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HILLTOPPERS

On top of Ohio once again

Back-to-back Division III football state champions
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TEAM YARDAGE  

Team   Rush Pass Total

Chardon 4,402 820 5,222
Opponent 1,226 1,631 2,857

RUSHING   

Name Att Yards TDs

Alex Henry 226 1,326 20
Sean Carr 188 1,166 26
Daniel Pettyjohn 95 561 2
Andrew Bruce 29 386 5
Trey Liebhardt 20 206 1
Zoran Vujaklija 29 198 6
Ryan Petersen 34 180 2
Zach Fay 18 146 1

PASSING   

Name Comp-Att Yards TDs Int

Alex Henry 40-89 820 9 6

RECEIVING  

Name Rec. Yards TDs

Nathanael Sulka 14 328 5
Sean Carr 9 68 0
Trey Liebhardt 6 164 3
Alex McDonald 6 138 1

KICKING   

Name ExPt FG Total

Nathan Tagar 74 7 95

SCORING   

Name TDs 2Pt Total

Sean Carr 28 1 170
Alex Henry 20 0 120
Zoran Vujaklija 6 1 38
Andrew Bruce 5 0 30
Nathanael Sulka 5 0 30
Trey Liebhardt 4 0 24

TACKLES   

Name Solo Assist Total

Christian Hall 48 53 101
Brody Dotson 72 26 98
Heath Fetchik 64 31 95
Nathanael Sulka 60 33 93
Rocco Perrico 50 24 74
Alex Kisley 43 23 66
Michael Washington 23 31 54
Leo Colombi 30 20 50
Cooper Felger 20 30 50
Trey Liebhardt 30 4 34
Alex McDonald 19 14 33
Andrew Bruce 24 8 32

TACKLES FOR LOSS 

Name TFLs
Alex Kisley 32.5
Brody Dotson 16.5
Christian Hall 15
Cooper Felger 14.5
Heath Fetchik 13.5
Rocco Perrico 13
Alex McDonald 12.5

SACKS

Name Sacks

Alex Kisley 12
Alex McDonald 6.5
Heath Fetchik 6
Michael Washington 6
Cooper Felger 5
Christian Hall 4

PBUS 

Name PBUs

Trey Liebhardt 18
Leo Colombi 15
Nathanael Sulka 14
Andrew Bruce 11

INTERCEPTIONS 

Name Int.

Leo Colombi 7
Christian Hall 3
Trey Liebhardt 3
Nathanael Sulka 2
Andrew Bruce 2
Heath Fetchik 2
Ryan Peterson 2

PUNTING  

Name Punt Avg

Alex McDonald 22 32.6
Nathan Tager 9 33.2

WRC STANDINGS  

Team Overall 
League

Chardon 16-0 6-0
Kenston 11-2 5-1
Riverside 7-5 4-2
South 8-4 3-3
Mayfield 2-8 2-4
North 4-7 2-5
Madison 1-9 0-6

Chardon 
statistics

WEEK 1

Aug. 20
Glenville  14
Chardon  28

WEEK 2

Aug. 28
Chardon  42
Akron Buchtel 0

WEEK 3

Sept. 3
Ursuline  27
Chardon  36

WEEK 4

Sept. 10
Riverside  7
Chardon  28

WEEK 5

Sept. 17
Chardon  41
Mayfield 7

WEEK 6

Sept. 24
Kenston  0
Chardon  49

WEEK 7

Oct. 1
Chardon  21
New Philadelphia 0

WEEK 8

Oct. 8
Madison  0
Chardon  48

Chardon 2021 results

WEEK 9

Oct. 15
Chardon 59
South  13

WEEK 10

Oct. 22
North 0
Chardon  38

WEEK 11

First round
Oct. 29
Akron East 7
Chardon  38

WEEK 12

Regional quarter
Nov. 5
Streetsboro 7
Chardon  63

WEEK 13

Regional semifinal
Nov. 12
Canfield 14
Chardon  27

WEEK 14

Regional final
Nov. 19
Dover 3
Chardon  31

WEEK 15

Statate semifinal
Nov. 26
West Holmes 7
Chardon  41

WEEK 16

State final
Dec. 3
Chardon  21
Hamilton Badin 14

The music in the home 
locker room at Twins-
burg Tiger Stadium came 

to a hush 
as Char-
don football 
coach Mitch 
Hewitt 
stepped in 
front of 75 
hungry Hill-
toppers to 
address 
them before 

taking the field for a Divi-
sion III state semifinal on 
Nov. 26.

The leader of the pro-
gram thanked the team 
for the best Thanksgiving 
the town has experienced 
in some time, one which 
included an early morn-
ing practice at Memorial 
Field.

Then he hit a topic that 
transcends football.

It’s a topic — a theme 
— that embodies the jour-
ney that Hilltoppers went 
on en route to becoming 
the 2021 Division III state 
champions.

The element … the im-
portance … of time.

“Blood is thicker than 
water, right? That’s what 
family is,” Hewitt said. “I 
say time is thicker than 
blood.”

He repeated the words, 
only louder.

“TIME is thicker than 
BLOOD,” he barked. “It’s 
the time we spend to-
gether, fellas. It’s our 
greatest resource against 
any football team, the 

time we’ve spent together.
“Time is the greatest 

resource you’ll ever give 
someone. Let’s go spend it 
together for 48 minutes.”

Of course, the locker 
room erupted in bedlam, 
and the Hilltoppers went 
out and molly-whopped 
West Holmes, 41-7, in that 
state semifinal.

A week later, the Hill-
toppers put the finishing 
touches on their 16-0 sea-
son with a 21-14 win over 
Hamilton Badin to notch 
its second straight state 
championship.

But the words Hewitt 
spoke that night in Twins-
burg continue to echo 
throughout the Chardon 
community as the days and 
weeks separate them from 
their recent state title.

The time the Chardon 
football team spent to-
gether this past offseason, 
through August’s training 
came and throughout the 
season paved the way for 
the state championship.

In doing so, the Hilltop-
pers gave the community 
the time of their lives.

Consider what the 2021 
Chardon football team 
gave the school district 
and their fans this season:

• They gave them 16 
straight weekends of en-
tertainment, which might 
have cost six or eight 
bucks at the gate, but 
were worth ever so much 
more than that when you 
consider A) What a night 
on the town costs with 

dinner and entertain-
ment, and B) the nights at 
Memorial Field were spent 
watching the youth — the 
future of the community 
— shine.

