
Beacham joined Harris with 15, while 
Sheldon led the Buckeyes with six assists. 
Mikulasikova finished with no points for 
the third straight game, though she had 
a team-high six rebounds, while De’Myla 
Brown led the Illini with 13 points on 3-of-
17 shooting.

“  We had the ball moving side-to-side re-
ally well,” Mikesell said. “Me and Rikki both 
were ready when the ball came to us. People 

kept finding us, and we just kept shooting it.”

Bucks Build Momentum
In Win Over Wildcats

Ohio State (11-3, 3-2) picked up its big-
gest win of the season thus far, going on the 
road to hand Northwestern (10-4, 2-1) a 74-
61 defeat Jan. 9.

“I thought we played really, really hard,” 
McGuff said. “We had two good days of 
preparation in terms of our practice, and the 
players applied it to the game today and we 
played hard.” 

The Buckeyes jumped out to a 7-0 lead, 
all courtesy of Mikulasikova, who scored for 
the first time since Ohio State’s win over Ala-
bama State Dec. 15.

Northwestern then took off on a 12-4 run 
to take a 12-11 lead, but Miller responded 
with a three-pointer on the next possession to 
make it 14-12, quieting the announced crowd 
of 1,232 at Welsh-Ryan Arena. Sophomore 
guard Kateri Poole then went down with an 
injury that left her out for the remainder of 
the game.

Sheldon added a basket with just over 
a minute remaining in the quarter, and Mi-
kulasikova then connected on a pair of free 
throws to give Ohio State an 18-12 lead at the 
end of the first frame.

The Wildcats opened the second quarter 
on a 6-3 run to make it 21-18, holding the 
Buckeyes to just three points – all from Miku-
lasikova – in the first four minutes.

Northwestern later made it a two-point 
game, 25-23 with 2:21 before the half, but 
back-to-back three-pointers from Mikesell 
and Sheldon boosted Ohio State to a 31-23 
lead, and a pair of free throws from Shel-
don gave the Buckeyes a 33-26 lead at the 
half.

While both teams struggled shooting from 
deep in the first quarter – Ohio State was 2 
for 9, and Northwestern was 0 for 6 – the 
Wildcats stepped up in the second, knocking 
down 2 of 3, while the Buckeyes continued 
floundering from beyond the arc, shooting 
just 2 of 8 in the second quarter.

Ohio State kept things rolling in the third 
quarter, going on a 9-0 run early in the frame 
that resulted in a 42-28 lead with 6:30 re-
maining in the third, eventually finishing 
the third quarter with a 56-37 lead. Though 
offensive rebounds have often been a short-
coming for Ohio State, it dominated in the 
third quarter, pulling down seven offensive 
boards (compared to just two for the Wild-
cats) that corresponded to 10 second-chance 
points.

The Buckeyes kept the Wildcats at bay in 
the fourth, maintaining a lead of at least 13 
points, which proved to be the final margin.

Sheldon finished as the team’s leading 
scorer with 20 points, while after a string of 
tough performances, Mikulasikova finished 
with a double-double of 16 points and a 
game-high 12 rebounds against the Wildcats. 
Mikesell led with six assists, with Miller dish-
ing out five. Northwestern guard Veronica 
Burton led the Wildcats with 16 points with 
six steals.

“(Mikulasikova) came out of Christmas 
break in a little bit of a funk, but she really did 
a good job in practice and I was really proud 
of her effort today,” McGuff said. “She was 
great. It was fun to see. I’m happy for her.”

Ohio State’s schedule is seemingly ev-
er-changing due to the pandemic, but as it 
stands, the Buckeyes are set to host Michi-
gan State Jan. 12, travel to Minnesota Jan. 15, 
return home to face Maryland Jan. 20 and hit 
the road again to take on Rutgers Jan. 23.

Ohio State 74, Northwestern 61
Jan. 9, 2022

Welsh-Ryan Arena, Evanston, Ill.
1 2 3 4 F

Ohio State (11-3, 3-2) 18 15 23 18 74
Northwestern (10-4, 2-1) 12 14 11 24 61

Ohio State Total FT. Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Miller 36 3-6 0-0 2-1 5 4 8
Mikulasikova 24 5-11 5-5 2-10 0 2 16
Mikesell 38 5-23 0-0 1-4 6 2 13
Sheldon 39 6-14 7-8 1-0 4 2 20
Poole 6 0-1 0-0 1-0 1 0 0
Harris 25 2-6 3-5 2-3 0 4 7
Thierry 16 0-1 0-2 3-1 4 1 0
Beacham 16 3-5 4-4 1-3 0 4 10
Totals 200 24-6719-2415-28 20 17 74

Percentages: FG: 35.8%. FT: 79.2%. Three-
point field goals: 7-27 (Mikesell 3-15, Miller 2-2, 
Mikulasikova 1-3, Sheldon 1-4, Harris 0-3). Team 
rebounds: 8. Blocked shots: 5 (Thierry 4, Harris). 
Turnovers: 13 (Miller 4, Mikesell 3, Beacham 2, Harris, 
Mikulasikova, Poole, Sheldon). Steals: 11 (Sheldon 3, 
Thierry 3, Harris 2, Beacham, Mikesell, Mikulasikova).

FT Reb. Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Walsh 15 2-7 0-0 0-4 0 4 4
Shaw 31 1-2 2-4 1-6 2 1 4
Brown 30 4-9 0-1 1-6 4 3 9
Burton 35 4-12 6-8 3-5 5 3 16
Daley 25 3-10 0-0 0-1 2 2 6
Mott 19 4-5 1-2 0-2 1 1 9
Hartman 16 3-7 0-0 2-1 1 1 6
Satterwhite 12 0-2 0-0 0-0 2 0 0
Morris 5 0-1 0-0 0-1 1 2 0
Rainey 6 3-5 0-0 0-0 0 1 7
Totals 200 24-60 9-15 10-28 18 18 61

Percentages: FG: 40.0%. FT: 60.0%. Three-point 
field goals: 4-15 (Burton 2-5, Brown 1-4, Rainey 1-2, 
Hartman 0-1, Walsh 0-3). Team rebounds: 5. Blocked 
shots: 7 (Mott 3, Shaw 2, Burton, Walsh). Turnovers: 
20 (Brown 3, Mott 3, Burton 2, Daley 2, Hartman 2, 
Morris 2, Satterwhite 2, Walsh 2, Rainey, Team). Steals: 
10 (Burton 6, Shaw 2, Daley, Rainey).
Officials: Howell, Inouye, Tobin. Attendance: 1,232.
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Michigan 90, Ohio State 71
Dec. 31, 2021

Crisler Center, Ann Arbor, Mich.
1 2 3 4 F

Ohio State (9-3, 1-2) 17 14 22 18 71
Michigan (12-1, 3-0) 21 24 22 23 90

Ohio State Total FT Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Mikulasikova 15 0-5 0-0 2-1 0 5 0
Harris 35 3-7 0-0 2-3 2 5 8
Sheldon 34 11-23 1-1 2-0 5 4 26
Poole 22 4-9 0-0 0-2 2 4 8
Mikesell 40 8-20 5-6 2-2 0 0 25
Beacham 12 0-1 0-0 0-2 1 5 0
Thierry 23 2-5 0-0 2-1 0 4 4
Hutcherson 15 0-3 0-0 0-2 0 0 0
Costner 1 0-0 0-0 0-0 0 0 0
Totals 200 28-73 6-7 11-16 10 27 71

Percentages: FG: 38.4%. FT: 85.7%. Three-point 
field goals: 9-27 (Mikesell 4-10, Sheldon 3-7, Harris 
2-3, Hutcherson 0-2, Poole 0-2, Beacham 0-1, 
Mikulasikova 0-1, Thierry 0-1). Team rebounds: 2. 
Blocked shots: 2 (Thierry 2). Turnovers: 11 (Poole 
5, Beacham 2, Sheldon 2, Harris, Hutcherson). Steals: 
14 (Beacham 3, Sheldon 3, Thierry 3, Poole 2, Harris, 
Hutcherson, Mikesell).

Michigan Total FT Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Hillmon 33 9-14 11-12 7-8 2 2 29
Kiser 31 7-11 4-4 4-11 2 1 18
Nolan 32 3-7 0-0 0-3 3 2 8
Rauch 33 0-6 0-0 0-4 2 1 0
Brown 35 9-12 4-9 0-5 7 1 24
Stuck 3 1-1 1-1 1-0 1 1 3
Williams 10 3-3 0-0 0-2 0 1 6
Sidor 7 0-2 0-0 0-0 1 0 0
Wiggins 5 0-1 0-0 0-1 2 2 0
Hobbs 4 1-2 0-0 0-0 0 1 2
Sollom 1 0-0 0-0 0-0 0 0 0
Totals 200 33-5920-2614-34 20 12 90

Percentages: FG: 55.9%. FT: 76.9%. Three-point 
field goals: 4-14 (Brown 2-2, Nolan 2-6, Rauch 0-3, 
Sidor 0-2, Hobbs 0-1). Team rebounds: 2. Blocked 
shots: 4 (Brown 2, Kiser, Williams). Turnovers: 21 
(Nolan 4, Rauch 4, Wiggins 3, Brown 2, Hillmon 2, 
Kiser 2, Team 2, Stuck, Williams). Steals: 4 (Brown 2, 
Rauch 2).
Officials: Cross, McConnell, Roberts. Attendance: 
7,904.

