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PLAYERS OF THE WEEK

JULIAN ROYAL
MILTON HIGH

Royal is a 6-foot-7, 180-pound junior power
forward for the Eagles who is continuing to
draw college interest. Royal was named
Georgia Hoops’ freshman of the year in 2008
and helped lead Milton to a state runner-up
finish last season. On Monday, Royal led all
scorers with 24 points to help the Eagles
defeat Campbell for the Region 6-AAAAA
title. Royal has not made a college choice yet.

ERIKA FORD
CHATTAHOOCHEE HIGH

The 5-foot-8 shooting guard junior for the
Lady Cougars has a verbal commitment to the
University of Georgia. Ford scored 16 points in
the Region 7-AAAAA consolation game
against North Gwinnett, a win for
Chattahoochee that gave them the No. 3 seed;
she had 12 points in a narrow two-point loss
to eventual region champ Mill Creek in the
semis. She is also a star volleyball player. 
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McEachern to a region title his senior sea-
son, as he rushed for 1,857 yards and scored
28 TDs. As a senior captain, Bennett carried
the ball 236 times in Kyle Hockman’s pistol
offense. Several recruiting services ranked
Bennett as not only the Commodores’ best
prospect in this class, but perhaps in all of
head coach Bobby Johnson’s tenure. Johnson
said of Bennett’s passing, “Our whole foot-
ball family is shocked by the death of Rajaan
Bennett. It’s just hard to believe. He seemed
to be the ideal young man for Vanderbilt and
college football, to tell you the truth.” 

McEachern athletic director Jimmy
Dorsey was devastated when addressing the
press last week. 

“This is a tragedy, a senseless, gut-
wrenching tragedy, and it has shaken the
entire McEachern family,” said Dorsey. “He
was a friend to everybody on this campus.
Everybody knew Rajaan. Rajaan is what
McEachern High School is all about. It’s
what everybody wants their kid to grow up
and be like — he was a model for that.”

The school had a memorial service for
Bennett this past Wednesday and a visitation
is planned for Friday, February 26 from 5-8

p.m. at the First
Baptist Church of
Powder Springs.
The funeral service
will be held
Saturday at 11 a.m.
at the Trinity
Church Chapel of
Georgia. Support
for the family has
poured in and the
funeral service had
to be moved due to
an unexpected
spike in the ser-
vice’s attendance.  

On a personal
level, I had the
pleasure of speak-
ing with Bennett
twice during the
recruiting process

Tragic. Unfair. Senseless. 

These are just some of the words that
come to mind when one hears about a young
life that is ended before it has a chance to
reach its potential. The Atlanta area was
faced with this situation when McEachern
running back Rajaan Bennett was shot and
killed in his own home last week. 

For those who did not know Rajaan, he
was truly a special individual who was
forced to grow up too soon. Bennett became
the man of the house while still in middle
school after his father passed away, and he
constantly helped his mother care for his
three younger siblings. 

At McEachern, Bennett not only was a
star on the football field, but in the classroom
as well. He was also a friend to all students.
At a news conference last week,
McEachern’s principal Regina Montgomery
said of her former student, “We have a popu-
lation of 2,200 kids, and when you’re Rajaan
Bennett, you touch the lives of all 2,200.”

Just three weeks ago the star running
back signed a letter of intent to attend and
play football for Vanderbilt. This grand day
came after Bennett led

on Score Atlanta’s radio show “The Official
Visit,” on 790 The Zone. Hockman was also a
guest and deflected credit, saying that the back
would be good in any offense with his skill set.
When wrapping up National Signing Day on
the radio program two weeks ago, Bennett was
discussed as being Vanderbilt’s best signing in
a fine class and one of the true freshmen that
could potentially make an impact in the SEC
next season. 

Although he is gone, he is not forgotten.
One of my lasting memories of Rajaan

will be of him nearly singlehandedly bring-
ing his team back in the second half against
Woodstock last season. Woodstock had
flexed its defensive muscle all throughout
the first half of that game and seemed to be
ready to just sit back and let the running
back from McEachern get some yards while
they nursed a lead. Bennett didn’t let that
happen. He took off on one long 42-yard
score to start the comeback. He took a
screen pass nearly the distance on another
drive and he finished with three TDs on 22
carries, good enough for 160 yards and the
game-winning score in overtime. Bennett
imposed his will and got his team back in
the game despite being down 16-0 at half-
time and 31-16 in the fourth quarter.

