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Rest assured, Dick Cromwell 
is not the kind of guy who lies 
awake at night worrying about 
what people think about him.

But the longtime St. Francis 
de Sales football coach was a 
bit concerned that his highly 
regarded program had slipped 
a bit from its usual spot atop 
the City League the last four 
seasons.

Some questioned his trade-
mark old-school run game in an 
era of spread offenses and pass-
oriented schemes.

Some may have doubted that 
St. Francis could climb back 
among league contenders with-
out some strategic changes.

Perhaps the proof of these 
doubts came at the City League’s 
annual football smoker, when 
a preseason poll of coaches 
tabbed the Knights — who had 
gone 20-21 overall since their 
last CL title and playoff appear-
ance in 2004 — for a fi fth-place 
tie with Start.

But Cromwell had a good feel-
ing about his senior class enter-
ing the season, and his hunch 
was correct. The Knights posted 
a 9-1 (6-1 CL) regular-season
record, earned a No. 5 state 
ranking and were the only team 
to beat eventual City champion 
Whitmer. They were the league’s 
last team alive in the playoffs 
before falling 34-21 to Maple 
Heights in the Division II region-
al fi nal to fi nish 11-2 overall.

“Any time you can get this far 
in the playoffs it’s exciting and 
special for the kids,” Cromwell 
said. “I know a lot of people are 
happy for the school and the 
program, especially after a few 
years that weren’t what we had 
given people to expect. 

“I don’t take a whole lot of spe-
cial joy in it because you go into 
every season trying to do the 
best you can. Things just clicked 
a little more this year than they 
did the past couple years. The 
seniors were great leaders and 
gave us an opportunity to win a 
bunch of games and advance in 
the playoffs.”

For his role in guiding this re-
surgence of St. Francis football, 
Cromwell is the 2009 All-Blade 
coach of the year.

Others considered for the 
honor were Maumee’s John 
Boles, who led the Panthers to 
a 9-2 record and Northern Lakes 
League co-championship, Bed-
ford’s Jeff Wood, who guided the 
Kicking Mules to a Southeastern 
Conference Red Division title 
and the school’s fi rst Michigan 
playoff appearance since 1990, 
Bryan’s Travis Cooper, who took 
the 8-3 Golden Bears (7-1 in 
Northwest Ohio Athletic League) 
to the Ohio playoffs for the fi rst 
time in just his second season, 
and Fremont St. Joseph’s Todd
Drusback, whose 9-2 Crimson 
Streaks took a share of the Mid-
land Athletic League champion-
ship and reached the state play-
offs for the fi rst time in 12 years.

As for Cromwell, the Knights’ 
third win in what became a 6-0 
start was his 200th in 26 seasons 
at St. Francis (1979-1984 and 
1990-2009). He ended the year at 

208-85-1 with the Knights, and 
251-119-2 in 34 seasons overall, 
counting stops at Olmsted Falls 
(1975-78) and Findlay (1985-88). 

Along the way, Cromwell, 62, 
has led St. Francis to a Division 
I state championship in 1984, a 
Division II state title in 2001, a
D-II runner-up fi nish in 1982 
and a D-II state semifi nal fi nish 
in 2002.

The Knights have made 13 
playoff appearances under 
Cromwell, and won 13 City 
championships. His teams had 
won four straight CL crowns 
from 2001-04, capping a stretch 
of eight City titles in 10 seasons.

Despite the minidrought of 
the past four years, the 11-2 
record this year wasn’t achieved 
a whole lot differently strategy-
wise than the two state champi-
onships or 13 league titles.

“We coached this year the 
same way we did in 1990 and the 
same way we did the last couple 
years,” Cromwell said. “The 
things we had been doing were 
good, and things just clicked this 
year.”

Did Cromwell sense the 
doubts about his program?

“Oh certainly,” he said. “The 
last three or four years we 
weren’t as good as we had been, 
and you see a trend going that 
way. We righted it this year, but 
I’m sure we were starting to lose 
some of that respect from the 
other schools. We either didn’t 
quite have the talent [in recent 
seasons], or weren’t getting it 
done. Whatever it was, they saw 
other programs overtaking us.

“There were comments you’d
hear about what we were
doing offensively or defensively, 
but I don’t think our staff ever 
wavered, and I don’t think our 
kids did either. You’re never 

quite sure as a coach about that 
famous word ‘chemistry,’ and 
how that comes together. Kids 
do that, not coaches. As the sea-
son went on it came together.”

Along with his players, Crom-
well credits his experienced staff 
of assistant coaches.  

“Craig and George Schaefer, 
Matt Dombi and Luis Santiago 
have been with me since 1990. 
Mike Blochowski’s been with 
me since 1993. The only one 
position we’ve changed over 
the years is our offensive tackle 
coach, from Ben Benore to John 
Johnson to Rick Michalak now. 
[Having a veteran staff] helps 
with preparation. 