Ohio State 90, Illinois 69
Jan. 6, 2022

Value City Arena, Columbus, Ohio
1 2 3 4 F

Illinois (5-8, 0-2) 18 15 15 21 69
Ohio State (10-3, 2-2) 17 27 31 15 90

Illinois Total FT Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Porter 8 3-4 0-0 2-0 0 2 6
Bostic 27 5-6 1-2 5-11 1 1 11
Brown 24 3-17 6-6 0-5 1 2 13
Peebles 33 2-9 2-2 1-0 1 0 8
Nye 24 4-0 0-0 3-2 2 2 9
Lopes 13 1-2 1-2 1-2 1 3 3
McKenzie 22 4-6 0-0 1-2 0 2 8
Oden 25 1-7 3-4 0-4 1 3 5
Anastasieska 13 2-5 2-2 1-1 1 1 6
Rubin 4 0-0 0-0 0-0 1 0 0
Amusan 2 0-0 0-0 0-0 0 0 0
Totals 200 25-6515-1818-30 9 16 69

Percentages: FG: 38.5%. FT: 83.3%. Three-point 
field goals: 4-22 (Peebles 2-5, Nye 1-6, Brown 1-8, 
Oden 0-2, Anasteasieska 0-1). Team rebounds: 6. 
Blocked shots: 1 (Lopes). Turnovers: 28 (Anasteasieska 
5, McKenzie 5, Oden 4, Bostic 3, Nye 3, Brown 2, 
Peebles 2, Team 2, Amusan, Porter). Steals: 5 (Nye 3, 
Brown 2).

Ohio State Total FT Reb.
Min M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.

Mikulasikova 14 0-4 0-0 0-6 0 3 0
Sheldon 26 5-11 1-5 1-1 6 1 11
Poole 26 0-3 0-0 1-2 4 4 0
Miller 27 3-6 3-3 2-2 4 2 9
Mikesell 35 11-22 2-2 0-3 2 1 32
Harris 29 5-9 1-2 3-2 4 2 15
Beach 25 6-9 2-2 1-1 1 2 15
Hutcherson 12 2-3 0-2 0-2 1 1 4
Thierry 2 2-2 0-0 0-0 0 0 4
Costner 1 0-1 0-0 0-0 0 0 0
Totals 200 34-70 9-16 10-23 22 16 90

Percentages: FG: 48.6%. FT: 56.3%. Three-point 
field goals: 13-28 (Mikesell 8-14, Harris 4-5, Beacham 
1-2, Costner 0-1, Hutcherson 0-1, Mikulasikova 0-1, 
Poole 0-1, Sheldon 0-3). Team rebounds: 5. Blocked 
shots: 4 (Hutcherson 2, Harris, Miller). Turnovers: 17 
(Poole 5, Sheldon 4, Mikulasikova 3, Harris 2, Beacham, 
Hutcherson, Mikesell). Steals: 15 (Harris 5, Mikesell 3, 
Miller 3, Sheldon 2, Beacham, Poole).
Officials: Broderick, Grinter, Zentz. Attendance: 2,567.
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Plank’s Cafe

PLANK’S LADY BUCK 
OF THE MONTH 
FOR DECEMBER

Jacy Sheldon
Junior Guard
Dublin, Ohio
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 OSU’s Season Again Impacted By Pandemic
UCLA, sitting at 5-3 before its sched-

uled matchup with Ohio State on Dec. 
19, was set to be the highlight of the 
Buckeyes’ nonconference schedule. The 
Bruins were ranked as high as No. 19 
earlier this season after beginning 3-0, 
and it would have provided Ohio State an 
additional opportunity to face a strong 
opponent before heading into the confer-
ence portion of the season.

Instead, the game was canceled on 
Dec. 18 due to COVID-19 issues within 
UCLA’s program, leaving the Buckeyes 
stranded on the West Coast with no op-
ponent until a matchup with San Diego 
State on Dec. 21.

“We didn’t get the word until Satur-
day, so the day before, and so we had 
prepared and we were ready to go and 
it would have been a great opportunity 
against a terrific team,” said Ohio State 
head coach Kevin McGuff. “That’s just 
kind of where we’re at with COVID right 
now.”

It figured to be Ohio State’s last signif-
icant test before the Big Ten conference 
schedule began in full, but the Buckeyes 

still made the most of the time available 
to them following the cancellation.

“We were still able to practice, run 
up and down, scrimmage against each 
other, run our plays, make sure that ev-
erything was up to par – just staying on 
top of our craft,” sophomore guard Kateri 
Poole said in “The Experience: The Road 
To March Madness,” an Ohio State video 
production.

Ohio State’s cancellations come as 
women’s programs across the country 
are seeing games either postponed or 
canceled. Games have been impacted for 
Arizona, Indiana, Kansas State, North-
western, Oregon, Oregon State, Syra-
cuse, Texas Tech and UConn, among 
others.

“We were disappointed that the game 
got canceled,” junior guard Jacy Sheldon 
said. “We were looking forward to it. 
They’re a great team. But once we heard 
the news, I think we kind of took advan-
tage of being in California, going out and 
seeing stuff. It was fun. We got to spend 
time with each other. We got to hang out 
with the coaches, too, so that was good 
downtime for us. We had a lot of fun 
despite the disappointment behind that 
cancellation.”

College basketball is not alone, as 
the entire athletics world is once again 
coming to grips with the coronavirus in-
filtrating programs, including those of 
the NBA, NFL and NHL, as well as other 
collegiate programs.

Despite the challenges, Ohio State 
was still able to come out and earn a 66-
54 win over San Diego State Dec. 21 to 
close out the nonconference schedule 
and end the long trip on a positive note.

“It’s been a rough trip – an exhausting 
one,” senior guard Braxtin Miller said. 
“Being able to come out strong and get 
this win was really important. I think we 
did a good job sticking together and keep-
ing our heads in the right mind space 
with everything that’s happened and stay-
ing focused on the game.”

After returning from the West Coast 
and falling to Michigan on New Year’s 
Eve, 90-71, a home contest with Penn 
State set for Jan. 3 was postponed, so 
Ohio State did not return to the court un-
til a 90-69 victory Jan. 6 against Illinois, 
meaning the Buckeyes played just three 
games between Dec. 15 and Jan. 6.

“It’s definitely not what we were hop-
ing for this coming year, but I think going 
through that COVID year, we’re kind of 
ready for it,” McGuff said. “We’re used to 
it, which is unfortunately the reality of it, 
but just staying ready for each game and 
hoping for the best each day and working 
equally as hard every day at practice – it’s 
what’s keeping us well.”

It’s reminiscent of last season in which 
Ohio State saw seven games either can-
celed or postponed, and while Ohio State 
is hoping to avoid that this season, it’s a 
possibility that’s being prepared for.

“It’s tough,” McGuff said. “We can’t 
control that, but we’re going to do the 
best we can to take care of ourselves. But 
it’s really difficult. I hate it. Our kids are 
doing a great job, showing up every day 
and doing what they can do. But it’s real-
ly, really, really tough because the uncer-
tainty really weighs on our kids.”

Perry Nominated For
All-American Game

Ohio State commit Mya Perry, a 5-11 
shooting guard out of Reynoldsburg, 
Ohio, has been nominated for the 2022 
McDonald’s All-American Game, an an-
nual contest to display the best in high 
school basketball across the country.

The McDonald’s All-American Game 
returns this year after a one-year hiatus 
and will be played in Chicago in March 
to celebrate the 45th anniversary of the 
game.

She will be joined by fellow nominee 
and teammate Imarianah Russell, who 

is committed to West Virginia. Perry 
would be Ohio State’s first McDonald’s 
All-American since Kierstan Bell made 
the team in 2019.

Other McDonald’s All-Americans 
for the Buckeyes include Tori McCoy 
(2016), Kelsey Mitchell (2014), Sierra 
Calhoun (2014), Stephanie Mavunga 
(2013), Linnae Harper (2013), Tayler 
Hill (2009), Samantha Prahalis (2008), 
Jantel Lavender (2007), Alison Jack-
son (2007), Marscilla Packer (2004), 
Brandie Hoskins (2003) and Jessica 
Davenport (2003).

OSU Falls Out 
Of AP Top 25

In the AP top 25 poll released Jan. 3, 
Ohio State fell out of the rankings for the 
first time since the 2019-2020 season, 
though it still received 24 votes.

The Buckeyes had been ranked in 25 
consecutive polls dating back to the 2020 
preseason poll, the fourth-longest streak 
in team history according to College Poll 
Archive. During that time, they rose to as 
high as No. 11 in the country.

The longest streak for Ohio State was 
130 consecutive appearances in the poll 
from 2004-11, and McGuff ’s teams also 
had 59 straight appearances from 2015-
18.

