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Eagles host North Alabama in Second Round of Playoffs

North Carolina Central’s 26-23 victory over Bowie State in the CIAA Championship game earned the Eagles (10-1) a first-round bye and home-field advantage in the second round of the Division II playoffs. And though they took full advantage of the rare respite during the postseason’s opening week they are no doubt preparing vigorously for this weekend’s foe, the University of North Alabama. The Lions (9-2) avenged an earlier loss by defeating defending national champion Valdosta State 40-13 last Saturday. Eagles’ head coach Rod Broadway enters the game confident his team can compete with their visitors from the South, but he also respects them. 

“This should be an outstanding football game. You have two good football teams trying to survive and advance,” said Broadway who is 22-9 in his three seasons as NC Central’s head coach. “…they are very similar to us, its just like I said about Bowie State. They have three good people at the skill positions.” 

Indeed, the Lions are paced by their skill players, most notably senior quarterback Vinnie Saylor. In last week’s victory over Valdosta State Saylor completed 13 of 25 passes for 244 yards and two touchdowns as the Lions broke open a 10-10 tie in the second quarter to take a 23-10 halftime lead. For the season Saylor has thrown for 2,910 yards, 25 touchdowns and 12 interceptions while completing 60% of his passes. Thanks to his arm North Alabama’s passing offense ended the regular season ranked second in the Gulf South Conference (277.5 yards per game). 

Of Saylor, Coach Broadway said, “Offensively they go through their quarterback…He is an excellent decision-maker and he makes that team go. He may be the best we’ve played against.” 

When Saylor drops back to pass he has several targets to choose from-- eight Lions have at least five receptions this season.   The go-to guys are junior Anthony Merritt (62 catches, 733 yards seven TDs); 6’2”, 222 pound senior Chip Long (51 for 605 and two TDs); senior Jaron Fountain (49 for 492, five TDs); and sophomore Jason Messing (34 for 685 and nine TDs; 20.1 average). Against Valdosta State Messing caught four passes for 66 yards and a TD while Merritt chipped in with 3 catches for 76 yards and a score. 

And though the Lions love to throw the ball they can also move it on the ground, as evidenced by DeMarcus Blount’s 128 yards and two TDs on 33 carries last weekend. Listed as a slot-back on the Lions’ roster the senior has gained 640 yards on 157 carries and has scored 2 TDs. Blount is also the team’s fifth-leading receiver with 191 yards on 28 catches. As an offense the Lions rack up 416.1 yards per game and scores an average of 38.2 points. 

The Lions defense, on the other hand, allowed teams just 15.1 points and 267 yards per contest (both are tops in the conference). The leader on that side of the ball is senior linebacker Courtney Wright. At just 6’, 205 pounds he is a bit undersized, but used his speed and athleticism to get in on 95 total tackles, a sack, an interception, two forced fumbles and two fumble recoveries. Other key defensive players include another undersized (5’11”, 200 pounds) linebacker, Derrell Ashford (55 tackles, sack, two FF); junior LB Edjuan Williamson (53 tackles, 1.5 sacks, interception, fumble recovery); LB Donald Tharpe (52 tackles, four sacks, fumble recovery and a blocked punt); and safety Santana Suggs (51 tackles, interception, FF and fumble recovery). 

The Eagles will counter with the CIAA’s highest-scoring offense (31.7 ppg) led by senior QB Adrian Warren. He’s completed 132 of 257 passes for 1,776 yards, 17 TDs and 10 interceptions this season in leading the conference’s fourth-ranked passing attack. His favorite target throughout the season has been 6’4” senior Torey Ross who leads the team in receptions (61), yards (757) and touchdowns (7). No other Eagles receiver has caught more than 25 passes, but 6’4” 225 pound junior Julius McLellan has six receiving touchdowns and averages 18.8 yards per catch.   On the ground the Eagles will look to junior RB Greg Pruitt, Jr.   who has carried the ball 228 times for 1,054 yards (second in the CIAA) and ten TDs. 5’10” 210 pound junior Corey Brown doesn’t carry the ball often (94-569, three TDs) but offers a nice change of pace for the NC Central offense. 

On defense the Eagles will try to limit the big plays of North Alabama’s offense, in hopes of keeping the score close. Leaders on that side of the ball include sophomore DB Derrick Ray (62 tackles, 3.5 sacks, interception, fumble recovery and a blocked kick); junior DB Andre George (52 tackles, sack, interception, FF); junior defensive lineman Greg Peterson (51 tackles, three sacks, interception, FF); and sophomore LB Tiquan Collins (50 tackles; 2.5 sacks, interception). 

The special teams advantage definitely leans toward North Alabama, thanks in large part to Japanese kicker Yuta Fakuda. The junior has made 15 of 23 field goals this season, including a long of 42. He has two four-field goal games this season. 

Said Coach Broadway: “One thing we know is [our] kids will play and fight to the end. We’re in the race for a National Championship. I don’t know if we’re good enough, but we’ll find out.” 

-Kerry Flagg
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