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2008 PIGSKIN PREVIEW COVER STORY

Ending Greater Rome’s 10-year
state championship drought
requires more than being good

By Jeremy Stewart
Rome News-Tribune Sports Writer
JStewart@RN-T.com / 706-290-5261

Call it preparation. Call it chem-
istry. Call it luck.

What it takes to be a high school
football state champion seems to
come in many forms and, most of-
ten, all of them have to be in effect
simultaneously.

It has been 10 years since a Great-
er Rome team has hung a new state
football title banner in its halls, the
longest period without one since
the Georgia High School Associa-
tion began overseeing state cham-
pions in 1947.

Plus, the GHSA has
provided a new twist
this season with all
five of the classifica-
tions playing their
championship games
in the Georgia Dome,
which has previously
hosted the semifinal
round.

With local teams
clearly demonstrat-
ing talent and the
consistent ability to
be successful, bring-
ing a state champion-
ship back to the area is a fathom-
able future.

A decade ago, the Darlington Ti-
gers ended the season 15-0, the top
team in Region 6-A and the Class A
state champions.

Current head coach Tommy Atha
was an assistant on that team, which
defeated Lincoln County 16-6 in
Lincolnton for the title, and remem-
bers the intricacies that made that
squad so special.

“One of the biggest things that that
group was able to do was create a
competitive environment in prac-
tice every day,” Atha said.

“When the starting offense was on
the field, the team that was on de-
fense was very competitive and
pushed them every day and the
same was true when the starting
defense was out there.”

That year, Darlington didn’t allow
any opponent to score more than 21
points, which came in a 24-21 win
over Greater Atlanta Christian in
week two.

“They were so fundamentally
sound,” Atha said.

“They stepped with the right foot.
They put their hat on the right side.

there.’

‘Usually there at
the end there’s
four or five teams
capable of winning
it, but it just boils
down to a break
here or a break

Rome High head coach

They ran their feet until the whistle
blew.”

Their close victory over GAC also
provided the Tigers with another
tool in their run to a state champi-
onship when Darlington held the
Spartans scoreless after being first
and goal on the one-yard line.

“They learned how to play under
pressure and they learned how to
respond to adversity early in the
season,” Atha said.

“I think another thing that is re-
ally kind of hard to measure is the
buy-in factor,” Atha continued.

“That group of young men really
bought into what we were doing and
what they wanted to
accomplish.”

The result was a
season that has been
unmatched by anoth-
er local team in the
nine seasons that
have followed it.

“I think one of the
biggest things that we
had is ... a lot of peo-
ple like to use the
word chemistry, but
it’s hard to explain
what exactly that
means sometimes,”
Atha said.

“But basically that team meshed
so well together. They pushed each
other hard but they pulled for each
other hard as well.”

Calhoun head coach Hal Lamb
agrees that the way players bond
and compliment each other means
a lot in the quest for success.

“Yeah, you’ve got to have talent,
and a lot of teams have talent, but
the teams that win it all are the ones
that have the right chemistry,”
Lamb said.

In 2005, the Yellow Jackets took
their season all the way to the Class
AA state championship game and
lost to Charlton County 27-21, mak-
ing them the closest Greater Rome
squad to break the drought since
Darlington’s run.

“The difference between the 2005
team and some of our other teams
is those kids really gelled together,”
Lamb said. “They believed in one
another. They cared about one an-
other. They loved one another and
they did things togethe r.”

Factors that can be controlled and
nurtured aside, when it comes to
going undefeated for 15 games there
is always a certain luck involved.

Sid Fritts
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Darlington head coach Tommy Atha, who led the Tigers to the second
round of the 2007 playoffs, was an assistant on the school’s 1998 Class A

state championship team.
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Calhoun High was the last Greater Rome prep football team to hit the field for a state championship game when
the Yellow Jackets eventually lost to Charlton County in the 2005 title clash.

Atha said he saw the effects of
luck and circumstances during their
state title season.

“Sometimes, during that year, we
liked to feel that we worked hard
enough to create our own luck but
we also benefited from some un-
timely turnovers in a couple of
games,” he said. “But we capital-
ized on them.”

“I’ve said it for years and years,”
Rome High head coach Sid Fritts
said, “usually there at the end
there’s four or five teams who are
probably capable of winning it, but
it just boils down to a break here or
a break there.”

The Wolves have been one of those
select groups in Class AAAA for a
better part of their existence since
the merger of East and West Rome
in 1992.

Rome’s story is mostly centered on
postseasons that end at quarterfinals.
The Wolves have been to the Elite
Eight six times since 1997 and have
never made it to the semifinals.

“Once you're in the playoffs, every
little mistake is magnified, every
play can be the play,” Fritts said.

“But it’s that one play and you nev-
er know when that play will surface.
It can happen in the first quarter or
it can happen right at the end of the
half and unfortunately, at times, it
can happen on the last play of the
game.”

Calhoun experienced one of those
scenarios in its 2005 state champi-
onship game when they let visiting
Charlton County score on a long
pass at the end of the second quar-
ter and then turned the ball over on
their opponent’s 10-yard line late in
the third, which led to the winning
touchdown.

“We were a bounce or two away
from being state champions in 2005
but the ball just didn’t go our way,”
Lamb said. “I think back on that
game a lot and just wish that we had
ittodoover.

“You don’t know if you’re ever go-
ing to get back to that point or not
in your coaching career.”

Of course, at the beginning of ev-
ery season, certain things have to
be established in order to seriously
contend for a title.

“Once you get the kids believing,
that is so big ... especially in high
school sports,” Atha said.