• They gave them com-
munity pride. Granted, 
Chardon has a lot to be 
proud of anyway outside 
the realm of athletics. But 
when your school, town 
and community boasts 
top-ranked Division III 
team in Ohio, it’s cause to 
puff out one’s chest when 
the name “Chardon” is ut-
tered, giving reason to 
boast, “Yeah, that’s where 
I’m from.”

• They gave hope to 
anyone who has ever 
been counted out. Listen, 
when 26 seniors gradu-
ated last spring, the 2021 
team was considered an 
afterthought. This year’s 
Hilltoppers showed out-
side opinions are about as 

valuable as the stuff peo-
ple sprinkle on their gar-
dens.

• And they gave them 
their time. Their effort. 
Their hearts.

In turn, the community 
gave them theirs.

It didn’t matter how hot 
the day was, such as that 
brutally hot and humid day 
when the Hilltoppers and 
their throng of supporters 
went to Akron for a Satur-
day afternoon together.

The team and fans were 
there — together.

If it was a snowy, mis-
erable mess. like it was in 
Girard for the regional fi-
nal against Canfield or in 
Twinsburg for the regional 
final against West Holmes, 
the Hilltoppers and their 
fans were inseparable.

One glance at the vis-
itors side of the bleach-
ers at Tom Benson Hall of 
Fame Stadium on Dec. 3 

suggests whoever the last 
person out of Chardon 
that afternoon locked the 
doors and cut the lights. 
Everyone was there for 
the grand spectacle of an-
other state championship.

And when everyone 
was tired from the drive 
to Canton, plus the cold 
game, the Hilltoppers re-
turned home to fans jam-
ming the Chardon Square 
to welcome home their he-
roes.

Undoubtedly, when the 
town holds an apprecia-
tion parade for the foot-
ball team Dec.12, the same 
warm reception can be ex-
pected.

This much is true — 
the members of the 2021 
Chardon football team in-
vested their time and ef-
fort into each other and 
into their dream. In turn, 
their community returned 
the favor.

The message Mitch 
Hewitt relayed to his team 
prior to the state semifi-
nal didn’t just hit home 
that night, it drove home 
a major underlying theme 
to his program’s champi-
onship season. And also 
provided a reminder of 
what’s most important.

Time truly is the great-
est resource you’ll ever 
give someone.

Kampf can be reached via 
email at JKampf@News-
Herald.com; On Twitter 
@NHPreps and  
@JKampf_NH

OPINION

Time well-spent, well-invested this season
TIM PHILLIS — FOR THE NEWS-HERALD

Chardon takes the field before the Division III state final against Hamilton Badin on Dec. 3 in Canton.

PAUL DICICCO — FOR THE NEWS-HERALD

Fans root on Chardon during the state final.

John 
Kampf

www.mfbfh.com

Chardon - Painesville
Fairport Harbor - Madison
440-682-0907

Congratulations
Chardon Hilltoppers!
STATE CHAMPIONS
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By John Kampf
JKampf@news-herald.com

The postgame celebra-
tion at Tom Benson Hall of 
Fame Stadium was in full 
swing, but Alex McDonald 
had someplace else he’d 
rather be.

McDonald and the Char-
don Hilltoppers had just 
put the finishing touches 
on a 21-14 win over Ham-
ilton Badin in the Division 
III state championship 
game. The Hilltoppers’ sec-
ond straight state champi-
onship and their unprece-
dented 16-0 record meant 
the on-field party wasn’t 
going to end anytime soon.

But McDonald ducked 
away, scaled a nearby fence 
and climbed into the stands 
into the welcome arms of 
his father, Alex.

Then he turned to his 
mother, who had a firm grip 
on a railing, and took her in 
his arms.

“We love you. We’re so 
proud of you,” said Amy Mc-
Donald, her hushed words 
pushing through her son’s 
bushy red hair.

Those eight words meant 
more to McDonald than 
anyone will ever know. Just 
the SOUND of them meant 
the world to him.

That’s because he knows 
someday, he won’t be able 
to hear them.

And the thought of that 
rips the heart out of his very 
chest.

For nine years now, Amy 
McDonald has battled Hun-
tington’s disease, a rare, in-
herited disease that causes 
the progressive breakdown 
(degeneration) of nerve 
cells in the brain. The dis-
ease has a broad impact on 
a person’s functional abili-
ties and usually results in 
movement, thinking (cog-
nitive) and psychiatric dis-
orders — including, but not 
limited to, loss of speech.

There is no cure.
McDonald, a high-en-

ergy, two-sport star has 
the world in the palm of 
his hand. He is a two-way 
starter for the Hilltoppers’ 
football team as a tight end 
and defensive end, earning 
All-Ohio honors twice. He’s 
a state-caliber wrestler for 
his school as well. And he’s 
earned a football scholar-
ship to Youngstown State 
University.

But he’d make a trade if 
he had the power to do so.

“I’d give it all up, one 
hundred percent,” he said. 
“One THOUSAND percent. 
I’d give it up just so my 
mom can go back to how 
she was before this disease 
and be OK.”

Huntington’s disease has 
been part of Amy’s life for-
ever. Her father had it and 
passed away. She’s had 
aunts, uncles and cousins 
have it and die from it.

“It’s a (crappy) disease, 
that’s what it is,” said Alex 
the father.

For a while, Amy thought 
— or hoped — she had 

evaded the grips of Hun-
tington’s. But in 2012, the 
family got the diagnosis 
through a test they had 
done.

“It’s not the news we 
wanted. But it’s the answer 
we got,” her husband said.

To her credit, Amy has 
missed nothing of her chil-
dren’s activities — not her 
son’s wrestling matches 
nor his football games, nor 
anything in which daughter 
Madeline took part.

“She never leaves my 
mind,” young Alex said. “I 
do everything for her. she 
lives vicariously through 
me. She keeps me moti-
vated.”

“He’s wonderful,” Amy 
said, her words quiet and 
a little garbled because of 
Huntington’s. “It brings 
tears to my eyes.”

But nothing will stop her 
from being there.

And don’t think about 
putting her in a wheelchair.

“Have you ever known a 
redhead?” Alex the father 
said with a hearty laugh. 
“They’re as stubborn as 
they come. You’d be in for a 
fight if you think she’s get-
ting in a wheelchair.”