Sheldon Is December’s
Lady Buck Of The Month

In an up-and-down month for the 
Buckeyes, Ohio State junior guard Jacy 
Sheldon earns Plank’s Lady Buck of the 
Month award for December, a testament 
to her consistency that helped Ohio State 
through a challenging stretch of the sea-
son.

She averaged 19.4 points per game, 
3.6 rebounds and 2.6 assists and shot 
50.9 percent from the field, including 
44.8 percent from beyond the arc, during 
the month in which Ohio State finished 
with a 4-3 record. She notched 26 points 
in a loss to Michigan and 23 points in 
each of the Buckeyes’ losses to Syra-
cuse and Indiana, but she bounced back 
with 19-point performances in wins over 
Mount St. Mary’s and San Diego State.

So far this season, Sheldon is leading 
Ohio State in points per game (18.7) and 
steals (2.0) and is among the team’s top 
shooters at 52.7 percent. 

DOUBLE DOUBLE 
DRIBBLEDRIBBLE

Braden MolesBraden Moles
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The Ohio State wrestling team returned to 
the mat after a 27-day break with a dual meet 
at Michigan State in the Big Ten opener on Jan. 
8 in East Lansing, Mich.

The Buckeyes last competed on Dec. 12 
against Pittsburgh, defeating the Panthers 
30-7 at the Covelli Center. Their final noncon-
ference dual with American University was 
canceled because of inclement weather in the 
Washington, D.C., area on Jan. 3.

Ohio State head coach Tom Ryan said his 
team had practiced, enduring the monotony of 
conditioning and training throughout that time. 
They also dealt with the Omicron variant of 
COVID-19 and its spread throughout Colum-
bus. Still, Ohio State dived straight into its Big 
Ten slate after a month without competition.

“We wanted to compete in the American 
dual to get us back on the mat before Big Ten 
play,” Ryan said. “American ultimately decided 
to cancel, and we agreed with it. We were sup-
posed to leave for D.C. that morning (Jan. 3), 
but they felt the weather would be bad. We of-
fered to have the dual meet with no spectators, 
but they felt the best thing would be to cancel 
it, so we did.”

Ryan said he wanted to see a few things 
from Ohio State’s final nonconference dual. 
First, he thought it would be helpful for his 
players to have a final weigh-in before entering 
the conference slate. Second, he believed his 
wrestlers would benefit from facing an oppo-
nent rather than teammates.

“We looked like we needed some fresh 
looks for our guys,” Ryan said. “Our last com-
petition was Dec. 12 against Pittsburgh, which 
is almost a month ago at this point. We want-
ed to get away before Big Ten competition, 
cut weight and have an efficient performance 
against a quality opponent in American.”

However, it didn’t appear that Ohio State 
needed a final tuneup before conference play 
after it won its 12th straight match over Michi-
gan State with a 27-14 victory in the weekend 
dual.

The No. 7 Buckeyes (5-0) won six of 10 
matches at Jenison Field House – highlighted 
by four bonus-point wins. Sammy Sasso, the 
No. 2 wrestler at 149 pounds, headlined the 
victories. The redshirt junior pinned Jaden En-
riquez in 5:39 for his 25th consecutive win in 
dual competitions. He also extended his Big 
Ten dual winning streak to 19.

Malik Heinselman started the dual for Ohio 
State at 125 pounds. The No. 14 lightweight 
earned the afternoon’s first points, taking down 
Tristan Lujan with under a minute in the open-
ing period. Lujan responded with two escapes 
before Heinselman scored the final four points, 
winning a 6-2 decision.

True freshman Will Betancourt made his 
Buckeye debut at 133 pounds against Michi-
gan State redshirt senior Rayvon Foley, who 
moved up from 125 pounds in the offseason. 
The Lancaster, Penn., native didn’t fare well 
in his first start, losing a 16-0 technical fall to 
Foley.

At 141 pounds, Klay Reeves received his 
first-career start. He wrestled unattached from 
the program as a freshman and did not com-
pete in 2020-21. Still, Ryan and his staff decid-
ed Reeves could contend in the weight class, 
but the redshirt sophomore lost a 5-3 decision 
to Jordan Hamdan in a hard-fought match.

After Sasso’s victory, Jashon Hubbard made 
his return to the starting lineup after Ohio State 
elected to wrestle Bryce Hepner at 157 pounds 
in its more recent competitions. The redshirt 
junior failed to take advantage of his opportuni-
ty, losing a 4-2 decision to Chase Saldate.

The Buckeyes entered halftime trailing the 
Spartans 11-9.

Carson Kharchla, the No. 5 wrestler at 165 
pounds, took the mat first after the break in a 
matchup with Caleb Fish. Kharchla continued 
his early-season dominance with a 14-6 major 
decision, claiming his third bonus-point victory 
of the year. 

Ethan Smith quickly built a 6-2 lead be-
fore ending the first period leading 10-4 over 
Nathan Jimenez. The No. 7 174-pound wres-
tler increased his lead to 17-6 and continued 
extending it until earning a 24-9 technical fall. 

Seventh-ranked 184-pounder Kaleb Rome-
ro pinned Marty Larkin at 3:22 to make the 
score 24-11 Buckeyes. Rocky Jordan lost the 
Buckeyes’ next match at 197 pounds to Cam-
eron Caffrey – a 7-2 decision in favor of the 
Spartans.

Gavin Hoffman wrapped up the competi-
tion for Ohio State at the heavyweight. He start-
ed in place of All-American Tate Orndorff, who 
missed the competition for an undisclosed ail-
ment. Hoffman defeated Brad Wilton in a 10-3 
decision, giving the Buckeyes the 27-14 victory 
in East Lansing.

Ohio State’s next match will be against No. 
4 Michigan on Jan. 14 at the Covelli Center. 
The match will start at 7 p.m. and will be tele-
vised on the Big Ten Network.

No Help From Extra Eligibility
Because of COVID-19, the NCAA allowed 

wrestlers who competed during the 2020-21 

season to exercise an extra year of eligibility 
because of their hardship endured during the 
pandemic.

Traditionally, NCAA Division I programs 
are allowed 9.9 scholarships per team. How-
ever, wrestlers who chose to remain with their 
programs or transfer to another school using 
their pandemic-related eligibility do no not 
count against the scholarship number.

“Any senior from last year that came back 
this season does not count against the allot-
ment,” Ryan said. “That creates a big challenge 
for us. There are teams with 15 or 16 schol-
arships, while others like us have 9.9 scholar-
ships. Just by pure chance – the age of your 
team and class of your team can impact what 
kind of roster you have.”

Ryan said that Ohio State does not have 
any players currently on the roster taking ad-
vantage of the extra year. There were only three 
graduating seniors last season. Elijah Cleary 
earned his degree before transferring to Pitts-
burgh, “Gas Tank” Gary Traub went to Oregon 
State, and Zach Steiner is a graduate assistant 
in Ohio State’s agriculture communications de-
partment.

“We still have a bunch of studs on our team, 
but we face a significant disadvantage of mak-
ing sure that they develop,” Ryan said. “Some 
other programs have wrestlers that have al-
ready developed and been through challenging 
situations. For a freshman at 19 years old to 
wrestle a 25-year-old seems silly, but it is what 
it is.”

Ryan also expressed his grievances with 
the transfer portal, claiming that it created 
an extra layer of difficulty for the Ohio State 
coaching staff in an already difficult landscape.

“This whole transfer portal has been an 
issue too,” Ryan said. “I haven’t been a real 
proponent of some of the decisions that have 
been made in the past couple of years. The 
wrestling landscape can change within a week. 
Things happen fast in college sports, and with 
this transfer thing wrestlers can go whenever 
they want. 

“There’s no penalties or guidelines any-

more. It’s going to be interesting to see how 
things go forward in this type of competitive 
situation. Our focus is getting who we already 
have ready to go and being ready to face whoev-
er stands in front of us, regardless of what their 
roster might look like.”

Iowa’s Lee Out For Year
Three-time NCAA champion Spencer Lee 

announced on Jan. 1 that he would no longer 
compete during the 2021-22 season. He will 
undergo surgery to repair his knees fully and 
will be eligible for a medical hardship waiver to 
return for 2022-23.

“My coaches, medical staff and family be-
lieve the best course of action at this time is 
surgery so that when I return, I can compete at 
my full potential,” Lee said in a statement.

Lee won his third national title last season 
less than two weeks after tearing his anterior 
cruciate ligament in his left knee. He was al-
ready wrestling with a torn ACL in his right 
knee. Lee went 5-0 and outscored his oppo-
nents 59-8 to win at 125 pounds, leading the 
Hawkeyes to an NCAA team championship.

With Lee out for the year, the Big Ten title 
and the national title race are now wide open 
at the weight class, and Heinselman could be 
one of the biggest benefactors.

“We expect Malik to be dominant,” Ryan 
said. “Nick Suriano transferred to Michigan in 
the offseason from Rutgers using COVID eligi-
bility so that he will be a test for Malik at 125, 
but we expect dominant performances from 
him in the Big Ten.”

Suriano graduated from Rutgers in the 
spring after becoming the first NCAA cham-
pion in school history. He wrestled at 133 
pounds for three years, amassing a 70-7 record 
with 48 bonus victories. At Michigan, Suriano 
takes over the 125-pound slot, where he com-
peted at the beginning of his collegiate career.