“We’re not in staff meetings 
as long, they know the kids, they 
know the offense, they know the 
defense and I feel comfortable 
with the way they treat kids and 
how they handle situations.”

There is one coach that Crom-
well misses greatly.

“When I came here [the late 
former St. Francis head football 
coach] Dick Mattingly was the 
athletic director. I Iived fi ve 
doors from him the last six years 
of his life,” he said. “We were best 
buddies. He was a good man to 
bounce things off of, and he was 
always there to listen to you. He 
always told me to throw the ball, 
even though he never did.

“He was a calming infl uence 
in one way, and yet someone 
who also said, ‘Dick, don’t 
change your ways. Just keep 
pushing.’ When you have a 
season like this, you really miss 
somebody like that because he 
would’ve really enjoyed what we 
were doing.”

Contact Steve Junga at:
sjunga@theblade.com

or 419-724-6461.
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ALL-BLADE TEAM
Offense

Quarterback: E.J. Tucker, Rogers, 6-3, 207, Sr.
Quarterback: Joe Missler, Whitmer, 6-0, 190, Sr.
Running back: Greg Hillabrand, Genoa, 5-10, 210, Sr.
Running back: Justin Buenger, Patrick Henry, 5-11, 180, Sr.
Wide receiver: Scott Loy, St. Francis, 6-3, 182, Sr.
Wide receiver: Damon Contat, Maumee, 6-2, 210, Sr.
Offensive lineman: Andrew Donnal, Anthony Wayne, 6-7, 280, Sr., T
Offensive lineman: Kyle Cameron, Central Catholic, 6-2 1/2, 285, Jr., C
Offensive lineman: Mason Cole, Bedford, 6-4, 260, Sr., C
Offensive lineman: Anthony Frontine, Whitmer, 6-2, 250, Sr., G
Offensive lineman: Alex Kenzie, St. Francis, 5-11, 252, Sr., C
Placekicker: Kyle Burkhardt, Central Catholic, 6-0, 165, Sr.

Defense
Defensive lineman: Kenny Hayes, Whitmer, 6-5, 240, Sr.
Defensive lineman: Jamaal Tarrent, Central Catholic, 6-3, 260, Sr.
Defensive lineman: Chris Wormley, Whitmer, 6-5, 250, Soph.
Linebacker: Ray Bush, Rogers, 6-3, 215, Sr.
Linebacker: R.J. Rios, St. Francis, 6-1, 212, Sr.
Linebacker: T.J. Romijn, Bedford, 5-10, 165, Sr.
Linebacker: Jake Henderson, Central Catholic, 5-11, 215, Sr.
Defensive back: Connor Wendt, Genoa, 5-11, 180, Sr.
Defensive back: Gerren Duhart, Central Catholic, 5-11, 160, Sr.
Defensive back: Josh Holzemer, St. John’s, 6-1, 175, Sr.
Defensive back: Tyler Johnston, St. Francis, 6-2, 203, Sr.
Punter: Pat Dyer, St. Francis, 6-2, 175, Sr.

Player of the year: E.J. Tucker, Rogers
Coach of the year: Dick Cromwell, St. Francis

PLAYER PROFILES ON PAGES 8-9.

SPECIAL MENTION
Offense

QUARTERBACKS: Jake Goatley (Maumee), Matt Bassitt (Genoa), 
Luke George (Patrick Henry), Jared Kujawa (Bedford), Dave Walender 
(Central Catholic), Garrett Morton (Archbold), Nick Rightnowar (Toledo 
Christian), Brian Shelton (Bowsher).

RUNNING BACKS: Calebb Goings (Central Catholic), Jordan 
Schwerer (Anthony Wayne), Brandon Hummer (Napoleon), Zach Messer 
(Bedford), Aaron Spencer (Fremont Ross), Teryl Mershon (Whitmer),
Eric Long (Maumee), Levi Fisher (Bryan), Lee Lukasik (St. Francis),
Jake Elling (Liberty Center), Matt Green (Anthony Wayne), Graham Miller
(Toledo Christian), Zak Bowman (Fremont St. Joe), Pernell Conner
(Eastwood), Eric Puehler (Delta), Jeremy Robbins, (Lakota). 

RECEIVERS: Greg Brown (Fremont Ross), Antoine Russell
(Bowsher), Devon Price (Start), Tevin Boykin (Whitmer), Matt Marquette 
(Perrysburg), Damond Powell (Rogers), Clay Rolf (Eastwood), Mike Pfaff 
(Whitmer), Jonathan Stoner (BG), Alex Nossaman (Bryan), Jake DuPree 
(Whiteford), Jesse Cramer (McComb), Josh Stump (Central Catholic), 
Randall Kennedy (Whitmer, utility player).