Earlier this year, the Mc-
Donalds walked arm in arm 
across the field at Chardon’s 
Memorial Field for senior 
night. It’s a ceremony some 
might take for granted, but 
not the senior leader for the 
Hilltoppers.

While he’s not a big fan of 
peripheral events that take 
the focus off the game at 
hand, the special moment 
was not lost on him this 
time around.

The scary part is that, be-
cause of the hereditary na-
ture of Huntington’s dis-
ease, both Alex and his 
sister Madeline are predis-
posed to be carriers. There 
is a 50-50 chance that the 
children of Alex and Amy 

could also someday be di-
agnosed with the crippling 
disease.

It doesn’t change the in-
spiration for his mother, nor 
does it change the way he 
lives. But it is in the back of 
his mind.

“I’m inspired by my mom 
every day,” he said. “I get up 
every day and see (the dis-
ease’s effects) happening. 
I just wish I could help. I 
wish I could change the out-
come.

“Will I get the test? Yeah, 
when I’m older. Probably at 
the same as she was when 
she took it. She was 43. I’ll 
wait.”

His father agreed with 
the choice.

“I always told my kids, 
once you’re 18, it’s your 
choice,” he said. “Something 
like that can loom over your 
head. Every decision you 
make is based on that. So 
just go and live your life.”

His son — his namesake 
— has done just that.

He just wrapped up a se-
nior season in which had 
33 tackles, 12.5 tackles for 
loss and 6 1/2 sacks for the 
proud Chardon defense. He 
also was a punishing run-
blocker for a Hilltoppers of-
fense that ran for more than 
4,000 yards this season.

Next week, he will em-
bark on a senior year of 
wrestling and make a push 
for a berth in the Division I 
state wrestling tournament.

“I’m inspired by watch-
ing him play football and 
wrestle,” Amy said. “Yes, I 
always worry about him.”

Alex McDonald knows 
the scary reality that Hun-
tington’s disease will con-
tinue to affect his mother. 
He also knows that there’s 
a 50 percent chance that 
someday the disease could 
also come calling for him.

That’s why no one has 
ever seen him slack off in 

practice — whether it’s do-
ing pushups with team-
mates on the beach at Men-
tor Headlands or during 
sprints on 100-degree days 
in the summer. That’s why 

his engine runs so hot each 
and every play on the foot-
ball field or on the wrestling 
mat.

Time, he has learned, is 
ever so precious.

“My mom inspires me to 
be the best person I can be 
every day,” Alex said, his 
voice cracking a little with 
emotion. “To do everything 
… with no regrets.”

HIGH SCHOOL FOOTBALL

All-Ohioan plays 
with mother in the 
front of his mind
Amy McDonald has battled Huntington’s disease for nine years

PHOTO COURTESY OF THE MCDONALD FAMILY

Alex McDonald with his mother Amy earlier this season.

JERI LYNN PILARCYK — FOR THE NEWS-HERALD

Alex McDonald hugs his mother, Amy, after Chardon won 
the Division III state championship last weekend.

PHOTO COURTESY OF THE MCDONALD FAMILY

Alex McDonald hoists the state championship trophy amidst his Chardon teammates.

PAUL DICICCO —  FOR THE NEWS-HERALD

Alex McDonald warms up before the state final Dec. 3.

ROOFING • SIDING
GUTTERS

WINDOWS • DOORS
4seasonsroofing.net

Congratulations
Chardon Hilltoppers!
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Today we are featuring Northeast Ohio Satellite operated by
Ron Gregg, who has been serving Ohio and Geauga county for
over 40 years with DIRECTV, Dish Network, ATT and Got W3
internet. Ron started the business to provide customers with an
alternative to cable television and to serve rural areas where
there was no access to cable television or Internet and serves
such local businesses as The Cowboy, Zeppies, Auburn Inn,
Kuhnle trucking, Cleats, Cleveland CAVS, NASA, the Browns
and thousands of houses and small businesses. He pioneered the
first small dish satellite system in Ohio In 1994 and installed the
first Digital dish in the United States in 1986, for which he was
featured in Time Magazine.

His company is best known for quality local installations
and service, and he feels passionate about providing quality
service at a value to his customers. However, in addition to
satellite services, Northeast Ohio Satellite also sells and installs

ring doorbells, google nest, 4k Smart TV, internet(Got W3).
Northeast Ohio Satellite also can provide internet to any home
in the country(Got W3) for your RV, truck, campers or homes
with long driveways and poor internet or cell service.

What distinguishes Northeast Ohio Satellite apart from other
businesses in this field is prompt “Local” service, experience,
and Ron’s dedication to treating every installation as if it were
being done in his own home. They provide DIRECTV, Dish
Network, Hughes Net Internet satellite tv along with 4/8k
tv, they remove old dishes, hide new Dishes to preserve the
esthetics of the home or business and provide dish heaters for
customers in snow areas.

What are you waiting for? Call Northeast Ohio Satellite and
start saving money over Cable tv/Suddenlink or Spectrum at
330-801-7200. Remember! Most sports bars, stadiums and
thousands of businesses nationwide along with 40 million

homes have satellite tv. It is all about expert installations and
service from a Local company for a quality experience from
Northeast Ohio Satellite. 330-801-7200.
www.forgetcable.com or email us at aldigitalhome@yahoo.com

Northeast Ohio Satellite

SAVEwhen you bundle satellite Internet and TV!
We can connect your whole home!

CallNORTHEASTOHIOSATELLITE

330-801-7200

Bundle &
Save!

Limited-time
only!

A U T H O R I Z E D R E T A I L E R

Call NORTHEAST OHIO SATELLITE
330-801-7200
www.forgetcable.com
Dish Network L.L.C. All rights reserved. Minimum term required. Monthly service and termination fees apply.Visit legal.
HughesNet.com for details.
© 2019 Hughes Network Systems, LLC, an EchoStar company. HughesNet is a registered trademark of Hughes Network
Systems, LLC, an EchoStar company.

A U T H O R I Z E D R E T A I L E R

Bundle &
Save!

Limited time only!

| SPORTS  |  NEWS-HERALD.COM SATURDAY, DECEMBER 11, 20214 D  



By John Kampf
JKampf@news-herald.com

The Chardon football 
team had a plan all along.

So did their coach, Mitch 
Hewitt.