Heinselman finished fourth in the 2021 
Big Ten championships, losing a 7-2 decision 
to Michigan State’s Foley in semifinals, and he 
followed up that performance with a 1-2 record 
at the NCAA championships.

Buckeyes Beat Spartans After 27-Day Break

ON THE MATON THE MAT
Chase BrownChase Brown
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Men’s 
Hockey

     Pts. W L T OTL
Minnesota 25 8 4 0 1
Ohio State 23 7 4 0 0
Michigan 23 7 5 0 2
Notre Dame 22 8 4 0 0
Michigan State 15 5 7 0 0
Wisconsin 12 3 8 1 0
Penn State 8 3 9 0 0
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The saying for years about the NBA 
regular season is that there’s no need 
to tune in until the final two minutes be-
cause that’s when all the action happens 
with a game on the line.

It might be a bit unfair to stretch that 
analogy for the Ohio State men’s hock-
ey team, but for some reason the No. 17 

Buckeyes (15-6-1, 7-3-1-1 Big Ten) don’t 
kick it into gear until the third period.

The latest example was the series at 
Wisconsin on Jan. 8-9. The Buckeyes in 
the opener were down 3-2 entering the 
third but scored three times for a 5-3 vic-
tory to extend their winning streak to six 
games. 

In the rematch, Wisconsin scored 
late to go up 2-1, but freshman Georgii 
Merkulov scored even later (4:54 left in 
regulation) to make it 2-2. The game was 
recorded as a tie after the scoreless over-
time, but the Buckeyes earned the bonus 
conference point and ran their unbeaten 
streak to seven by winning the shootout 
2-1 in four rounds on the deciding goal by 

graduate forward Eric Cooley.
How dominant have the Buckeyes 

been with their late surges? 
Well, here’s an impressive stat: OSU 

has outscored opponents 43-14 in the 
third period (plus 2-0 in overtime). Mean-
while, Wisconsin has scored 43 goals for 
the season.

“We work so hard during a practice 
that I don’t think a lot of teams can com-
pete with us,” said OSU freshman goalie 
Jakub Dobeš. “We know that the third pe-
riod is ours. We take the confidence we 
have that if we just work hard, we usually 
get it done.”

Ohio State is 5-6-0 when trailing after 
two periods, and no comeback was as 
dramatic as the 4-3 win against Bowling 
Green at Value City Arena on Dec. 16. 

The Falcons were in command with a 
3-0 lead until they were hit with a tidal 
wave in the third period.

OSU scored three unanswered goals 
before senior Gustaf Westlund netted the 
winner at 1:55 of overtime for the 4-3 vic-
tory before a crowd of 5,232.

The rally got its genesis in the waning 
moments of the second period. Through 
the first 19 minutes, BG held the Buck-
eyes to three shots, but in the final 60 
seconds OSU showed some life and put 
three more shots on goal.

“Give credit to Bowling Green,” Buck-
eye coach Steve Rohlik said. “I mean that 
was probably one of the worst periods 
I’ve seen out of our team in a long time. 
We got a little momentum in the last shift 
in the second. The third period, it was a 
matter of starting to believe and gaining 
confidence.”

There was no fiery speech or a fist 
slamming a locker between the second 
and third periods. Rohlik looked around 
the room and saw a team eager for the 
challenge of climbing back into the game.

His message was clear: “At that point, 
I almost just said ‘We’ve got to hit reset. 

Let’s go win a hockey game. Take it one 
shift at a time. We have to try to get the 
first one before you can get the second. 
We have to start playing the right way.’ 

“Give credit to our guys. A big win. 
Maybe we didn’t deserve to win, but we 
found a way.”

That path was led by Dobeš, whose 
last of 30 saves was stopping a break-
away just before Westlund’s heroics.

“He’s the reason why we’re still in the 
game,” Rohlik said. “There’s no question. 
Without what Jakub did there during the 
game, even in a third, the number of odd-
man rushes, the number of point-blank 
shots, we certainly wouldn’t be talking 
about a win on our side.”

Rohlik said the key to the victory, in 
addition to the outstanding play of Do-
beš, was getting a quick goal at the start 
of the third period.

“You score early in the third and every-
body believes and now all of a sudden it’s 
muscle memory,” he said “You remember 
games. We’ve done well in the third be-
fore. All that stuff starts to come to fru-
ition, and it did there in the third period 
again.”

The following night in the return 
match at BG, there was more third-peri-
od magic, although not all of it was in the 
goal-scoring department.

OSU rallied twice and got the winning 
goal by freshman Cam Thiesing at 6:37 
of the third for a wild 3-2 victory to earn 
the sweep.

There were 29.8 seconds left when 
several skirmishes broke out in the BG 
end. The officials went to video review 
to sort it out, and after a lengthy delay, 
numerous penalties were assessed. Play 
resumed, but the clock did not start. 

Dobeš tried to get the officials’ atten-
tion by intentionally knocking the net off 
its moorings. After more consultation it 
was ruled that Dobeš’ tactic – officially a 
delay of game infraction – was an auto-
matic penalty shot when it occurs inside 
two minutes remaining in the game.

There were 19.6 seconds left when 
Taylor Schneider tried to tie the score at 
3, but Dobeš made a glove save to cap a 
career-high 42 stops, to the disappoint-
ment of a sellout crowd of 5,000.

When Ohio State next took to the ice 
on New Year’s Eve at Value City Arena, 
it was scoreless through 40 minutes with 
second-year program Long Island Uni-
versity.

It’s not hard to guess what followed. 
The final score was OSU 6, LIU 0 as Do-
beš earned his second shutout. 

On New Year’s Day the Buckeyes 
scored three in the second and three 
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VARSITY CLUB
ICER OF THE MONTH

For December

Grant Gabriele
Senior Defenseman

Brighton, Mich.

more in the third for a 7-2 win over the 
Sharks. It was the rare occasion when 
the third period wasn’t critical to the out-
come.

On Oct. 15, the Buckeyes trailed Con-
necticut 3-0 but rallied to a 3-2 deficit en-
tering the third period before securing a 
4-3 overtime win.

Ohio State widened a one-goal lead 
vs. Michigan State on Oct. 30 with three 
goals in the third for a 5-1 final. 

Down 1-0 to Penn State within the 
first four minutes on Nov. 6, OSU scored 
four times in the third for a 4-1 triumph.

At Minnesota on Nov. 12, OSU was 
down 3-0 to the Golden Gophers after the 
first period. The Buckeyes won 4-3 with 
two goals each in the second and third 
periods.

On Nov. 27, Kamil Sadlocha broke a 
3-3 deadlock against Mercyhurst with the 
winning goal at 11:22 of the third.

Finally, while not a comeback victory, 
Ohio State led Michigan 2-1 after two pe-
riods and scored the final four goals for 
a 6-1 victory on Dec. 11. The Buckeyes 
scored three goals in a 50-second span to 
put away their Big Ten rival.

“I thought our guys played hard start 
to finish,” Rohlik said. “That’s what we 
asked out of them, and they got rewarded.

“It was almost like once we got to (3-
1) the boys felt like, here we go, had that 
swagger again and it was just our night. 
The puck started going in and in again.”

Where They Stand
Halfway through the Big Ten sched-

ule, the Buckeyes’ 23 points tie them with 
Michigan for second, two points behind 
Minnesota. 

Notre Dame, which visits Value City 
Arena on Jan. 14 (7 p.m.) and 15 (8 p.m.), 
is fourth with 22 points.

Of note, the Gophers’ Jack LaFontaine, 
named the top collegiate goalie last sea-
son, stunned the team by signing an en-
try-level contract with the NHL’s Carolina 
Hurricanes on Jan. 9, a day after helping 
complete a sweep of Michigan State. 

LaFontaine started all 20 games for 
Minnesota this season, posting a 12-8-0 
record with a 2.69 goals-against average 
and .900 save percentage with one shut-
out.

Another thing to watch is how the 
NHL’s decision not to send their pros to 
the Winter Olympics in China in Feb-
ruary because of COVID-19 concerns 
changes the college hockey landscape. 

Minnesota and Michigan are among 
schools that could lose top players to the 
Olympics for much of next month.

Ice Chips
Merkulov leads the team with 11 

goals and 22 points. … Thiesing has sev-
en points (three goals, four assists) in a 
five-game point streak. … Staying on the 
freshman theme, Dobeš is 14-5-1 with 
a 2.14 goals-against average and .927 
save percentage. … The seven-game un-
beaten streak is the Buckeyes’ longest 
since winning seven in a row from Jan. 
12-Feb.9, 2019. … The Buckeyes’ seven 
conference wins have already surpassed 

last season’s total (6-16-0). Their 15 
wins more than double the 7-19-1 over-
all record.

Two-Way Player 
Grant Gabriele, the fifth-year defense-

man from Brighton, Mich., is the Varsity 
Club Icer of the Month for December for 
contributing at both ends of the ice.

He had two goals and six assists for 

eight points and was a plus-6 in seven 
games, highlighted by a plus-4 in the 6-1 
win over Michigan on Dec. 11. Gabriele 
had a goal and assist in the comeback vic-
tory vs. Bowling Green on Dec. 16.

