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THE BIG STAT

Number of captains Vanderbilt’s football team will field this season. At his Wednesday
press conference, head coach James Franklin added Zac Stacy, Archibald Barnes, Johnell

Thomas, Javon Marshall, Wesley Johnson and Carey Spear to the list in a press conference
on Wednesday after Jordan Rodgers and Walker May were named captains in the spring.

MINUTE

SEC OFF-SEASON STORYLINES

LOUISIANA STATE

Citing a violation of team rules, LSU head coach Les Miles
dismissed defensive back Tyrann Mathieu from the team
in early August. The Heisman finalist and consensus All-
American who was the face of the Tigers’ run to the national
title game a year ago checked into a drug rehabilitation
program in Houston weeks before the 2012 season opener,
according to his adoptive father. Mathieu is reportedly
working with former NBA star John Lucas, who now works
as a mentor after battling similar demons throughout his
pro career. Although LSU officials have labeled his removal
from the team permanent, it has become clear that Mathieu
intends to make an attempt at returning to the LSU foothall
team next season.

UNIVERSITY OF TENNESSEE

Tennessee wide receiver Da'Rick Rogers, a first-team all-
Southeastern Conference performer last year, was suspended
indefinitely on Aug. 23 for a violation of team rules. Rogers
led the SEC in receiving last year with 67 catches for 1,040
yards and nine touchdowns, taking on an increased workload
after fellow 1,000-yard receiver Justin Hunter tore his ACL
in the third game of the season. The suspension breaks
up one of the best pairs of game-breaking wideouts in the
conference for the second year in a row and lays more
pressure on quarterback Tyler Bray, as the Volunteers hope
to finish a winning record for the first time under head coach
Derek Dooley. Dooley said he doesn’t expect Rogers to rejoin
the team this season.

UNIVERSITY OF GEORGIA

Georgia dismissed back Isaiah Crowell in June after he
was arrested on weapons charges. Crowell, a sophomore
from Columbus, Ga., was booked early in the morning of
June 29 on charges of possessing a concealed weapon,
having a weapon in a school zone and having an altered ID
mark on that weapon. According to the police report, four
other Georgia foothall players were also in Crowell’s vehicle,
including three 2012 freshman signees. Crowell, who came
to Athens in 2011 as the No. 1-rated running back prospect in
America, was slated to start for the Bulldogs at tailback this
season. He rushed for 850 yards and five touchdowns as a
freshman despite missing playing time due to suspensions
and injuries.

SOUTH CAROLINA

South Carolina’s workhorse running back Marcus Lattimore
returns from a torn ACL.

AUBURN UNIVERSITY

After former offensive coordinator Gus Malzahn took the
head coaching job at Arkansas State, Auburn has switched
from the spread offense that won them a national title to a
power running offense under new offensive coordinator Scot
Loeffler. Sophomore Kiehl Frazier has been named the team’s
starting quarterback.

NEWCOMERS
Newcomers Texas A&M and Missouri open their conference
schedules on Sept. 8 with home games against Florida and
Georgia.

UNIVERSITY OF ARKANSAS

Arkansas dismissed head coach Bobby Petrino, owner of
the highest winning percentage in school history, for failing
to disclose an “inappropriate relationship” with a female
employee. John L. Smith was brought in as the Razorbacks’
interim head coach.

This month's BIG GAMES

AUGUST 30

No. 9 South Carolina at Vanderbilt
6 p.m.

The opening game of the college football season features two
SEC East teams with hopes for a historic season.

SEPTEMBER 1

No. 8 Michigan vs. No. 2 Alabama
7 p.m.
The defending national champions begin their title defense in

Dallas, against Heisman hopeful Denard Robinson and a Michigan

team eager to prove it belongs in the national championship
conversation.

SEPTEMBER 8

No. 6 Georgia at Missouri
6:45 p.m.
In a game that could decide the SEC East, Aaron Murray and

Georgia visit Columbia for the first SEC game for the home team.
Expect a shootout between Murray and Missouri’s James Franklin.

SEPTEMBER 15

No. 2 Alabama at No. 10 Arkansas
2:30 p.m.