This is certainly a tragic situation where
we won’t be able to follow a hometown kid’s
journey towards certain success at the col-
lege level. It is even sadder for his teammates
and friends who knew Rajaan better than any
of us. And his family will be hit the hardest,
losing not just a special football player and
great student but also a caring brother and a
devoted son. In the coming months when
thinking of Bennett, try and remember what
a great person he was and how lucky every-
one was to have him here while we did.

Those wishing to donate money to
Bennett’s family can make a check out to
McEachern Endowment Fund with “Rajaan
Bennett Memorial” written in the lower left;
checks can be dropped off at McEachern
High School or mailed to 2400 New Macland
Rd., Powder Springs, GA 30101. Proctor can
be reached at fproctor@scoreatl.com.

NUMBER FIVE: There has been an outpouring of sympathy all across the coun-
try for fallen McEachern star Rajaan Bennett, who had recently signed to play
college football at Vanderbilt. Photo courtesy of McEachern HS.

REMEMBERING
RAJAAN
The first time I noticed Rajaan

Bennett was during his junior year.
He had fought through injuries to get
back on the field for the latter half of the
season, and quickly turned heads with a
few big games for McEachern. One of
those weeks in the fall of ‘08, we made
him our Player of the Week for our Cobb
County prep edition. He was an intrigu-
ing prospect, one we kept a close eye on.

My first experience talking with
Rajaan was on our radio show, “The
Official Visit” on 790 The Zone, last
August. His recruitment was starting to
gain momentum, as I had expected it to.
On the show, we started to engage him
with questions on McEachern’s “pistol”
offense, in which he was the feature
back. Rajaan began to describe the intri-
cacies of coach Kyle Hockman’s offense
and compared it to that of several col-
lege teams. His deep understanding of
football was evident.

During the interview, co-host Scott
Janovitz and I shot each other glances
that said, “This is a smart one. This
one’s unique.” He talked about football
like a coach. It was this approach to the
game that set Rajaan apart from the
other athletes on the field. 

When we in the media heard of his
passing, it was such a blow because we
knew he would have been the perfect stu-
dent-athlete on the next level. He would
have been as beloved in the Vanderbilt
community as he was in Powder Springs. 

The outpouring of grief and sympa-
thy from all over the country indicates
just what kind of impact Rajaan had on
people’s lives. Perhaps we can take sol-
ace in knowing that, far into the future,
Rajaan will still be remembered and
revered by his community for his actions
both on and off the football field.

- Alex Ewalt

Community continues to mourn as McEachern star running back laid to rest
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IT’S TOURNEY TIME … 
It’s March Madness for high school bas-

ketball as the state tournament gets under-
way on Friday. Everyone will keep their eye
on Class 5A as there will be plenty of talent
on display. Wheeler is the defending state
champion and the Wildcats are coming into
the tournament as a No. 2 seed. They will
face North Gwinnett in their first round con-
test and if they win that game, they would
likely have to face McEachern in the second
round. A clash between the Wildcats and
Indians would be a marquee matchup
between two of the state’s best players with
Wheeler’s Jelan Kendrick and McEachern’s
Trae Golden. Other teams to watch for are
Milton, the Region 6-AAAAA champion
and the state runner up last year, and
Norcross, which won state titles in 2006-08.
Centennial comes into the tournament as a
No. 4 seed, and may be without star center
Vincent Bailey due to an ankle injury.
As good as the 5A tournament should be, 4A
is no slouch either when it comes to talent.
Miller Grove will be the favorite to win it all,
defeating Tucker in the finals last year. The
Wolverines will not have to worry about fac-
ing their region rivals this year because
Tucker failed to qualify for the tournament.
That doesn’t mean that it will be a cakewalk
for Miller Grove, because there are several
teams that have a good chance to win the title
as well. One of those challengers is Rockdale
County, which has only lost one game and is
coming into the tournament with a lot of
momentum. Another team to watch is Fayette
County, which will face Miller Grove on
Friday in a tough first-round matchup.