For recaps of all games, go to the 
BuckeyeSports.com website, free to all 
Buckeye Sports Bulletin subscribers.
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For the better part of 30 years, Therese 
Hession walked the 36 holes of the Ohio 
State Golf Club, just a short seven-minute 
drive from the Columbus campus.

She became incredibly familiar with Dr. 
Alister McKenzie’s original 1938 design – the 
parkland course and bunkering, the charac-
teristic creek and the Turkey Run pond – and 
worked closely with Jack Nicklaus when he 
redesigned the property in 2006.

The Scarlet and Gray courses were Hes-
sion’s home when she coached multiple Big 
Ten Players of the Year, All-Americans and 
future LPGA professionals on the women’s 
golf team. But after three decades with the 
program and a brief stint as director of men’s 
and women’s golf, Hession retired from the 
university on Jan. 7.

The decorated Buckeye head coach and 
Ohio State Athletics Hall of Fame member 
traveled to the golf club in an official capacity 
for the final time, saying her goodbyes to the 
players, coaches and staff.

In an official statement to the program, 
Hession thanked the late former Ohio State 
athletic director Jim Jones and former wom-
en’s athletic administrator Phyllis Bailey for 
hiring her in 1991, offering her a coaching op-
portunity after she finished an 11-year career 
as a full-time professional golfer.

She also expressed her gratitude for the 
countless people who stood beside her during 
her time with the Buckeyes and reflected on 
the school’s significant role in her life.

“I am so grateful to the many student-ath-
letes of both the men’s and women’s golf 
teams for their tireless work and dedication 
to our programs both academically and ath-
letically,” Hession said. “It was a privilege to 
be a small part of their life both on and off the 
golf course.”

For Hession, golf has always been about 
the people. She avers that foundational rela-
tionships between administration, coaches 
and players are crucial to success. That re-
lentless pursuit of perfection from all three 
parties creates strong culture, which ulti-
mately leads to individual and team champi-
onships and titles.

Ohio State senior vice president and ath-
letic director Gene Smith shares her thoughts 
and said Hession’s teaching ability and lead-
ership set herself and her teams apart from 
others.

“Therese Hession exemplifies what it 
means to be a coach,” Smith said. “She is one 
of the best teachers I have ever had the plea-
sure of working with. The accomplishment of 

her players reflects who Therese is as a teach-
er and mentor. She has been tireless in the 
pursuit of greatness over her career as a pro-
fessional athlete and coach, and I am thankful 
for all she has accomplished as a Buckeye.”

Hession’s accomplishments at Ohio State 
cannot be overstated, especially for a north-
ern program in Columbus, where student-ath-
letes do not have year-round access to colle-
giate-level courses and favorable weather 
that’s sunny and 75 degrees.

In her 27 years of coaching, she was a two-
time NCAA Coach of the Year and seven-time 
Big Ten Coach of the Year. She led the Buck-
eyes to 47 tournament wins, 11 Big Ten ti-
tles, 18 conference tournament titles and 17 
NCAA championship appearances.

Several players Hession instructed earned 
impressive individual accolades. She coached 
eight Big Ten Freshman of the Year winners, 
15 conference tournament medalists, 66 All-
Big Ten honorees and 13 All-Americans from 
1991-2018.

Hession also emphasized the importance 
of academic success for her teams, which led 
to the program accumulating 182 Ohio State 
scholar-athletes, 124 Academic All-Big Ten 
honorees and 48 Academic All-Americans 
during her tenure.

Current women’s golf head coach Lisa 

Strom played for Hession from 1995-99 and 
became a two-time All-Big Ten player and 
four-time Academic All-Big Ten honoree. She 
was a member of the 1999 Big Ten champi-
onship team before playing 11 years on the 
LPGA Tour and Futures Tour.

After Strom finished her professional ca-
reer, she returned to Ohio State as an assis-
tant under Hession from 2011-16, helping 
her guide the program to six straight NCAA 
regional appearances and four appearanc-
es in the NCAA championships. She briefly 
coached at Texas State and Kent State before 
Hession brought her back to Columbus to 
lead the Buckeyes in 2021.

“Words cannot express how much Coach 
Hession means to Ohio State golf,” Strom 
said. “From my first interaction with her as a 
recruit to being chosen to lead the Ohio State 
women’s golf team, I have deeply admired her 
desire to show up every single day and help 
others be their best and never to stop learn-
ing.

“Our relationship has evolved from coach 
to mentor to friend over the past 25 years, 
and I can say without a shadow of a doubt 
that I would not be where I am today without 
her. I am humbled and honored to have been 
chosen to lead our program as we begin this 
new chapter. A foundation of success on and 
off the golf course has been laid, and we will 
always take great pride in knowing the impact 
Coach Hession has had on each one of us.”

Hession officially became the director 
of men’s and women’s golf in 2018 but still 
coached the women’s program until Strom’s 
arrival in June 2021. Her role led to more be-
hind-the-scenes activities for Ohio State golf, 
which paired her with university administra-
tive staff such as Miechelle Willis, Richelle Si-
monson, Heather Lyke and Martin Jarmond. 
Hession said each person supported her de-
sire to build bigger and better things for men’s 
and women’s golf in the Big Ten and nation-
ally.

She also worked with executive associate 
athletic director of development Dan Cloran 
to ensure the athletic department’s support 
of golf and future investments into the sport 
during and after her tenure.

“I want to thank Dan Cloran and Gene 
Smith, who gave me the latest opportunity to 
be the director of the men’s and women’s golf 
programs,” Hession said. “The last 3½ years 
have been remarkable and a great honor to 
serve both teams. I appreciate them trusting 
me with this opportunity, and I enjoyed the 
opportunity to learn and grow.”

Cloran said Hession’s versatility in coach-
ing golf and having business-oriented discus-
sions about the sport’s future at Ohio State 
made her an easy partner throughout her 
time in the role.

“I commend Therese for what she has 
done for the hundreds of student-athletes 
who have excelled in life and as athletes, be-
cause of the influence Therese has provid-
ed over the years,” Cloran said. “Her list of 
accomplishments are exemplary, to say the 
least. I have learned so much from her over 
the last four years and have appreciated her 
leadership and friendship.”

Men’s golf head coach Jay Moseley also 
has appreciated his friendship with Hession. 
When Moseley came to Ohio State in 2015 
after a record-breaking tenure at Kennesaw 
State, he and Hession were equals, both lead-
ers of their respective teams.

Three years later, when Hession was pro-
moted to director, Moseley said their relation-
ship could have changed – after all, she was 
now his boss. However, Moseley believes that 
Hession’s new role only strengthened her 
heart for Ohio State men’s and women’s golf 
and didn’t create a power struggle between 
the two coaches.

“What will be missed the most from her 
absence is her determination and character 
as a leader,” Moseley said. “I have been bless-
ed to be surrounded by great people through-
out my life, and Coach Hession is one of the 
finest human beings I have ever met.

“Anyone who truly got to know her under-
stood her commitment and passion for Buck-
eye golf and Ohio State was unparalleled. She 
would do anything to help student-athletes 
as well as those fortunate enough to coach 
alongside her. Words simply seem inadequate 
to describe everything she has meant to me 
and to Ohio State golf.”

Still, Hession’s departure neither means 
the end of Ohio State golf nor her impact on 
the men’s and women’s teams. In 2021, she 
told BSB that she has high expectations for 
the future of both programs and fully trusts 
Strom and Moseley to bring a title back to Co-
lumbus soon.

“The ultimate goal is always to compete 
for a national championship,” Hession said. 
“We always want to compete for conference 
titles and have student-athletes become Aca-
demic All-Big Ten and Academic All-Ameri-
cans. That’s what makes Buckeye fans proud. 
There’s a lot of things we can’t control, but 
there’s also a lot that we can. You can con-
trol the process of reaching those goals. Our 
teams have all the tools in place to make it 
happen. They just need to believe in them-
selves and go out and do it.”

Hession Retires After 30-Year OSU Career
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MOVING ON — Longtime Ohio State golf coach Therese Hession called it a 
career on Jan. 7 when she retired from Ohio State, where she worked as a 
coach and later the director of golf for nearly 30 years.
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There is little doubt the Ohio State-Utah 
game can best be described no other way 
but exciting from start to finish. Buckeye 
and Ute fans, as well as the national viewing 
audience, were on the edge of their seats as 
the two teams traded blows for four quar-
ters until one was left standing, the Ohio 
State Buckeyes. 

It was great to see a matchup between 
Pac-12 and Big Ten opponents, a Rose Bowl 
tradition which has been altered at times 
within the past two decades since the incep-
tion of various national playoff formats. The 
first game was held in 1902 and called the 
Tournament East-West football game, the 
purpose to help fund the cost of the Rose 
parade which had been an annual event 
since 1890. 

The first game matched the University of 
Michigan against Stanford but was far from 
a success. In front of just 8,000 fans, Field-
ing Yost’s Michigan team was destroying 
Stanford so badly, 49-0, that the Stanford 
coaches pulled their team from the field and 
quit in the third quarter. It left such a bad 
taste in the mouths of the organizers that 
an annual football game was replaced by a 
variety of other events such as chariot and 
even ostrich races. 