LINEMEN: Garrett McQueen (Findlay), Randall Schuler (St. John’s), 
Chris Rogge (Maumee), Felix Fowler (Rogers), Chris Boles (Central 
Catholic), Chris Reaper (Whitmer), Evan Karchner (Maumee), Brad
Yarnell (Patrick Henry), Skyler Davis (Napoleon), Jake Schreuder
(Genoa), Nate McDaniel (Southview), Andy Kujawa (Anthony Wayne), 
Kenny Guercio (Springfi eld), Hunter Stanley (St. Francis), Patrick
Harrington (Southview), Zak Van Dootingh (St. John’s), Alex Hey (Bryan),
Seth Hoffman (Eastwood), Kody Vincent (Genoa), Kyle Artino
(Northwood).

PLACEKICKERS: Austin Sweeney (Whitmer), Brandon Smith (St. 
John’s), Aaron Bontrager (Archbold), Tyler Pickard (Genoa), Taylor De-
pew (Eastwood), Clay Simpkins (Wauseon), JC Miller (Toledo Christian). 

Defense
LINEMEN: Kevin Williams (Springfi eld), Richard Wonnell (Genoa), 

Jack Miller (St. John’s), Michah Carter (Perrysburg), Chris Opp (Findlay), 
Joel Spurgeon (Napoleon), Shane Durnwald (Fremont Ross), Mike
Bonitati (Central Catholic), Kevin King (Maumee), Parish Wimberly 
(Start), Xavier Dye (Patrick Henry), Nick Schrader (Perrysburg), Drew 
Cleghorn (Maumee), Colton Poncsak (Bryan), Tyson Agler (Napoleon), 
Austin Kutzli (Wauseon), Brandon Tantari (Lake), Aaron George (Patrick 
Henry), A.J. Longthorne (Ottawa Hills), Michael Bosetti (Fremont St. 
Joseph). 

LINEBACKERS: Dylan Coleman (Southview), Shane Brown
(Whitmer), Mike Ackerman (Clay), Alan Sharp (Liberty Center), Brandon 
Hunt (Rogers), Garrett Harvey (St. John’s), Corey Compton (Whitmer), 
Chris Hoover (Central Catholic), Cody Bloom (Napoleon), Brett Pasche 
(Liberty-Benton),Trevor Smith (Anthony Wayne), Joe Imbrock (Patrick 
Henry), Kyle Gladieux (Cardinal Stritch), John Weaver (Napoleon), D.J. 
Pullom (Findlay), Jon Guercio (Springfi eld), Mike Mallernee (Oak Harbor), 
Bryan Heffl inger (Liberty Center), Cory Fry (McComb), Mike Prothero 
(Northwood), 

BACKS: Cheatham Norrils (St. John’s), Jimmy Hall (Southview),
Zach Crawford (Findlay), Allen Gant (Southview), Danny Yodzis
(St. Francis), DerJuan Gambrell (Rogers), Jacon Noon (Whitmer),
Mike Bridges (Anthony Wayne), Eric Studyvin (Maumee), Nick Rettig 
(Napoleon), Cody Keil (Bryan), Tyler Deeds (Wauseon), Trey Westrick 
(Archbold), Jake Pressley (Northwood), Roger Guerra (Lakota). 

PUNTER: Jeff Rutherford (Eastwood).

All-Blade team chosen from players from City League, NLL, SLL, 
TAAC, NWOAL, plus Ohio schools of Arcadia, Findlay, Fostoria,
Fostoria St. Wendelin, Fremont Ross, Fremont St. Joseph, Holgate, 
Lakota, Liberty-Benton, McComb, Napoleon, North Baltimore,
Oak Harbor, Port Clinton and Van Buren, and Michigan schools of
Bedford, Blissfi eld, Erie Mason and Whiteford.

ALL-BLADE FOOTBALL

Old way still good way
COACH OF THE YEAR

Dick Cromwell has a 208-85-1 record in 26 seasons as coach at
St. Francis. Overall, he has a 251-119-2 record in 34 seasons.

THE BLADE/ANDY MORRISON

Cromwell directs St. Francis to 11-2 record

noticed as one of the best play-
ers. Blade player of the year is 
the top honor. Coming into high 
school your fi rst goal is to win 
state. But being considered one 
of the best players in the area is 
pretty good.”

Rogers coach Rick Rios said 
Tucker has been the team’s inspi-
rational leader since he took over 
as a starter as a sophomore.

“His best attribute may be his 
leadership,” Rios said. “His was 
a captain candidate as a sopho-
more.”

Tucker earned the honor as 
a junior and has led on and off 
the fi eld.