Even without Bobby Petrino, the Razorbacks have a good chance
at winning the SEC. If new head coach John L. Smith and the Hogs

can get past this test, they will be the odds-on favorite to reach
Atlanta in December.

SEPTEMBER 22

No. 14 Clemson at No. 7 Florida State
TBA

It feels like these two teams enter every season with high
expectations that they fail to live up to. Nonetheless, the game
formerly known as the Bowden Bowl should be an entertaining
one.

SEPTEMBER 30

No. 12 Wisconsin at No. 17 Nebraska
7 p.m.

This battle between a power running offense and a spread
attack should provide plenty of fireworks.

ig season,

Thursday’s primetime matchup
against South Carolina will give
Vandy a chance to kickstart a new era

L\
\/ —:

-,

JAMES TATUM / THE VANDERBILT HUSTLER

Quarterback Jordan Rodgers and the Commodores train during a practice on April 7, 2012. The team has a chance to make a state-
ment in their primetime matchup with No. 9 South Carolina on Thursday, and the journey toward SEC respectability starts at the line of
scrimmage, where Vanderbilt was completely overmatched in last season’s 21-3 loss.

By JESSE GOLOMB
Sports reporter

On Thursday evening, just before 6 p.m., the
Vanderbilt Commodores will emerge from the
tunnel at Vanderbilt Stadium. Bulbs will flash.
Hands will clap. Excitement, brought on by an-

other year of Southeastern Conference football,

will reign.

But this time — and maybe for the first time
in 50 years — the euphoria could last well be-
yond the opening kick.

This is not just another opening game, and
this is not just another season for Vanderbilt
football.

This Thursday, against the ninth-ranked
South Carolina Gamecocks, Vanderbilt will
prepare to take yet another step towards what
has been dubbed a new era for the perennial
punching bag of the powerful Southeastern
Conference.

Ayear ago, the setup was similar. James
Franklin had just become the first new Vander-
bilt coach to start 3-0 since World War II. With
expectations heightened, a crucial test loomed
in the form of the Gamecocks, then ranked No.
12 in the country.

The Commodores failed the test. The Game-
cock defense, led by SEC Freshman of the Year
Jadeveon Clowney, dominated at the line of
scrimmage, sacking Vanderbilt quarterbacks
Larry Smith and Jordan Rodgers six times and

holding the offense to only 77 total yards.

It was the type of lackluster performance that
only served to reinforce the bottom-feeding
reputation that Vanderbilt has been trying so
hard to shed.

Still, there were signs of progress. The Com-
modores picked off quarterback Stephen Garcia
four times, and held All-SEC receiver Alshon
Jeffery to just two receptions for 34 yards.

Those were baby steps. It’s time for big ones.

With Thursday’s game — the first of the 2012
college football season — televised nationally
on ESPN, and with the student section perhaps
a bit more cacophonous than usual, Franklin’s
Commodores will get a chance to show off
everything they've been working on since the
former Maryland offensive coordinator took
over two Decembers ago.

As they take the field on Thursday evening,
preparing to face the Gamecocks once more,
the starkest difference between this year and
last won't be the new faces on the field, the new
uniforms on display or even the chance to do
something special: it will be the feeling that a
new era is actually underway.

Last year, Vanderbilt ranked a solid No. 29 in
the country in scoring defense. In 2012, they
return seven starters from that unit, while also
adding four-star recruit Caleb Azubike to the
mix. Throw in two more intriguing freshman —
linebackers Darreon Herring and Jacob Sealand
— from Franklin’s highly-touted second recruit-
ing class, and it’s possible the defense could

pose even more serious problems for a South
Carolina offense it largely shut down a year ago.

It also seems reasonable to expect more
on offense from the Commodores this time
around, and not only because the bar is so low.
Vanderbilt was a rush-first team in 2011, and
that shouldn't change. Even with Jordan Rodg-
ers benefiting from a full preseason camp as the
starter, the Commodores would be best served
by continuing to hand the ball off. Following
a dominant junior season, Zac Stacy returns
to headline a potentially stellar unit. Warren
Norman, who missed all of 2011 after an electric
2010 campaign, should provide a spark — as
should freshman Brian Kimbrow, the four-star
jewel of Franklin’s shiny recruiting class.