Motivated all offsea-
son by naysayers, includ-
ing former teammates who 
were insistent that the Hill-
toppers were going to take 
a step back after winning 
the 2020 Division III cham-
pionship, the 2021 Hilltop-
pers were on a mission.

Their coach wasn’t about 
to let them forget.

Leaving WAY early for an 
Oct. 1 game at New Phila-
delphia, Hewitt scheduled 
the Chardon squad to stop 
in Canton to tour the Pro 
Football Hall of Fame.

Right next door to Tom 
Benson Hall of Fame Sta-
dium, where everyone wear-
ing Chardon red and black 
knew that’s where they 
wanted to be two months 
later.

The reason for Hewitt’s 
pit-stop prior to playing 
a game later that Friday 
night?

“It’s the whole underlying 
them of speaking it into be-
ing,” Hewitt told The News-
Herald this week. “Ulti-
mately that was the goal of 
ours. That’s why we stopped 
there, because that’s where 
the championship game 
was going to be played.

“The amount of nega-
tivity kids can produce in 
their own heads is amaz-
ing. I don’t know if everyone 
knows that. But if you speak 
positivity, speak goals into 
being, speak of blessings, 
that can make a difference. 
It doesn’t always work, but 
then again you have NO 
shot if you think you’re go-
ing to stink or not achieve.

“There was a reason we 
made a stop that day, to 

speak our goal into being.”
Come Dec. 3, the Hilltop-

pers were back at Tom Ben-
son Hall of Fame Stadium. 
They made their goal a re-
ality with a 21-14 win over 
Hamilton Badin in the 
state championship game, 
sealing back-to-back unde-
feated championship sea-
sons and extending their 
current winning streak to 
a state-best 28 games.

Hewitt touched on a 
number of topics, memories 
and thoughts on parts of 
the championship season. 
Here are his his thoughts 
on each point that stood out 
in his mind that made the 
2021 season so memorable 
and special.

THE OFFSEASON STRENGTH 
TRAINING STARTING OFF-
CAMPUS BECAUSE OF CO-
VID-19 PROTOCOLS

Hewitt: “Again, it’s my 
opinion that the worst thing 
COVID has done outside of 
the disease itself is the divi-
sion it’s created. By not be-
ing able to work out at the 
school, some were trying to 
pay for gym memberships, 
some worked out at home. 
You miss out on building 
with your teammates, the 
teamwork. It creates a di-
vision that can be hard to 
overcome. It was May be-
fore we got back. There’s 
no place like home. It’s like 
one of our playoff shirts has 
a picture of a garage door 
on the front of it. It’s our 
weight room garage door. It 
looks kind of like an album 
cover. That garage door is 
the entrance to champion-
ships. The only place you 
can maybe have a shot at 
one.”

WELCOMING BACK FANS AND 
SPECIFICALLY THE CHARDON 
CRAZIES (AFTER NOT HAV-
ING FULL CAPACITY CROWDS 

IN 2020)

Hewitt: “It makes me feel 
sad what the 2020 team 
missed. We were blessed 
just to have a season last 
year, even though in theory 
we could have or should 
have had fans last year be-
cause you can argue cases 
are worse now than they 
were last year. It’s unfortu-
nate grandparents, aunts 
and uncles couldn’t attend 
last year. That’s why this 
Sunday when we have our 
parade, we’ll include the 
class of 2020 as well.”

PLAYING THE HOME OPENER 
AT RIVERSIDE BECAUSE OF 
FIELD CONSTRUCTION AT 
CHARDON 

Hewitt: “Words can’t de-
scribe it. It was very gra-
cious of Riverside to allow 
us to use their facilities. But 
being the home team in the 
visiting locker room is a lit-
tle strange.”

PRACTICING ALL SUMMER ON 
THE OLD FIELD WHILE THE 
FIELD WAS BEING WORKED ON 

Hewitt: “We affection-
ately call that the “goat 
patch.” That’s the field be-
tween the stadium and 
the school. Small. No goal-
posts. Sure, that created a 
little edge for our players. 
Whenever you can deny 
your kids something that, if 
they work hard enough they 
can get back, it keeps them 
hungry. We were able to use 
practicing on the goat patch 
as motivation.”

THE PREGAME JOINT PRAYER 
WITH GLENVILLE AND THE 
‘ONE BLOOD’ THEME 

Hewitt: “That’s some-
thing Coach Ginn and I 
talked about all summer, 
getting together at midfield 
with our teams together in 
prayer. Again, it speaks 
to the division created in 
America being largely gas-
lit by media and social me-
dia. When you get down 
to it, we’re all pretty much 

the same and pretty decent 
human beings. Their pas-
tor prayed over it. The one 
thing he spoke of is us all 
being of ‘one blood.’ It was 
pretty special.”

HOME FIELD BEING FIN-
ISHED THREE HOURS BEFORE 
OUR WEEK 3 GAME WITH 
YOUNGSTOWN URSULINE

Hewitt: “When school 
let out, there were still ma-
chines out there and they 
were moving stuff around. 
We were pretty confident 
but you never know for sure 
if you’re going to be playing 
at home or getting on a bus 
to play at West Geauga. We 
were assured it’d be ready. 
So we went with that. But 
I don’t think anybody be-
lieved it until we got the 
word. We won that game 
(and Ursuline went on to be 
the Division IV state run-
ner-up), but I think playing 
at home played a huge part 
in the outcome. We always 
say, ‘Defend the hill.’ Do we 
still play that well or win 
that game if it’s played in 
Chesterland? I don’t know 
if we have that same edge.”

PLAYING IN 103-DEGREE HEAT 
AT AKRON BUCHTEL IN WEEK 
2

Hewitt: “That’s the hot-
test game I’ve ever been 
part of, and I’ve been part 
of a lot of games. On the 
road, Saturday afternoon, 
100-plus degrees. And that 
was a team that just beat 
Mayfield. Yeah, I wore black 
that game. That’s just part 
of it all. If your players are 
wearing 15 pounds of pads 
and jersey, the least I can do 
is wear black and embrace 
the uncomfortable.”

COACH BILL OVERTON AND 
COACH JON PAGLIO GETTING 
TRAMPLED IN PRACTICE

Hewitt: “That happens 
I guess when you don’t get 
enough separation between 
drills. You get taken down 
by friendly fire. They were 

downfield going through a 
walkthrough with linemen, 
and our scout team ran a 
pass route and ran right 
into them. Fortunately, 
Coach Pags took the brunt 
and Coach O, our nearly 
70-year-old O-line coach, 
wasn’t hurt.”