“(Winning a state championship)

STATE PREP FOOTBALL
CHAMPIONSHIPS WON
IN GREATER ROME

Greater Rome’s state high
school football champions (re-
cords kept by the Georgia High
School Association since 1947):

1950 Rockmart (A)

1952 Calhoun (C)

1953 Model (B)

1954 Model (B)

1957 Trion (B)

1961 Coosa (C)

1963 Cedartown (AA)

1965 West Rome (AA)

1969 Coosa (A)

1974 Trion (B)

1977 East Rome (A)

1978 East Rome (AA)

1979 Model (AA)

1982 West Rome (AA)

1983 West Rome (AA)

1984 West Rome (AA)

1985 West Rome (AA)

1990 Pepperell (AA)

1998 Darlington (A)

is something that’s really a very im-
portant goal but there’s a bunch of
other goals you've got to get before
you get to that one,” Pepperell
coach Jeff Shiflett said.

The Dragons captured the Class AA
crown in 1990, the last title in a run
of local state championship teams
that stretches to East Rome’s back-
to-back titles in 1977 and 1978.

Model then won the Class AA
crown in 1979 followed by the dom-
inance of West Rome in Class AA
from 1982-1985.

Last season, Shiflett’s first as a
head coach, Pepperell started out
0-2 and then took off on a run that
gave them the No. 2 seed from Re-
gion 7-AA and saw them make it to
the quarterfinals.

“You have to take it in an order,”
Shiflett said. “Our first goal is to
make the playoffs. There’s not a lot
you can do (about winning a state
championship) without making the
playoffs.

“Once you get to the playoffs,

you’ve got to take it one game at a
time.”

“It is a long way away but each
year, everybody sets out with the
optimism of having a chance,” Frit-
ts said. “Everybody starts off with
that as their goal.”

Fritts said he’s seen time and
again that if a team can make it to
the playoffs, they can give them-
selves a chance to run the gambit
the rest of the way.

That happened in 1992 when Thom-
as County Central, who began the sea-
son with a 1-5 record, finished with a
nine game winning streak that ended
with a 14-13 win over Peach County
and the Class AAA state title.

“You’ve got to jockey yourself into
position to get into the playoffs,” Frit-
ts said. “Once in the playoffs, every-
body starts out on equal ground.”

Now with state finals being played
in the Georgia Dome instead of one
of the participating team’s home
field, the days of small towns filling
the nearby high school stadium to
capacity to witness a title tilt could
be extinct.

Atha remembers playing in the
Dome in the 1998 semifinals in the
Tigers’ win over Taylor County and
then the championship game over
Lincoln County in Lincolnton, a town
known for its football tradition.

He calls both of them “incredible
experiences” but considers the spot
where the games are played a moot
point.

“If you’re fortunate enough to
make it that far, you’ll be so excited
... I don’t really care,” Atha said.

“You get to game 14 and 15, man,
you can play it in a parking lot. It’s
just a rare opportunity and it’s go-
ing to be exciting whether you play
it in the Dome or at home and home
or wherever.”

In recent years, there have been
a few teams separate themselves
from the pack as far as being a pe-
rennial favorite when the absolute
last game of the high school football
season comes around.

No program in Greater Rome has
joined their ranks — yet.

“Sure the Bufords and the Charl-
ton Counties are pretty much there
every year,” Lamb said, “but for ev-
erybody else, it takes a little bit of
luck, the chemistry has to be right
and the stars have got to fall in the
right place.”

By Jeremy Stewart
Rome News-Tribune Sports Writer
JStewart@RN-T.com / 706-290-5261

When it comes to high school
football title bouts, the Georgia
Dome will be the place for all
ofthe action this Decembe r.

But there is only one place in
the state where a national col-
lege football championship
will be on the line this season
— Rome, Ga.

In January, the National As-
sociation of Intercollegiate
Athletics (NATA) chose Short-
er College and Rome to host
the 2008 and 2009 National
Football Championship
games.

Since then, Barron Stadium,
the home of both the Shorter
Hawks and the Rome Wolves,

NAIA title game on Shorter’s home turf

has received a
facelift and is set
to be added to

The 53rd

sd-mEi ®EEET

CEEER)

al championship
in our home.”
Of course, the

Annual

the short list of prospect of play-
this season’s col- H ing in a national
lege football championship
championship e game is a goal of
venues. any team.

“We have a lot
of pride that the ,
NATA would | o
have enough |

Shorter’s situa-
tion has them
licking their

PR chops to do it

confidence and
be impressed
when they came

When: Saturday, Dec. 20
Where: Barron Stadium

even more.
“To know that
there’s any pos-

to Rome,” Short-
er football head
coach Phil Jones said about ti-
tle game to be held Saturday,
Dec. 20.

“It’s exciting to know that the
same organization our football
team is in is hosting its nation-

sibility of being
in a national
championship game at home ...
you know, if you couldn’t get
excited about that, there’s
something wrong with you,”
Jones said.

The Hawks, who will field a

team for just the fourth season
this year, have a drive to ac-
complish that with a number of
unique factors already in
play.

Shorter will have its largest
and most experienced senior
class this season with Mid-
South All-Conference selec-
tions aplenty and players re-
turning at nearly every position
on the field.

The end result could be a sea
of blue and white in the stands
on Dec. 20.

“We’ll fight for every oppor-
tunity we have to make that
happen,” Jones said. “And (the
players) are excited about it.
They talk about it and I think
it’s good for Shorter and our
program that we’re a part of
that.”

Shorter head coach Phil Jones and the Hawks
have the opportunity to play for the NAIA
championship at home at Barron Stadium.
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