None of that talent will mean anything if the
Vanderbilt offensive line can't block Clowney
and the rest of the Gamecocks any better than
they did a year ago. Improvement in this area is
less foregone; only two players on the Com-
modore line have more than five career starts
under their belt. With a couple of new faces
potentially filling out the rotation, the offensive
line could struggle, especially against a unit as
talented as South Carolina’s.

But then again, perhaps they might succeed:
If there’s anything the last 12 months of Vander-
bilt football has taught us, it is to embrace the
possibility of a new era— one in which expecta-
tions are bucked, reputations are shed and the
blackness of anonymity is replaced with the
gold glow of primetime.
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runners Jordan
White, Liz
Anderson and
Kristen Findley.

Who's Gone:
Graduated seniors
Alexa Rogers and
Louise Hannallah
helped pace the
Commodores to their
sixth-place finish at
the NCAA Champion-
ships in 2011.

Who's Back: First
team All-SEC honor-
ees Liz Anderson and
Jordan White and
team captain Kristen
Smith are looking to
improve on their top-
10 individual finishes
at last year’s SECs.
Who's Next: Grace
Orders, Rebecca
Chandler and Amira
Joseph earned All-
Freshman honors

at last year’s SEC
Championships.

By ERIC SINGLE
Editor-in-chief

At the 2011 SEC Cross Country
Championships, Vanderbilt’s top run-
ners started together, stayed together
and finished less than 30 seconds apart
to clinch the program’s first conference
title. The returners from that historic
squad have preached a group mentality
in anticipation of a repeat performance
this October, and opposing coaches
around the conference are inclined to
believe them.

The women’s cross country team
opens its season on Friday favored to
defend its conference title after garner-
ing eight first-place votes in a preseason
poll of the league’s coaches released on
August 16. While the lofty expectations
are somewhat unfamiliar territory for
a team that has slowly built itself up in
head coach Steve Keith’s six seasons on
campus, they have had little impact on
the team’s offseason preparations.

“I think people are aware of it, but it’s
our own goal to go ahead and try and
defend our title, so I don't think the polls
really affect us that much,” said senior
Jordan White. “(Winning the SEC) was in

our minds before it came out.”

Visualization will not be an issue as
the Commodores set out to reach that
goal — Vanderbilt will host the SEC
Championships at Percy Warner Park
in Nashville, and the team is scheduled
to compete in two races on the course
before the conference meet on Oct. 26.
The first of those two, this weekend’s
Belmont Opener, ushers in the season
with an opportunity to showcase some
of the team’s talented freshmen.

“It’s going to be their big debut next
weekend, so we've been running with
them and trying to get everybody used
to running with a team, which you
don't do in high school,” said junior Liz
Anderson. “All these gitls are the fastest
coming out of high school, so we start
running together.”

The veterans take to the course in
competition for the first time on Sept. 15
at the Commodore Classic.

“We’ll have the hills to practice on,
and we'll know the course really well,
and we'll know when to drop it,” said
senior Kristen Findley, who stepped
into last year’s NCAA Regional in place
of an injured Kristen Smith and helped
the Commodores secure a trip to the
national championships.

The loss of Alexa Rogers and Louise
Hannallah to graduation leave holes to
be filled on the team that placed sixth at
the NCAA Championships, but the Com-
modores are eager to showcase their
ability to reload. White, Smith, Findley
and Allie Scalf move to the front of the
pack as the team’s senior leaders, with
Anderson, who came just short of All-
American honors at the national meet,
waiting in the wings.

“You definitely miss them, they added
alot, but these girls recruited me,”
Anderson said. “I stayed with Allie, who's
a senior now, and they're just as great.
They all just bring so many different
things that can combine into something
strong, and they've been awesome.”

The SEC Championships happen to
fall on Homecoming Weekend, giving
the Commodores a bump in fan support
with the presence of parents and alumni
in the Nashville area. However, com-
ing off of last year’s success, the team is
looking for added attention on an even
bigger stage.

“I think now that we've won the SECs,
it’s like a check,” she said. “We're able to
reach higher and hopefully get on the
national level and get some spotlight
there.”
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