THE JV TEAM LIFTING DURING 
HALFTIME OF THE CANFIELD 
AND WEST HOLMES PLAYOFF 
GAMES 

Hewitt: “We have a rule 
you’re not allowed to sit 
down in the weight room. 
It was weird walking in 
and having the JV players 
standing around at half-
time. I was like, ‘No, no, 
no, this isn’t right. This is 
a chance to get better.’ So 
they took off their pads and 
got a lift in. They embraced 
it. It’s probably because 
they were frozen to death, 
but they embraced it.”

PLAYING IN A 26-DEGREE 
SNOW GAME IN THE FINAL 
FOUR 

Hewitt: “Oh, we loved 
that. We got more snow 
there (in Twinsburg) than 
we got in Chardon. It was 
awesome. We’re the snow-

belt capital, so playing in 
snow that night adds to 
the ambiance of it. That’s 
what you envision when 
you think about playing in 
late November in a playoff 
game in Ohio. That’s what 
separates the Ohio State 
and Michigan game in the 
weather and the Alabama-
Georgia game in a dome. 
There’s just something 
great about it.

THANKSGIVING DAY PRAC-
TICE, THE FIRST SINCE 1998 

Hewitt: “We had a great 
practice. But more than 
that, a great fundraiser for 
military families. It was 
great to see so many alumni 
there, kids I haven’t seen in 
years. It made it exactly 
what a holiday is designed 
to do even more special. To 
be grateful and blessed.”

WRAPPING IT UP WITH A 16-0 
SEASON AND 28-STRAIGHT 
WINS, AND A STATE TITLE 

Hewitt: “I think we had 
a lot of goals when we took 
over 11 years ago. That’s one 
I’d be lying if I said it was 
on the radar. I’m not wor-
ried about streaks. I think 
there’s value in them, but it 
won’t be a focus next season. 
We won’t do that. Someone 
said we’ve got the 10th-lon-
gest one in the nation now? 
Ah — great. I don’t want to 
sound ungrateful. It’s nice. 
But the streak isn’t a focus 
of ours.

ON RETURNING TO CHARDON 
AFTER THE CHAMPIONSHIP 
GAME TO A THRONG OF SUP-
PORTERS 

Hewitt: “It’s further 
proof we’ve got a great 
community that supports 
us and we’re blessed to be 
where we’re from. It’s not 
like this everywhere. It 
can be easy for a fanbase 
to take things for granted. 
The friendship, the love, the 
bond here … you’ve got to 
be constantly grateful for 
things like that.”

HIGH SCHOOL FOOTBALL

From the ‘goat patch’ to Canton 
Hewitt discusses high points, memories of 
the Chardon’s state championship season

TIM PHILLIS — FOR THE NEWS-
HERALD

Chardon coach Mitch 
Hewitt, during the state 
final Dec. 3 in Canton.

CONGRATULATIONS HILLTOPPERS FOOTBALL!
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540 Fifth Ave. Chardon , OH 44024
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By John Kampf
jkampf@news-herald.com

The 2021 football season 
was a special one for many, 
especially the Division III 
state champion Chardon 
Hilltoppers.

With a 21-14 win over 
Hamilton Badin in the 
championship game on 
Dec. 3 at Tom Benson Hall 
of Fame Stadium in Can-
ton, Chardon wrapped up 
the first 16-0 season in Ohio 
high school football history.

But the journey to-
ward that end goal started 
months before. There were 
trials, tribulations and hur-
dles to overcome, but the 
Hilltoppers climbed that 
mountain together. In do-
ing so, they stockpiled 
memories that will last a 
lifetime.

Here, the six captains 
from this year’s team — 
Sean Carr, Alex Henry, Alex 
McDonald, Simon Rodri-
guez, Nathanael Sulka and 
Zoran Vujaklija — give their 
thoughts and memories of 
the special, unparalleled 
2021 championship season.

Nathanael Sulka
Senior captain, d
efensive back/split end
The 2021 football season 

was an incredible, yet such 
a short experience.

Since the summer we all 
felt a lot of doubt coming 
from the outside and did 
not have a lot of believers. 
We had a lot of position bat-
tles and it took a while to 
get everything together. A 
lot of things came together 
to make it an incredible sea-
son.

It was such a big ques-
tion mark going up against 
a great Glenville team early 
in the season after we lost 
17-18 starters. We played a 
very tough schedule, which 
is even tougher with a team 
that had very very little var-
sity experience.

We had three sopho-
mores start, which is the 
most sophomores that have 
started in my four years 
here at Chardon. They all 
did an excellent job and 
are all were and are going 
to continue to be incredible 
players.

For us to be good as a 
team, we didn’t need to do 
anything special. We played 
sound defense, giving up 
like nine points a game, 
and we played really good 
run defense.

Offensively, we averaged 
around 5-6 yards a carry 
and rarely turned the ball 
over, maybe one time in the 
postseason. We just played 
solid offense with no turn-
overs and were able to stop 
the run really well.

We were basically try-
ing to avoid living in the 
shadow of the 2020 team 
and doing our own thing. 
Which until we lose, every 
team is going to have that 
feel and be chasing great-
ness.

My favorite memory of 
the season is when Leo Co-
lombi — one of our soph-
omores — got his pick-six 
against Buchtel. Leo was 
someone I never talked 
to until this year and he 
kind of became like a little 
brother to me and he was 
able to learn things from 
me and get better through-
out the year.

When he got that pick, I 

ran so fast to meet him in 
the end zone. I was so ex-
cited for him.

Another one of my fa-
vorite moments was Sean 
Carr scoring the game-win-
ning touchdown in the state 
game. That kid got us that 
far and just the amount of 
work he puts in and how 
much he cares, he deserved 
that moment so much. I was 
so happy he was the one 
that scored it.

Another favorite memory 
for me is during the end of 
the regular season, I texted 
Coach Landies and asked 
him if he had ever coached 
a Thanksgiving practice. 
He said he has not and it 
was a goal of his. So I told 
him we would get him one. 
After the Dover game, that 
put us in the final four and 
guaranteed Thanksgiving 
practice.

