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Bragging Rights on the line in Florida Classic

By Kerry Flagg

HBCSports Press Association

The 26th Annual Florida Classic pitting Florida A&M against Bethune-Cookman holds no postseason implications—both teams are mathematically eliminated from contending for a Division IAA playoff slot. But that doesn’t mean the match-up between the in-state rivals lacks its usual excitement. The Rattlers traditionally have one of the MEAC’s top passing attacks, while Bethune’s “Wyatt-Bone” offense hinges on the quarterback’s ability to both throw and run. Both teams enter the regular season finale with identical 4-3 records in conference play so, if nothing else, the winner will hold series bragging rights until next year. 

“This is a game that is still with excitement,” said BCC coach Alvin Wyatt. “This is for bragging rights in the state of Florida, in terms of recruiting and that type of thing. Neither team will probably make the playoffs and so this will (also) be our playoffs.” 

Florida A&M (5-5, 4-3) enters the game, to some degree, happy to have made it this far.   To recap, the Rattlers attempted a move to the NCAA’s highest division two seasons ago, only to have the Board of Trustees decide it better to reclaim membership in the MEAC. Then, following a months-long investigation by the NCAA, the school’s athletic programs were found to have committed numerous rules violations, the most serious committed by the football program. Head coach Billy Joe and his entire staff were fired this past summer, just weeks before the start of   two-a-days. Former NFL player Rubin Carter was hired to replace Joe and though the Rattlers have struggled, they have also shown signs of success. 

FAMU enters this weekend’s contest with the MEAC’s second-best pass offense (165 yards per game). However, freshman starter Chris Owens left the October 15 game against South Carolina State after suffering a concussion. Owens has not played since. Instead, the Rattlers have employed a two-quarterback system, utilizing senior Josh Driscoll and redshirt sophomore Albert Chester II. Both have played well, with Driscoll completing 60% of his passes (45 of 75 for 530 yards, four touchdowns and an int.) and Chester at 71.2% (42 of 59 for 477, three TDs, three ints.). Driscoll definitely fits the mold of past Rattler quarterbacks. At 6’2” 220 pounds he is more of a pocket passer and prefers to throw the ball as opposed to running with it. Chester, on the other hand, looks more like the type of athlete the Wildcats prefer running the offense. 

“I tell you what, that kid (Chester)…whew. That’s the kind of kid we need at quarterback,” said Wyatt whose team likes to run the option out of the shotgun formation. “I tried to get that kid coming out of high school. He’s just like (current BCC QB) Jimmie Russell, but faster. 

Make no mistake, the Wildcats’ defense will have a slightly easier time finding the ball when Driscoll is under center. In addition to his high completion percentage Chester is the second leading rusher on the team—he’s gained 196 yards on the ground, but lost 64 of those yards due to sacks. Regardless which quarterback is in the game for FAMU, the target they’ll look for first is junior receiver Roosevelt Kiser. The 5’9” 160 pound sparkplug has caught 55 passes for 678 yards and five touchdowns this season and averages 5.5 receptions per game. Redshirt junior Aubrey Parrish stands 6’2” and though he’s only caught 19 passes this season three have gone for touchdowns. And with all of the juggling the Rattlers have done at quarterback the steady play of senior running back Rashard Pompey has given the Rattlers offensive balance they don’t normally have. The MEAC’s second-leading rusher has gained 1,010 yards on the ground and needs just 79 against Bethune to become the third FAMU back to gain 3,000 career yards. 

As a team the rattlers score just 17 points per game and average just 291.7 yards in total offense, so if the Wildcats’ defense can eliminate big plays by Chester, Kizer and Pompey they have a good chance at winning. Bethune’s defensive unit is led by University of Florida transfer and Miami native Taurean Charles, sixth in the conference in tackles per game (8.3). The junior linebacker missed the first half of last week’s game against Howard due to disciplinary issues, but will need to be on the field from the opening whistle to give his team their best shot at victory. Other key defenders include sophomore Rodney Hughes (75 tackles, 1.5 sacks, two forced fumbles); sophomore Travis Roland (74 tackles, four sacks) and sophomore Bobbie Williams (52 tackles, six interceptions). 

When Bethune-Cookman (7-3, 4-3) has the ball their success begins with the aforementioned Russell who ranks in the MEAC’s top 10 in passing and rushing yards.   The 5’9” 175 pound redshirt sophomore   has thrown for 982 yards, seven TDs and three ints. on 66 of 131 passing but has also run the ball 145 times for 608 yards and nine scores. His 176.7 total yards per game are good for third in the conference. 

“Jimmie is a two-dimensional player. He can run and then the next thing you know he’s dropping back, throwing the ball downfield,” said Carter. “That gives you a challenge as far as the defense is concerned because you have to defend both.” 

When Russell does drop back, he is usually looking downfield for his two speedy junior receivers; Jonathan Summers (21 catches, 394 yards, three TDs) and Eric Weems (34 catches, 355 yards, three TDs). As one of the team’s most explosive players Weems also runs the ball often and his 519 yards and 11 TDs on 72 carries is ninth-best in the MEAC. As a team the Wildcats enter the game with the MEAC’s top scoring team (36.1 ppg) and they also lead the conference in rushing offense with 241.1 yards per contest. 

FAMU’s defense will look to pressure Russell into making mistakes and leading the way for the unit are senior DBs O’Bryan Brandy (78 tackles, four sacks, two forced fumbles) and Sammy Doughty (65 tackles); sophomore defensive end Tyrone McGriff (61 tackles, 6.5 sacks); and senior LB Darius Fountain (60 tackles, 1.5 sacks). 

Said FAMU’s coach Carter: “This program has been through quite a bit over the last three years. It’s important for us to make a statement as to where we are as a program, and where we’re going.” 

[image: image1]