It wasn’t until 1916 that football re-
emerged as the main event, and by the early 
1920s the game officially became the Rose 
Bowl. It is the oldest of all bowl games, thus 
the title, “Granddaddy of Them All.” 

Only twice since its inception has the 
Rose Bowl game been played in a different 
location from Pasadena. In 1942 the game 
was moved to Durham, N.C., in fear of a 
Japanese attack on the West Coast during 
World War II, and the January 2021 game 
was played in Arlington, Texas, due to Cali-
fornia’s Covid restrictions. 

There have been plenty of close games 
in the history of the Rose Bowl, but the Jan. 
1, 2022, slugfest between Ohio State and 
Utah ranks as the most entertaining in my 
lifetime, and its excitement was not for the 
faint of heart.

Records Broken
One of the things which made this year’s 

Rose Bowl exciting was the number of re-

cord-breaking performances. The Buckeyes 
as a team tallied more total yards and total 
passing yards than any other Rose Bowl 
team in history with 683 and 573, respec-
tively.

The two teams scored a combined 56 
first-half points to tie another record previ-
ously held by Oregon and Wisconsin.

As well as both teams played offensive-
ly in the Rose Bowl, it was the individual 
performances of Buckeye quarterback C.J. 
Stroud and wide receiver Jaxon Smith-Njig-
ba that stole the show. Stroud was responsi-
ble for all the 573 record-breaking passing 
yards as well as the most touchdown passes 
in Rose Bowl history with six. 

The accuracy and ability of Stroud to 
drop the ball over the top of opposing de-
fensive backs into the hands of his receiv-
ers is uncanny. His ability to lead the team 
down the field to sustain drives, score points 
and get the ball in at least field-goal range 
for Noah Ruggles was extremely frustrating 
to the Ute defense while inspiring the Buck-
eyes. 

The Ohio State offense scored on 8 of 
10 possessions starting with 3:22 left in the 
first quarter (not counting the end of the 
first half) until the final whistle blew. Stroud 
wasn’t the only exceptional performer, but 
he was the ringmaster. 

The absences of Chris Olave and Garrett 
Wilson had little impact on the powerful 
Buckeye passing attack. As a matter of fact, 
the two future NFL receivers might have 
even upped their stock if they had played in 
the game. But Olave and Wilson are history, 
and Smith-Njigba is now a national name 
going into the 2022 season. 

His 15 receptions and 347 yards were 
Rose Bowl records. Smith-Njigba, along 
with Marvin Harrison Jr., tied another with 
three receiving touchdowns apiece. 

Smith-Njigba is a terrific talent who is 
fluid in his route running, athletic with tre-
mendous body control, has soft and sure 
hands, and is dangerous to opponents with 
his ability to make valuable yards after the 
reception. Receivers coach Brian Hartline 
must feel like Santa was very good to him 
with Smith-Njigba, Harrison, Emeka Egbu-
ka and Julian Fleming returning in 2022. 
Most importantly, the Buckeyes have Stroud 
for at least one more season.

Defense Came to Life
The first-half defensive display was abso-

lutely awful and in many ways embarrass-
ing for the Buckeyes. After forcing a punt on 
Utah’s first possession of the game, the Utes 
scored touchdowns on their next four pos-

sessions of the first half. 
They were accumulating more yards 

than those ostrich races in Pasadena in the 
early 1900s. The Buckeye defense seemed 
plagued with the same inconsistencies that 
had haunted them all season like poor tack-
ling, inability to stop the run and mediocre 
pass coverage. The Utes were getting their 
yardage in big chunks, rarely needing to 
convert a third down. 

They left the field at halftime with 35 
points and over 300 yards in offense, not 
counting a Britain Covey 97-yard kickoff 
return for a touchdown. It looked like the 
game was going to be a Texas shoot-out un-
less one of the two teams’ defenses decided 
to show up in the second half.

Fortunately, it was the Buckeyes who 
rose to the occasion on defense in the sec-
ond half. Whether inspired by the coaching 
staff or the players themselves, something 
or somebody lit a fire under the defense. 

After each team traded turnovers on 
their first possessions of the second half, the 
Buckeye defense was no longer comatose, 
played more aggressively and made some 
big plays on crucial possession downs. The 
Buckeyes gave up 10 more points the sec-
ond half, but the Buckeye offense would add 
27 and the 2022 Rose Bowl would go down 
as a 48-45 thriller and a Buckeye victory.

2022 Outlook
The Ohio State offense will have some 

key players to replace on the offensive line 
and tight end positions. Fortunately, there 
is plenty of depth at wide receiver and, for 
now, at least two good quarterbacks. 

TreVeyon Henderson and Miyan Wil-
liams have the potential to be the best one-
two punch of running backs in the confer-
ence next season. Ending up with the No. 1 
offense in the country was a major accom-
plishment for Ohio State in 2021. Ryan Day 
is a proven winner and produces high-scor-
ing offenses, and I am sure one of his ma-
jor goals is to make the Buckeye offense in 
2022 more balanced between the run and 
pass.

Jim Knowles and whoever ends up on 
the defensive side of the football have a ma-
jor challenge in terms of improvement for 
next season. There was a ton of youth start-
ing on the defense last season, but now they 
have a year of experience under their belts. 

Hopefully, Knowles and his staff can 
mold those players into a defensive unit that 
plays soundly and aggressively against both 
the run and the pass. Odds are he will do 
exactly that, and the Buckeye defense will 
be fun to watch in 2022. 

Who knows, the Buckeyes might return 
to Southern California in 2023, not to the 
Rose Bowl, but SoFi Stadium in Inglewood, 
site of the 2023 national championship 
game.

Looking At The Rose Bowl And Beyond
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C.J. Stroud either made great strides for-
ward during the season or I was blind to his 
talent for far too long.

But the Rose Bowl convinced me. This 
guy really is more than just a good quarter-
back with a great group of receivers. He’s 
great himself.

The difficult passes he completed, his 
consistent accuracy and the patience he 
showed in the pocket as the Buckeyes ral-
lied for their thrilling 48-45 victory over 
Utah more than made his case.

This guy has arrived, if he hadn’t already.
Early on, I wondered whether he was 

the right choice this season. Too many pass-
es were off target, and as his accuracy im-
proved, it seemed that was being done with 
the help of a lot of safe pass calls by coach 
Ryan Day.

Even when Stroud went to New York 
for the Heisman Trophy ceremony, I won-
dered whether he belonged. Was he there 
because of C.J. Stroud? Or was Stroud 
merely a good quarterback who made his 
way there because he had the best collec-
tion of receivers in the country, and in Ohio 
State history?

After the Rose Bowl, there are questions 
no more.

Ohio State will have another great 
collection of receivers next year. Jaxon 
Smith-Njigba, Marvin Harrison Jr., Julian 
Fleming, Emeka Egbuka and probably oth-
ers will see to that. But there is no longer 
any uncertainty at quarterback.

Next up, Notre Dame in Ohio Stadium 
on Sept. 3. Trying to figure out what to do 

with Stroud already, I am sure, is Notre 
Dame’s new coach – former Buckeye line-
backer Marcus Freeman.

Good luck with that.

Stroud By The Numbers
Not only did Stroud finish with the sec-

ond-most passing yards in a year in Ohio 
State history (4,435 yards, behind only 
Dwayne Haskins’ 4,831), but after only one 
season Stroud ranks 14th on OSU’s career 
passing list.

I’m not ready to say Stroud is better 
than Justin Fields, but it’s worth noting that 
Fields passed for 5,373 yards in one-plus 
seasons (22 games) for the Buckeyes, just 
938 yards ahead of Stroud’s total through 
12 games.

Stroud’s passing efficiency rating of 
186.6 is an OSU single-season and career 
record (so far). For a season, by the way, 
Fields is second (181.4 in 2019) and third 
(175.5 in 2020).

And Stroud’s 44 TD passes ranks sec-
ond for a season (behind Haskins’ 50) and 
eighth for a career. Art Schlichter, by the 
way, had 50 TD passes as a four-year start-
er.

More Numbers
For a season, Smith-Njigba is No. 1 in 

OSU history for receptions (95, topping 
Parris Campbell’s 90) and No. 1 for receiv-
ing yards (1,606, topping David Boston’s 
1,435). What’s more impressive is that he 
put up those numbers while most of the 
season sharing the targets with Garrett 
Wilson (70 catches) and Chris Olave (65).

Smith-Njigba had 10 catches for 49 
yards in limited duty as a freshman. Even 
if next season, his junior year, is his last 
season at OSU, he very likely could leave 
as the top receiver all-time in both catches 
and yards, after only two full seasons on the 
field. 

K.J. Hill currently is No. 1 for career 
catches with 201 (96 ahead of Smith-Njig-
ba). And Michael Jenkins is first for yards 
with 2,898 (1,243 ahead of Smith-Njigba).

No Game, No Blame
Much was made of Wilson, Olave and 

others skipping the Rose Bowl, including 
by none other than ex-Buckeye Kirk Herb-
streit.