I saw Coach Landies 
come down from the press 
box after the game while 
we were in handshake lines 
and I ran over to him and 
gave him a big hug and said 
‘I told you we’d get you that 
practice!’ It was a sweet mo-
ment, I’m going to remem-
ber that forever.

Finally what I’m going 
to take from this season is 
how love, determination, 
and spoken confidence can 
get you anywhere. One big 
thing we always did was 
proclaim that we would 
be state champs. We al-
ways said it and we all be-
lieved it. Before our playoff 
games we broke it down af-
ter stretching by yelling “1-
2-3 … State Champs.” We all 
believed and proclaimed it.

It was such an amazing 
season and it went by so 
fast — which is disappoint-
ing — but I am blessed I was 
able to be a part of it and 
make history going back-
to-back and being the first 
16-0 team. Also just proving 
everyone wrong and creat-

ing our own legacy and not 
living in the 2020 team’s 
shadow.

I got to be a huge part 
in both the 2020 and 2021 
state championship runs. 
Such an amazing feeling.

The things I would do 
to be able to start all over 
in that 2020 season and do 
both seasons again.

Zoran Vujaklija
Senior captain. q
uarterback/safety
I want to start this off 

saying it was an incredible 
season.

While the season started 
about 22 weeks ago with 
two-a-days and with scrim-
mages, in reality, the season 
started way back in Janu-
ary. COVID-19 was still run-
ning strong and the team 
ended up lifting at a local 
gym instead of being at our 
school’s weight room.

The lifts were full of 
high energy and very high 
hopes. Coming all the way 
back from the state game 
of 2020, the thought for 
the team was simply you 
won’t be good. We were told 
countless times that there 
was no way that we would 
be able to have a winning 
season let alone the ability 
to go back to back.

The team rallied. The 
team knew the doubt so 
many people had and did 
not listen to it. When we 
went into 7-on-7s and scrim-
mages and seeing the suc-
cess we were having, ev-
eryone was getting really 
brought into it.

When we went into the 
Glenville game, the fan base 
had not bought into it yet. 
But the team was ready to 
prove people wrong. We 
won that game, 28-14.

Most people would say 
that the moment they be-
lieved was after our Week 
3 victory over future state 
runner-up Ursuline.

I distinctly remember 
being told in the offseason 
that we needed to win at 
least one or two of our first 
three games. The thought 
of going 3-0 through those 
games was unimaginable.

We then went on winning 
and further eliminating the 
doubt from our fanbase and 
the entire state.

We went into the play-
offs the No. 1 seed and were 
ready to finish the run. With 
every win came more confi-
dence and we earned more 
and more time together as 
a team.

Going into the champi-
onship game, the final high 
school game for us seniors, 
to say that we were moti-
vated would’ve been an un-
derstatement. We went fur-
ther, played more games 
and won more games than 
any other class in the his-
tory of Chardon. We had 
the opportunity to win the 
most games in a single sea-
son ever in Ohio.

The Hilltoppers were one 
win away from being out-
right and fully champions 
once again. The state game 
was a rollercoaster and a 
defensive battle that ended 
the way all of us seniors had 
dreamed for it to end.

The team and I wouldn’t 
have been able to make it as 
far as we did without the ex-
tra work my dad (strength 
coach Rob Vujaklija) did for 
us. From having guys over 
to eat, watching film with 
them and then all the way 
to wearing badass masks on 
Fridays. He has been more 
than just a coach for me and 
all of the other kids on the 
team. He is a true blessing 
to Chardon and I am truly 
blessed to have him as my 
dad.

I could not possibly be 
happier and more grate-
ful than I am for everyone 
who was there during the 
process and am thankful 

for all my boys, with whom 
I got to make a lifetime of 
memories.

I love these guys and I 
couldn’t have asked for a 
better season.

Sean Carr
Senior captain, r
unning back
What made this season 

work?
Well, what I think of im-

mediately is the level of 
commitment and amount 
we were willing to sacri-
fice for this season. We em-
braced the Chardon culture 
and that allowed us to work 
harder than any team in the 
state.

We were all so close as a 
team. I’ve started for three 
years and this is the clos-
est team I have ever been 
on. From sophomore year 
on up to senior year, there 
are friendships everywhere.

Being doubted also fueled 
the fire for a lot for us. We 
were forgotten about and 
we had something to prove. 
Coach Hewitt and the other 
coaches did a great job of 
getting the best out of all of 
us. When a coach has your 
back, it gives you a lot of 
confidence as a player.

It is hard for me to sin-
gle out my favorite mem-
ories from this season be-

cause there are so many. I 
will always remember the 
love shared with my team-
mates. The brotherhood on 
this team was real and to 
be a part of it was special.

I loved getting ready to 
go to war with my guys. It’s 
such a great feeling to lay 
it all out there with your 
friends. I will always re-
member the celebration 
in the end zones with my 
teammates. The best mem-
ories came from winning 
states. The feeling of ac-
complishment. The after-
game hugs with all the peo-
ple who you love and all the 
teammates you have shared 
a brotherhood with.

Seeing the coaches and 
your community smiling 
and happy after the state 
championship game was 
another great memory.

What I took away from 
this season is that if you re-
ally want something, even 
if no one thinks you can 
achieve it, if you work hard 
and believe in yourself, 
nothing can stop you.

I am very thankful for 
everything Chardon has 
taught me. It has given me 
the life lessons needed to 
be successful in my life. I 
would not trade my expe-
riences here for the world.

HIGH SCHOOL FOOTBALL

Captains recount memories of run to title

TIM PHILLIS — FOR THE NEWS-HERALD

Chardon captains Alex Henry (6) and Sean Carr (41) helped lead the Hilltoppers to the 
Division III state championship

SUBMITTED

Senior Nathanael Sulka

PHOTO COURTESY OF ZORAN 
VUJAKLIJA

Zoran Vujaklija of Chardon 
gets on the bus with the 
state championship trophy 
in Canton.

SUBMITTED

Chardon running back Sean 
Carr

SUBMITTED

Chardon tight end-defensive 
end Alex McDonald

SUBMITTED

Senior lineman Simon 
Rodriguez.

SUBMITTED

Chardon quarterback Alex 
Henry
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Alex McDonald
Senior captain, 
Tight end/defensive end
My thoughts on the sea-

son are incredible. The sea-
son couldn’t have been any 
better. I mean, what more 
could someone want than a 
state championship in back-
to-back years?