IN OTHER NEWS …  
The swimming season concluded last

week with the state championships taking
place at Westminster. For the boys,

The Gwinnett Arena was the hot spot for
high school athletics as the GHSA State

Traditional Wrestling Championship was the
main event all weekend long in Duluth. As
expected, Collins Hill took home first place
in Class 5A, while Pope came in second and
Camden County took home third place. 

In 4A, Alexander edge out NW
Whitfield to take home the state title.
Christopher Starnes and Ethan Blackstock
were title winners for Alexander while
Russell Royal took home the 112-pound
state title for NW Whitfield. Tucker came in
23rd place, but they did have two wrestlers
win state titles as Carey Cloud won the 152-
pound weight class and Kyle Stroud came in
first in the 215-pound division.

Gilmer was the top dog in 3A, just get-
ting by LaFayette by five points. Gilmer had
six wrestlers place in the top four in each
weight class including Hunter Barnes and
Andrew Smith, both winning state titles. For
LaFayette, Seth Taylor (135), Justin Ownby
(152) and Preston McCalmon all won state
titles for LaFayette, which was the most for
any team in 3A. 

Jefferson just continues to win title after
title and this year was no different, as the
Dragons racked up their 10th consecutive
championship in 2A. Seven wrestlers from
Jefferson won state titles, including Kyle
Springer, Cason Thurmond, Isaac Kelly, Cain
Finch, Forrest Przybysz, Lucas Reed and
Zach Allen. Henry County came in second
with Jake Orozco and Dalvin Tomlinson com-
ing in first in their respective weight classes.

In Class A, Bremen put another trophy
in their collection, claiming first place in
Duluth. Four wrestlers, including Zach
Young, Ryne Eriquezzo, Trey Travis and
Slade Madden, won titles for Bremen.
Gordon Lee came in second and had three
wrestlers, Alex Spires, Taylor Pace and
David Berry, win state titles.

Brookwood and Greater Atlanta Christian
won state titles while Lassiter and Marist
won for the girls. Walton was represented
well as both the boys and girls finished in the
top three. It was an especially good outing
for Walton’s Erin Reisinger, who took home
three state titles. 

With the winter sports winding down,
spring sports are starting up which means
there will be a lot to talk about for the next
couple of months. Golf, baseball, soccer, ten-
nis, track and field and lacrosse will take
over until summertime, but some sports have
already started or will get underway this
week. For boys soccer, Collins Hill will look
to defend its title but Centennial is a team on

the rise. For the girls, Parkview won the state
title last year and will try to hold off teams
such as Harrison and Walton to win another
one this season.

In football news, the new Gwinnett
school, Lanier, has a new head coach.
Former Collins Hill head coach Billy Wells
has decided to take on the new role as head
coach and athletics director at the school,
which is set to open in the fall. In his two
years at Collins Hill, Wells went 8-3 each
year and reached the playoffs both times.
Lanier is the third school to open in
Gwinnett County in two years. The other two
are Mountain View and Archer.

Jones can be reached at 
bjones@scoreatl.com.

Swimming and wrestling finish up seasons; basketball playoffs ready to get underway

KNIGHT TAKES IT: Centennial's Brian St. James (top) took home a second straight state championship in
wrestling last weekend at the Gwinnett Arena. Centennial finished sixth in the team standings in Class 5A.
Photo courtesy of Centennial HS.
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The Sequoyah boys basketball team
achieved something it had never done

before in school history: reach the state play-
offs. The Chiefs went on a nine-game win
streak that dated back to Jan. 23. The ninth of
those games, however, was the most impor-
tant as it came in the region quarterfinals
against Allatoona. The 67-51 victory quali-
fied the team for the state tournament. Tyler
Diehl continued to add to what has been an
already impressive season by scoring 20
points in the game. The team lost on Saturday
in the region semifinals to Hiram, 67-61, but
is no doubt excited to be moving forward in
tournament play. 

By beating Kennesaw Mountain, the
Etowah boys basketball team locked up its
place in the state playoffs. The win did not
come easy, as it took two overtimes to beat
the Mustangs, 68-60. Seniors, Sam Mueller
(21 points) and Alex Garay (18 points) led
the way for the Eagles. Etowah had to like
their chances to advance in the region tour-
nament as their next game would be against
Marietta, a team they had beat twice in the
regular season. Marietta had upset second
seed South Cobb to earn the match-up
against Etowah. The Blue Devils proved that
they would not go down easy in the tourna-
ment, pulling another upset over Etowah on
Monday night, 45-43.