“He is a very vocal guy,” Rios 
said. “And it’s positive stuff. He 
gets guys to rally around him. 
Against Anthony Wayne, they 
took the lead late. I went over to 
talk to the offense and he had al-
ready rounded them up. I heard 
him say, ‘You guys just give me 
some time and we’ll go down and 
win the football game.’

“I thought the way we started 
the season was huge because 
it was such a tough game. The 
last few years E.J. has been the 
guy that has gotten us over the 
hump.”

Rios said he knew Tucker 

would “be a player” the fi rst time 
he stepped on to the fi eld as a 
freshman.

“It’s such a great honor to be 
the Blade player of the year be-
cause of all the great players there 
are in northwest Ohio,” Rios said. 
“It pays tribute to the time he put 
in going in to the season.”

Whitmer coach Joe Palka said 
Tucker is the rare type of player 
that can win games all on his 
own.

“He is big, physical, and 
combines running and passing 
equally well,” Palka said. “What 
impresses me the most is his 
leadership and toughness.  He 
has the tools to make an immedi-
ate impact next year at the Divi-
sion I level.”

Against AW, Tucker accounted 
for 278 yards of total offense 
and three touchdowns. He also 
converted all four two-point 
conversions that ended up being 
the difference. Tucker said the 
comeback victory gave the team 
confi dence going into a show-
down with defending Division II 
state champion Southview.

On Sept. 4, Tucker sparked the 
Rams to a convincing 30-14 win 
over the Cougars.

“Our fi rst goal was to get in the 
playoffs,” Tucker said. “Those 
games were big.”

During a fi rst-round playoff 
loss to Maple Heights, Tucker 
scored two touchdowns and 

threw for another.
Tucker said hard work over 

the summer on his own, with his 
teammates and his coach led to a 
dream senior season.

“The main thing I wanted to 
do was become a better passer,” 
Tucker said. “Coach Rios and I 
went out and worked. But I did 
it on my own too. I was a better 
runner than passer last year. This 
year I got better as a passer and 
that helped my running. Overall, 
my accuracy was better and I did 
better reading coverages. I got 
better at a lot of things.”

He said last year teams would 
put eight players in the box to 
stop the run.

“This year they had to put a 
guy back to respect the passing 
game,” he said.

Rios said Tucker developed 
confi dence in throwing the ball.

“That opened things up for 
him running the ball,” Rios said. 

“He threw the ball around a lot in 
the offseason. It wasn’t so much 
his form. It was just getting in 
good reps. He worked on plays 
with his receivers. You could tell 
there was a big difference.”

Tucker credited his coaches, 
too.

“They stayed on me to keep 
working hard. They did all they 
could for me and I did all I could 
for them on the fi eld,” he said.

Rios said the biggest improve-
ment was his accuracy.

“He will continue to work on 
that to play quarterback at the 
next level,” Rios said.

Rios also said Tucker fi ts the 
Rockets’ system.

“It’s similar to what we do,” 
Rios said. “He has a chance to 
be awfully good in the MAC. But 
it might be in his best interest to 
redshirt and get a year in their 
system.”

Tucker has been timed at 
about 4.7 seconds in the 40-
yard dash. But Rios said Tucker 
has “good football speed.” As a
junior, Tucker rushed for 987 
yards and threw for 853.

“He has great instincts and 
good vision,” Rios said. “He car-
ries his pads well. He is a big 
strong kid. In the open fi eld he 
runs through tackles.”

Rios also had Tucker at safety 
as a sophomore and junior. 

“He was a two-way starter. 
But he was so valuable to his 

offense we did not want him to 
take a beating on defense,” Rios 
said. “He was too much of a focal 
point.” 

Tucker said the role as a fi eld 
general has always come natu-
rally to him.

“I usually speak my mind,” 
Tucker said. “The main thing is 
I want to be positive. I won’t yell 
at them. I just try to be a positive 
leader. If they mess up I pat them 
on the back. That helps your 
team more.”

“I’m pretty happy with my high 
school career. I had a lot of guys 
who helped out me out over the 
years,” Tucker said. 

Tucker said former Rams 
teammate and future UT team-
mate Isaiah Ballard helped his 
development. But he agreed that 
he still has a lot of work to do, 
saying its a big jump from high 
school to the college level. He 
said playing QB allows him to 
show off his skills as a runner and 
passer. He also said he likes that 
UT runs the spread offense.

“It’s an offense that gives 
defenses fi ts,” he said. “I get to 
play quarterback. That’s my fa-
vorite position. I hope to make 
an impact. My main goal was to 
go college and play quarterback. 
All my life I’ve been playing quar-
terback.”

Contact Mark Monroe at:
mmonroe@theblade.com

or 419-724-6354.

Tucker 
Continued from Page 1

‘He is big, physical, and 
combines running and 
passing equally well. 

What impresses me the 
most is his leadership 

and toughness.’Whitmer coach Joe Palka,
on E.J. Tucker
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