I believe what made the 
season work so well is ev-
eryone was motivated by 
the fact that people doubted 
our abilities to even have a 
winning season. It’s hard to 
replace a senior class of 26, 
but we did it and in my per-
spective better than we did 
it last year.

Some of my favorite 
memories from the season 

start way back when we did 
the beach run and finished 
it off with the sit-ups and 
push-ups with the waves 
crashing down on us. It 
was loads of fun to be able 
to do something like that as 
a team.

The offseason workouts 
on the beach were rough, 
but everyone had fun push-
ing through them. When it 
got hard I just looked to 
some of my teammates and 
started working harder be-
cause I didn’t want to let 
them down.

Another one of my fa-
vorite memories was when 
we finally got the chance to 
play on our new turf. The 
new turf was so soft it felt 
like you were playing foot-
ball on clouds.

Practicing on the “goat 
patch” helped reinforce 
our toughness because it 

was like a parking lot. The 
dirt was rock-solid and ev-
ery time you got tackled or 
fell over it just made you a 
tougher person. My team-
mates and I learned to get 
over bumps and bruises fast 
because of the dirt.

The ride back into town 
after we won the champi-
onship was bittersweet. 
I say that because it was 
amazing winning a state 
title for the city and see-
ing all of our supporters 
there on the square. The 
bad part about it was I 
was done being a Hilltop-
per. It was the sad real-
ization I’d never put those 
pads on again or get to rep-
resent the name on the side 
of the helmet.

What I will take from 
this season is the leader-
ship experience I gained 
from being a captain and 

having to fill the shoes of 
the leaders before me.

I’ll also take with me the 
thought of never taking 
anything for granted be-
cause it feels like I started 
playing for Chardon just 
yesterday and now it’s al-
ready over.

Simon Rodriguez
Senior captain, 
Offensive line/defensive 

line
This past football sea-

son was one I will never for-
get. There was a lot more 
than just the winning of 16 
games, it was the countless 
hours of extra sweat, off-
season work, commitment, 
and effort of 72 players who 
completely bought into the 
fact that we wanted to leave 
our legacy on the wall.

Every player played each 
game self lessly, know-

ing that collectively his-
tory would be made if we 
all put our personal goals 
aside and focused on be-
ing the first team in Ohio 
to go 16-0.

When a team commits 
itself to everyone’s success, 
the result is an unforgetta-
ble season.

The “forgotten class” will 
never be forgotten.

Alex Henry
Junior captain, 
quarterback
Personally what I feel like 

made the 21-22 season go as 
far as it did was the offsea-
son.

I had friends that play 
football from other schools 
talking to me about how 
we’re gonna be just an av-
erage team and that we 
have no chance of doing 
anything close to what the 

2020 team did.
Our whole team em-

braced all of these com-
ments from even people in 
our own community and 
went straight to work. We 
did SEAL team training in 
Lake Erie at like 8 in the 
morning one day. It was 
crazy but looking back at 
it, I’ll never forget it.

We also didn’t have any 
turf field for the whole 
offseason and all the way 
up to Week 3. So we were 
playing on the field known 
as the “goat patch” and it’s 
probably only 60 yards 
of grass field and with 
about 70-80 kids on the 
team there’s only so many 
things you can do. But it 
was pretty sweet looking 
back on it knowing we 
grinded just like how the 
1994 team did when they 
won state.

Captains
FROM PAGE 6

Reprinted from the Dec. 
4 edition

By John Kampf
JKampf@news-herald.com

@nhpreps on Twitter

CANTON >> The legacy is 
complete.

The Chardon Hilltoppers 
are repeat state champions 
and the first team in Ohio 
high school football history 
to finish with a 16-0 record.

Sean Carr scored on a 
short touchdown run with 
1:05 remaining, and Heath 
Fetchik’s interception 
sealed the deal in Chardon’s 
21-14 win over Hamilton Ba-
din in the Division III state 
championship game Dec. 3 
at Tom Benson Hall of Fame 
Stadium in Canton.

The win not only makes 
Chardon the first team in 
Ohio high school football 
history to finish 16-0, but 
it extends the Hilltoppers’ 
winning streak to 28 games 
and gives them a gold tro-
phy to go with the one they 
won last year when they fin-
ished 12-0.

“A bunch of no-names 
to start the season,” said 
Coach Mitch Hewitt, who 
returned only five starters 
from last year’s 12-0 team. 
“It was question mark, 
question mark, question 
mark. And here they are 
state champions, first team 
in the history of Ohio high 
school football to be 16-0 
and go back-to-back.”

With the game tied at 14 
midway through the fourth 
quarter, a Chardon punt 
pinned Badin deep in its 
own territory. A grounding 
penalty backed the Rams 
up even further — on their 
own 3.

A short punt gave Char-
don the ball at the Badin 
29. Long runs by AJ Bruce 
and Alex Henry got the Hill-
toppers inside the Rams’ 5, 
where Carr took over from 
there and plowed in two 
plays later for the score.

“I didn’t score last year,” 
said Carr, who was held to 
33 yards on 13 carries. “I 
really wanted to get in this 
year. To get the game-win-
ner, I can’t ask for more 
than that situation.”

Badin (14-1) had 1:05 left 
on the clock, but not much 
materialized with that. On 
the Rams’ last-ditch effort 
play, QB Alex Ritzie was hit 
by Chardon’s Alex McDon-

ald as he threw, allowing 
Fetchik to intercept.

One kneeldown later, and 
it was party central on the 
Chardon side of the field.

“It’s amazing,” said Fet-
chik, still out of breath from 
the celebration. “It’s crazy 
to get that pick at the end. 
I’m just so happy we won.”

For the most part, the 
game was every bit of what 
it was billed to be — a de-
fensive battle between two 
teams who prefer to run the 
ball.

Chardon got a stop on the 
first series of the game, then 
cashed in quickly when Alex 
Henry hit Nathanael Sulka 
on a 36-yard post play for 
the score. Sulka, heading to 
Youngstown State as a line-
backer, beat triple coverage 
for the score.

“Alex just put it where he 
needed to put it. That’s it,” 

Sulka said.
Badin evened the score 

at 7-7 near the end of the 
first half when Jack Walsh 
bulled in from the 2.

Hewitt said he chal-
lenged his team at the half, 
as the Hilltoppers had only 
33 yards rushing in the first 
half. The speech worked, as 
Chardon finished with 192 
for the game.