The Woodstock boys basketball team
lost another overtime decision, ending a hard
fought season that saw many ups and downs
as the Wolverines lost four of their last five
games. Kent Emanuel had 11 points in the
team’s 60-59 loss to Harrison. Woodstock
entered the region tournament as a four seed
and had hoped to qualify for state. 

The West Forsyth boys basketball team

lost in the quarterfinals of the Region 7-AAA
tournament to Johnson-Gainesville, 51-41.
Though the results this season weren’t always
pretty as the team finished with a 9-17 record,
the Wolverines may be a team on the rise in
Forsyth County. They won their first region
playoff game this year by beating Creekview
and have nine sophomores and juniors on
their 2009-10 roster. With one more year of
experience, this could be a team poised for a
big turnaround next season.

Already guaranteed a spot in the state
playoffs after beating Kennesaw Mountain
51-35, the Etowah Lady Eagles had their
eyes set on improving their position in the
seeds by taking down McEachern. The two
teams split a pair of regular season meetings
with the Lady Eagles getting the most
recent victory. However, the Lady Indians
played with a greater sense of urgency this
time around, winning 44-40. McEachern
held a 10-point lead as late as the third quar-
ter, but Etowah mounted one last push, even
taking a one-point lead in the fourth. In the
end, Dominique Wilson and McEachern hit
the key buckets down the stretch. Wilson
scored with 20 seconds to go and hit two
free throws in the closing seconds to secure
the four-point victory.

WINTER SPORTS WRAP-UP …  
Sequoyah swimmer Taylor Roy, just a

sophomore, completed her season on top of
the two events she qualified for in the state
meet, winning the 500 freestyle by more than
six seconds and defeating defending state
champ Liz Braun of Sprayberry in the 200
freestyle by a body’s length. Roy was the No.
1 seed in the 500 freestyle, but qualified sec-
ond to Braun in the 200 freestyle, setting up

the thrilling final. She finished ninth in the
200 freestyle and 11th in the 100 butterfly at
last year’s state championship race.

The Lambert girls swim team captured
the highest finish of any Forsyth County boys
or girls squad in its respective classification
by finishing seventh in Class A-4A. The Lady
Longhorns had eight individuals and three
relay teams in the finals. Similar to
Sequoyah, a sophomore, Ellen Johnson led
the way for the team, finishing fifth in the
100-yard breaststroke and tenth in the 200
individual medley.  

West Forsyth continued to set the bar
high for future seasons to come as the

Wolverines finished fourth at the Class 3A
State Traditional wrestling meet. Tyler
Everton won a state championship in the
160-pound division. Evan Burchette was
runner-up in 135 as well as Ross
Anderskow in 152. Cody Westray (103),
Garrett Tedone (119), and Colton Cloud
(171) placed fifth in their divisions.

South Forsyth also had two outstanding
performers at the 5A state meet. Joe Pittman
completed an unbeaten season by winning the
state championship in the 171-pound division.
Ryan Marionneaux placed third at 103 lbs.  

Gupta can be reached at
rgupta@scoreatl.com.

Chiefs make state for first time in school history; W. Forsyth wrestling takes fourth
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Class 5A: Etowah (Region 5 No. 3) at Meadowcreek (Region 8 No. 2)

Class 4A: Sequoyah (Region 7 No. 3) at Chamblee (Region 6 No. 2)

COUNTY HOOPS TEAMS IN 
FIRST ROUND OF STATE TOURNEY

BOYS

Class 5A: Etowah (Region 5 No. 3) at Brookwood (Region 8 No. 2)

Class 4A: Sequoyah (Region 7 No. 4) at Southwest DeKalb (Region 6 No. 1)

Forsyth Central (Region 6 No. 4) at Rome (Region 7 No. 1)

Class 3A: Creekview (Region 7 No. 4) at Lakeview-Ft. Ogle. (Region 6 No. 1)

GIRLS

All games on Friday and Saturday
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