I have no problem with it, even if I would 
have preferred to see those players one 
more time in the Rose Bowl.

With assistant coaching salaries now 
approaching $2 million a year and still no 
direct pay for the players, the risk of an in-
jury in what really amounts to an exhibition 
game just months before the NFL pay day 
is a legitimate concern.

The Big Ten Conference in 2019-20, 
according to the website Business College 
Sports, received $80 million in bowl money 
to divide up among the schools.

Maybe it’s time to reconsider where all 
this money goes. If, for example, the Rose 
Bowl sees value in the top players showing 
up, maybe some of that money should go to 
the players, instead of filtering its way from 
the conferences to the schools and to the 
coaches and administrators.

How Good Were The Buckeyes?
Writing this ahead of the national 

championship game, I’d rank Ohio State 
third in the final poll behind the champi-
onship participants – Alabama and Geor-
gia.

Our friends to the north might not 
agree with me, but I believe based on the 
body of work for the entire season and 
the way things closed out, Ohio State de-
serves to be ranked above Michigan.

For one day, Michigan was better; for 
the season Ohio State was better.

Yes, Michigan beat Ohio State. But 
Michigan also lost to Michigan State, and 
few people outside of East Lansing, Mich., 
probably are making the argument that 
MSU should be ranked higher.

UM, MSU and OSU all finished with 
two losses. In round-robin games among 
them, they were all 1-1.

So, I looked at the rest of the season, 
including the head-to-head games. Ohio 
State was the best of the three.

OSU never got blown out (as Michigan 
did against Georgia, and Michigan State 
did against Ohio State), and OSU had far 
fewer close games during the season.

With that in mind, here’s my top 10.
1. Alabama/Georgia winner (14-1)
2. Alabama/Georgia loser (13-2)
3. Ohio State (11-2) – more impressive 

throughout the season than any other two-
loss team and better than one-loss Cincin-
nati

4. Michigan (12-2) – Its win over Ohio 
State is better than anything offered be-
low.

5. Baylor (12-2) – Closed out with a 
21-7 win over Ole Miss in a Sugar Bowl 
that pitted the nation’s seventh- and eighth-
ranked teams against each other. Baylor’s 
five straight wins down the stretch also in-
cluded victories over Oklahoma State and 
Oklahoma.

6. Oklahoma State (12-2) – Solid finish 
in taking care of previously one-loss No-
tre Dame in the Fiesta Bowl, 37-35. Notre 
Dame entered the game ranked fifth na-
tionally. The win made Oklahoma State 
deserving of this spot.

7. Cincinnati (13-1) – A great season 
for the Bearcats. Against most any compe-
tition, it’s tough to go undefeated. And UC 
did that until the national semis. The win 
over Notre Dame was impressive. Unfor-
tunately, that was UC’s only serious com-
petition until the playoffs.

8. Michigan State (11-2) – With the 
Peach Bowl victory over ACC champion 
Pitt and a regular-season win over Mich-
igan, MSU is deserving of this slot.

9. Notre Dame (11-2) – Notre Dame 
can’t point to any big wins, but 11-2 is 11-
2; not a bad record.

10. Oklahoma (11-2) – I’d like to slip 
Utah in the top 10 because they were so 
impressive, not only in the Rose Bowl but 
in how they rallied from a 1-2 start to get 
there. But I just can’t overlook Utah’s four 
losses overall. For the 10th slot I’ll go with 
a team that closed out with a victory, Okla-
homa. The Sooners took care of Oregon, 
47-32, in the Alamo Bowl.
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How does a bowl game in which Ohio State 
trails an underdog opponent by 14 points at 
the half, gives up a total of 45 points, and has 
to execute a game-winning two-minute drill to 
eke out a three-point win become an instant 
fan favorite?

I think I can explain that.
Buckeye fans heard more than a month of 

chatter about how Ohio State, devastated by a 
humiliating loss to archrival Michigan which 
knocked OSU out of the playoffs, would de-
spondently sleepwalk into Pasadena to face a 
solid, if not playoff-caliber, Utah team thrilled 
to be in the Rose Bowl for the first time since 
entering the Pac-12 in 2011. The memo that 
the playoffs are all that matters hasn’t quite 
gotten to Utah and its legion of fans yet.

With many Buckeye fans proving just as 
despondent as their beloved team, few showed 
much interest in the trek to Southern Califor-
nia, and it became quickly apparent that this 
would be one of the few times where the fans 
decked in scarlet and gray would be greatly 
outnumbered by followers of their bowl oppo-
nent.

With Ohio State’s potentially bad attitude, 
coupled with a suspect defense and a Utah 
team featuring a hard-nosed, balanced offense 
(216.1 yards rushing, 212.5 passing), this was 
a potential recipe for disaster.

And then when kickoff finally came, that 
anticipated disaster started to play out right 
before everyone’s eyes.

Ohio State stopped Utah on its first posses-
sion, but when the pass-happy Buckeyes got 
the ball, they ran it twice for a total of 3 yards, 
Heisman finalist C.J. Stroud misfired on third 
down and the Utes were in business.

They picked up the pace on offense, leav-
ing the Buckeyes defenders scrambling to find 
proper position at the snap of the ball, and 
they marched, seemingly at will, to two quick 
touchdowns and a 14-0 lead with 3:28 left in 
the first quarter. Ohio State, meanwhile, had 
mustered all of 11 yards on its first two pos-
sessions.

It took a daring call on fourth-and-1 to fi-
nally get the Buckeyes on the board early in 
the second quarter and possibly save the 
game. With TreVeyon Henderson having 
failed to convert on third-and-1, Stroud dialed 
up freshman Marvin Harrison Jr., pressed into 
service when starting receivers Chris Olave 
and Garrett Wilson opted out of the game, 
for a perfectly executed 25-yard touchdown. 
It was a call reminiscent of the Holy Buckeye 
play at Purdue 19 years previous, and if it had 
failed, it might have sealed Ohio State’s doom 
right there, because the Buckeye defense still 
couldn’t stop the Utes.

They easily marched for another touch-
down to make it 21-7. That started a lightning 
round of 35 combined points in a matter of 
less than three minutes, with Utah adding in-
sult to injury with a 97-yard kickoff return for a 
touchdown to help offset scoring passes of 50 
and 52 yards from Stroud to Jaxon Smith-Njig-
ba.

To make matters worse, the suddenly pro-
lific OSU air attack lost a chance to close the 
gap to 35-28 when Smith-Njigba had the ball 
knocked away at the Utah 6 on his way to what 
would have been a 50-yard touchdown recep-
tion.

The Buckeyes, despite 237 yards passing 
in the second quarter alone, simply could not 
catch up.

But a funny thing happened on the way to 
the second half. The Buckeyes decided to play 
some defense.

“I thought in the second half they made up 
their mind on defense, that they were going to 
play differently,” Ohio State coach Ryan Day 

said. “It happened in the locker room. I heard 
it, and I got out of the way. They played with a 
different toughness, and we talked about play-
ing fast and violent. I thought they played that 
way in the second half. When you make up 
your mind that you’re going to do something 
like that, then you can impose your will. I feel 
like that’s what happened.”

That the Buckeyes might turn things 
around in the second half wasn’t apparent im-
mediately, however.

With the offense seemingly starting to hum 
in the second quarter, fans had some reason 
for optimism with Ohio State getting the ball 
to start the second half. But doubts had to start 
to creep in again when Stroud, who moved the 
Buckeyes to the Utah 20 with a 45-yard strike 
to Smith-Njigba, promptly threw an intercep-
tion in the end zone. It was playing out as fans 
had feared.

That’s when what I believe to be one of the 
crucial plays of the game occurred. A score by 
the Utes to make it 42-21 could have been a de-
moralizing blow. Instead, the revitalized Buck-
eye defense held Utah to a three-and-out, and 
punter Michael Williams fumbled the snap, 
with Bryson Shaw recovering at the Utes 11. 
Harrison cashed in from Stroud two plays lat-
er, and instead of what might have turned into 
a rout, the Buckeyes and Utah had themselves 
a ballgame, with the score now 35-28.

The Ohio State defense allowed just 139 
yards in the second half and 10 points. Utah’s 
lone touchdown in the final 30 minutes was 
aided by two Ohio State pass-interference 
calls (did anyone besides me recall Ohio 
State’s game-winning drive in the 1997 Rose 
Bowl, which was also aided by two pass-inter-
ference calls?), neither of which seem particu-
larly flagrant.

Meanwhile, Stroud kept right on firing, 
tacking on another 283 air yards and three 
more touchdowns in the second half. The 
Buckeyes calmly marched down the field on 
their game-winning drive, putting Mr. Reli-
able, Noah Ruggles, in chip-shot range for the 
game-winning three points.

So why did this win, which for much of the 
game looked like it might be an embarrass-
ing loss, generate such a positive vibe within 
Buckeye Nation?

I think, first and foremost, it was the grit 
that the Buckeyes showed when everyone 
was expecting the opposite. I think also, with 
the offense putting on a passing show for the 
ages and most of the principals on that side 
of the ball coming back, the sight of a sudden-
ly resurgent defense gave Ohio State fans a 
glimpse of what might be next season – a trip 
back to the playoffs?