“You will not win a 
state title with that per-
formance,” Hewitt told his 
team.

Chardon scored on its 
opening drive of the first 
half, with Bruce taking a 
jet-sweep in from 27 yards. 
The 74-yard drive was only 
two yards short of the 76 
yards total offense the Hill-
toppers had in the first half.

But Badin responded in 
impressive fashion. Carter 
Russo ran in from six yards 

out midway through the 
third to knot the score at 14.

That’s the way it stayed 
until the key defensive 
stand by the Hilltoppers in 
the fourth, setting up Carr’s 
touchdown run and Fet-
chik’s game-clinching in-
terception.

Bruce had 88 yards on 
seven carries — all in the 
second half — to lead Char-
don. Henry ran for 54 on 19 
carries.

“We knew if we worked 
hard and kept pounding, 
eventually they couldn’t 
hang with us because they 
didn’t work as hard as us,” 
Carr said. “The work we put 
in, the culture we have — 
we knew we were ready for 
the moment.”

Badin’s run-oriented of-
fense was limited to 81 
yards on 34 carries. They 
also threw for 62, 33 com-

ing on one highlight-reel 
catch by Braedyn Moore.

Pressure was paramount 
for Chardon. Brody Dotson 
led the charge with 12 tack-
les, 1 1/2 sacks and 3 1/2 TFLs.

“Our defense has domi-
nated all year,” Fetchik said. 
“They bring it every game. 
To do it at the end is a testa-
ment to what they’ve done 
all season.”

Walsh carried 27 times 
for 96 yards to lead the 
Rams. Ritzie, a sophomore 
starting in place of senior 
starter Landyn Vidourek, 
who broke his hand in a re-
gional final, threw for 62 
yards, but was sacked three 
times for negative-21 yards 
and was under pressure all 
night.

“That’s a tough spot to 
that sophomore to be in,” 
Hewitt said. “We thought 
if we put him  a position to 
have to win it, we liked our 
odds.”

Badin coach Nick Yordy 
credited the Hilltoppers for 
their physicality.

“They’re a big, physical 
team. We knew that. You 
saw that on film,” he said. 
“Everything they do is very 
physical.”

“They hit pretty freak-
ing hard,” Badin linebacker 
Brady Imhoff said.

Hewitt credited his play-
ers for the gutty victory and 
for playing dinged up, sin-

gling out Sulka (shoulder) 
and Carr (shoulder) — two 
of the five returning start-
ers from a year ago.

“This kid started 46 
games for us,” Hewitt said 
of Sulka. “His shoulder 
is shot. It popped out last 
week. ... There’s never a 
doubt with him. His legacy 
will be forever told.”

As will that of the Hill-
toppers, who came into the 
season underestimated and 
pigeon-holed as a rebuild-
ing team after the gradu-
ation of a huge and deco-
rated senior class.

Even by their coach.
“I think even though we 

set the bar pretty high at 
Chardon, I set it too low,” 
Hewitt said. “Shame on me 
for doing that. I won’t make 
that mistake again.”

As the Hilltoppers pre-
pared to board their char-
ter busses and head back 
to Chardon as two-time 
state champions, Sulka re-
membered something a for-
mer teammate told him last 
year.

“Last year, Brady Toth 
told me the best thing you 
can do when you’re a se-
nior is go out with a smile,” 
Sulka said. “Only a real low 
percentage of people get to 
to that, and we got to go out 
with a smile.”

And a legacy to go with 
it.

High school football >> Chardon 21, Hamilton Badin 14

’Topper title track runs back to back

PAUL DICICCO — FOR THE NEWS-HERALD

The Chardon Hilltoppers celebrate winning the Division III state football final against 
Hamilton Badin on Dec. 3 in Canton.

TIM PHILLIS — FOR THE NEWS-HERALD

Sean Carr is hoisted by Alex McDonald after scoring the 
eventual game-winning touchdown Dec. 3.

440-285-0756
roedigerchiropractic.com

Roediger Chiropractic
Dr. Tad M.
Roediger,

D.C.

Congratulations Chardon Hilltoppers!
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CONGRATULATIONS
to the Chardon Hilltoppers’s
Varsity Football Team on Your
2021 State Championship Win!

Voted #1
Best Dentist

5 Years
in a Row!

Best Dentist op Dentist
3 Years

in a Row!

Top

in a Row!

Grand Opening Holiday
Specials! Check Out
Our New Location–Families Welcome.

NEW
LOCATION!

DENTAL IMPLANT

$1,999* (A $4,000 Value)

Single Implant,
Abutment, and Crown
Smile with confidence with a
dental implant-supported crown.
Hurry to beat our 2022 price
increase!

$925* (A $1,800 Value)

Upper & Lower
Get the smile you’ve always
wanted with easy to maintain
Deluxe Dentures. Hurry to
beat our 2022 price increase!

000 Value)

$60
New Patient

Cleaning, Exam
& X-Rays

STOCKING STUFFERS – JUST IN TIME FOR THE HOLIDAYS!

Opalescence Toothpaste
Stocking Stuffers –
2 Tubes for $12.99* (plus tax)

Buy One Opalescence
Go Kit for $61 Get Second One
at Half Off*
($61, 2nd Box Half Off at $30.50)

SECURE LOWER DENTURESINGLE CROWN

$699* (A $1,200 Value)

Single Dental Crown
Restore a tooth to its normal
size, shape, and function.
Hurry to beat our 2022 price
increase!

$2,199* (A $4,00 Value)

2 Implants To Support
Existing Lower Denture
Secure your existing bottom
denture with 2 implants – feels
like your real teeth. Hurry to beat
our 2022 price increase!

Implants by

Center Street Dental
320 Center Street, Suite G2
Chardon
(440) 285-7800

Book Online or Live Chat 24/7 With Us
DrMarinoAssociates.com

*Exclusions apply. Offers expire 12/31/2021. Cannot be combined with Dental Insurance Coverage.

Hours:
7:30 am – 4:00 pm
Monday through Friday

State Valley Dental
63 Graham Road, Suite 3
Cuyahoga Falls
(330) 510-3700

Marino Dental on Darrow
381 Darrow Road
Akron
(330) 752-1200

Easton Dental
5 Severance Circle, Suite 412
Cleveland Heights
(440) 517-1500

We also have locations at:

DELUXE DENTURES

CURBSIDE
PICKUP

*General Dentists
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