But you know what? I think, deep down, 
despite playoff mania, Buckeye fans – at least 
those of us over 40 – still hold a reverence for 
the Rose Bowl. It’s the view from this corner 
that that’s the way it should be.

Day summed up a lot of the feelings for 
many of us when he told his players, “Some-
where in about 15, 20 years, you’re going to 
be somewhere and the Rose Bowl is going to 
come on on New Year’s and you’re going to be 
sitting there with somebody you love – your 
son or somebody – and say, ‘I played in the 
Rose Bowl.’ I said the first thing they’re going 
to ask is, ‘Did you win?’ and I said these guys 
are going to be able to tell an unbelievable sto-
ry, that they played in this game and they won 
and they won in a big way when the odds were 

stacked against us in this game. Some people 
think we didn’t have much to play for, that we 
were going to come in and lay down in this 
game, and it says a lot about our kids that that 
didn’t happen.”

Rose Bowl Ramblings
I was never really worried about Olave and 

Wilson, two of the best to ever catch passes 
at Ohio State, opting out of the game. The 
Buckeyes simply had too much depth in Bri-
an Hartline’s receivers room for me to worry 
about that.

Smith-Njigba had already equaled or sur-
passed the two departing future pros in the 
receiving pecking order, and guys like Harri-
son and Julian Fleming were champing at the 
bit to get their chance. And regardless of who 
lined up at the receiver slots, it was still going 
to be Stroud throwing the passes, and he only 
added to his legend with his record-shattering 
performance in Pasadena.

The young receiver whom I think gets lost 
in the shuffle is Emeka Egbuka. He had three 
catches for 46 yards against the Utes, more 
yardage than Fleming. On the season, he had 
nine catches for 191 yards, entering the Rose 
Bowl with more catches than Harrison, and in 
the end he averaged 21.2 yards per catch, tops 
on the team and besting even Njigba at 16.9.

Where Egbuka has garnered attention is 
returning kicks, where he injects excitement 
into a play that has been muted by the fair-
catch rule. The Rose Bowl was just another 
example, with Egbuka returning seven kicks 
for 163 yards and a long of 39 with a 75-yard 
return called back because of holding by, of all 
people, Fleming.

While Stroud, Smith-Njigba, Henderson 
and, of course, Ruggles will get credit for 
the game-winning drive, Egbuka allowed the 
Buckeyes to set up shop in excellent field po-
sition at their own 42 with a 33-yard return.

I can’t help but wonder if the outcome of 
the Michigan game might have been different 
–“might” being the operative word – if Egbuka 
had played in the game.

If you recall, the Wolverines jumped out to 
a 7-0 lead on their first possession and Flem-
ing mishandled the ensuing kickoff, leaving 
the Buckeyes to start at their own 4, keeping 
the early momentum on the side of the home 
team. Fleming returned only one kick after 
that, for 11 yards, giving the Buckeyes the ball 
at their 18 (though they did march 82 yards 
for a TD on that drive). Ohio State started at 
the 25 on their other five drives that started 
with a kickoff.

Could better field position somewhere 
along the way have given the Buckeyes some 
sort of spark?

• Speaking of Henderson, he was the sub-
ject of some criticism after he rushed for just 
9 yards on six carries in the first half against 
Utah. Lost in the barrage of passing records 
for the Buckeyes was the fact that Hender-
son had a solid, if unspectacular second half 
against the Utes. He carried 11 times for 74 
yards in the final 30 minutes (6.7 average), in-
cluding seven times for 47 yards in the pivotal 
fourth quarter.

As referenced earlier, he played a key role 
in the game-winning drive, rushing three 
times for 27 yards with two of the runs result-
ing in first downs and the third pushing the 
Buckeyes down to the 2 to set up Ruggles’ 
chip-shot. Henderson had a 9-yard reception 

on the drive for good measure, giving him 36 
of the 56 yards on the march.

• In a game like this Rose Bowl, with so 
much action and excitement, key moments 
can be forgotten.

With all the attention paid to how the de-
fense improved in the second half, it’s easy to 
forget that the second-half turnaround may 
have been fueled by a stop before the break.

Utah had already scored 21 points in the 
second quarter and led 35-21 with a shot at 
adding to that lead after Smith-Njigba’s mo-
mentum-stopping fumble. The Utes took over 
at their 20 with a full 4:40 to play and immedi-
ately started marching again, gaining two first 
downs and penetrating into Buckeye territory. 
But Taron Vincent helped stop two running 
plays that netted just 4 yards, and Utah quar-
terback Cameron Rising misfired on a pass 
and the defense had checked the Utes at the 
45, forcing a punt, and the score remained at 
35-21.

What followed after that, of course, is his-
tory.

“I figure it was that drive at the end of the 
first half, where it’s like, ‘OK, we can do this,’ ” 
said linebacker Tommy Eichenberg, who was 
one of the stars of the game with 17 tackles. “I 
think it just came down to getting confidence 
in everyone, and we were just telling everyone, 
‘We can do this, let’s go.’ That’s what we tried 
to do.”

I Have My Favorites
During my more than 40 years on the Ohio 

State beat, I have frequently had favorite play-
ers who were maybe lesser known or may 
have been perceived as underachievers. Over 
the last few years, I have made no secret that 
I have been rooting for Demario McCall, a guy 
who never quite found a position, who never 
quite had that major breakthrough. Ironically, 
it was in the halftime locker room at the Rose 
Bowl that McCall finally found his position 
and had that breakthrough.

The Buckeyes, particularly those on de-
fense, needed an attitude adjustment, and the 
players took it upon themselves to make that 
change.

“I would say the biggest guy who stepped 
up was Demario McCall,” said Shaw, who 
was second on the team with nine tackles 
against the Utes. “You guys know he’s been in 
the program a long time. Just the energy and 
the passion he brings every day. This is noth-
ing new for him, but the way he stood up in 
front of the team, it was just awesome to see. 
Everybody fed off that energy. I would say we 
weren’t worried going into that second half. I 
don’t think we were worried at all. They were 
catching breaks, we weren’t executing, and we 
knew all the things were fixable at halftime, so 
I think we made the right adjustments and it 
showed.”

Not that McCall’s career at Ohio State was 
completely devoid of production. Over six sea-
sons he rushed 90 times for 565 yards (6.3 
average) and six touchdown and caught 20 
passes for another 300 yards, a 15.0 average, 
and two touchdowns.

He switched to the defensive side of the 
ball this season at cornerback, and in addition 
to this inspiring speech, he registered six tack-
les and broke up a pass.

“I’m grateful,” McCall said of his Ohio 
State career after the Rose Bowl. “Grateful to 
have the opportunity to be a part of the broth-
erhood. We know my career didn’t go the way 
I wanted it to, but I’m thankful to be a part and 
to do what I could for the team. I’m grateful.”

He may not have ended up an All-Ameri-
can, but he makes the All-Frank team.
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WHAT IS A CONCUSSION? 

A concussion is a brain injury that a�ects how your brain works. It 

can happen after a bump, blow, or jolt to the head that causes 

your brain to rapidly move inside your skull. 

FOR
ATHL

ETES
CONCUSSION SYMPTOMS

WHY SHOULD I TELL 
MY COACH AND 
PARENTS ABOUT MY 
SYMPTOMS?

Playing or 
practicing with a 
concussion is 
dangerous and 
can lead to a 
longer recovery.

While your brain is still 
healing, you are much 
more likely to have 
another concussion. 
This can put you at risk 
for a more serious 
injury to your brain 
and can even be fatal.

GOOD TEAMMATES KNOW: IT’S BETTER TO MISS ONE GAME THAN THE WHOLE SEASON

 http://www.odh.ohio.gov/concussion

WHAT SHOULD I DO IF I 
THINK I HAVE A CONCUSSION?

REPORT IT. Tell your coach, 
parent, and athletic trainer  
if you think you or one of your 
teammates may have a 
concussion. It’s up to you to 
report your symptoms. Your 
coach and team are relying on 
you. Plus, you won’t play your 
best if you are not feeling well.

GET CHECKED OUT. If you think you 
have a concussion, do not return to 
play on the day of the injury. Only a 
healthcare provider can tell if you 
have a concussion and when it is OK 
to return to school and play. The 
sooner you get checked out, the 
sooner you may be able to safely 
return to play. 

GIVE YOUR BRAIN TIME TO 
HEAL. A concussion can make 
it harder to do everyday 
activities, such as 
concentrating at school. You 
may need extra help getting 
back to your normal activities. 
Be sure to update your 
parents and doctor about how 
you are feeling. 

This work is funded either in whole or in part by a grant awarded by the Ohio Department of Health as a sub-award of a grant issued by Preventive Health and Health Services 
Block Grant under the Injury Prevention Program by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, grant award. Number 1 NB01OT009358-01-00.

Headache, nausea, vomiting, 

balance problems, dizziness, 

double or blurred vision, 

sensitivity to light or noise, feeling 

sluggish, hazy, foggy, or groggy, 

just not “feeling right” or 

 “feeling down,” memory 

problems, confusion, and

trouble sleeping.
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