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Which is more likely to happen? Leonard Fournette winning the
Heisman Trophy or the Tigers winning a national championship?

N
early three weeks ago, flood waters
covered streets and neighborhoods
in Baton Rouge, La., forcing many

citizens to flee from their homes or witness
water rising as high as their hips.

In what remains as a devastating situa-
tion, the citizens of Baton Rouge have re-
mained resilient in their effort to restore the
city they care and love. What better way to
do this with the inclusion of LSU football
on the brink of a new season.

Some may think,
“What does football have
to do with restoring a city
after a huge flood?”

The New Orleans
Saints did it and the citi-
zens of New Orleans ral-
lied behind them, giving
citizens a sense of passion
and something to look
forward to every Sunday
during hard times.

While the floods did
not create as much damage as Hurricane
Katrina, Baton Rouge citizens can relate to
the desperation and devastation that took
place in New Orleans. 

Thus, in two days, LSU football will be
back in action and it will bring people to-
gether to witness another great year of jaw-
dropping highlights by Leonard Fournette
and hopefully a run at college football
championship.

Now, pay attention to the word “hope-
fully.”

After a breakout year in his sophomore
season, rushing for 1,953 yards and 22
touchdowns, it is a no-brainer that Tigers
junior running back is a favorite on the
2016 Heisman Watch List. After the Tigers
started 7-0 before playing the Alabama
Crimson Tide, I would have argued that
Fournette would have been the 2015 Heis-
man Trophy winner.

With the loss to Alabama, however,

things changed and the Tigers were ex-
posed offensively. 

But were they really or was is it the cal-
iber of teams that they played before their
matchup with Alabama that did not chal-
lenge them enough defensively to the stop
the beast in Fournette?

I think so. However, this is a new year.
As the 2016 season begins and unfolds, a

national championship is more important
for the Tigers, including Fournette.

While he will be put in spotlight each
week by national and local sports media,
the Tigers must remain focused and dedi-
cated to the goal of winning a SEC champi-
onship and competing to win a national
championship.

But, it won’t be easy.
Unlike last year, the Tigers’ schedule

from the middle of September to the end of
October feature back-to-back matchups
with SEC teams that will be hungry for re-
venge and seeking an upset against them. 

According to Rich Cirminiello of cam-
pusinsiders.com, Miss. State is predicted to
finish 10th in the SEC, with Auburn hold-
ing down the ninth spot, Missouri at 13,
Florida at five and Ole Miss at four.

Not to mention, LSU has a matchup
against Southern Miss before its game
against the Rebels, a game that will not be
a simple walk in the park as the Golden Ea-
gles had a great 2015 season, finishing 9-5
overall and playing in their first bowl game
since 2011.

If the Tigers can weather the storm and
pass the tests of the September and Octo-
ber, they will be more prepared for this
year for their matchup against Alabama,
which will be played on Nov. 6 at Tiger
Stadium.

For LSU to compete for a SEC or na-
tional championship, head coach Les Miles
and the Tigers must create and maintain a
balance on offense from the first game of
the season. Brandon Harris must find a way

to put the ball in the air to create more rea-
sonable opportunities for the rushing game
to stay consistent through the entire year.

Case in point, think about LSU’s
matchup with Alabama in 2015.

If the opposing defensive line knows
LSU cannot pass the ball and relies solely
on the running attack, the defensive coordi-
nator will put extra men in the box to stop
the running game.

However, in LSU’s case, if Harris can
find a way to put together a couple of nice
scoring drives each game to take some of
the load off of Fournette, things will be-
come unpredictable for the defense. That
also means it will be easier for Fournette to
create plays, or as some would say, add to
his highlight reel of work he has already
done in two years while the offense has
been predictable.

By creating this balance on offense, I
think it helps the Tigers’ chances of com-
peting for a SEC Championship, a NCAA
Football National Championship and Four-
nette’s chances of winning the Heisman
Trophy.

Essentially, the balance would give LSU
the best of both worlds. Fournette has al-
ready solidified his game and talent of
what he can do on the field against some of
the best teams in college football.

However, he has not defeated Alabama
nor has he competed for a SEC Champi-
onship or National Championship. If he
can do all three or two of the three this sea-
son, he has my vote as the 2016 Heisman
Trophy winner. This is my bold prediction.

The Tigers’ success as a team is more
important as it will truly determine if Four-
nette will win the Heisman Trophy in 2016.

With that, get on the edge of your seats
Tiger fans, it will be a very interesting sea-
son.

Wilton is a graduate student at LSU, and
a regular contributor to PineBeltSPORTS.

I
t is a little known fact that William
Faulkner, the most famous Mississippi
bard, once played quarterback for Ox-

ford High School, a tall task for someone
who stood 5 feet, 5 inches short.

This was long before face masks, and
Faulkner, history tells us,
suffered a broken nose.
History tells us a lot more.
Wrote Faulkner, ever so
accurately: “The past is
never dead. It's not even
past.”

He was spot-on. We al-
ways should heed the past
before considering the fu-
ture, and that's important
to keep in mind as we
head into the 2016 college
football season.

So let's consider the past as we look to
the immediate Mississippi college football
future and some overarching questions
about Ole Miss, Mississippi State and
Southern Miss. To wit:

How good is Ole Miss, and how will the
NCAA's seemingly never-ending investiga-
tion affect the 2016 Rebels?

The Rebels have a chance to be really, re-
ally good, but they had better be at their
best early. Two of the first three games are
against Florida State and Alabama, who are
No. 4 and No. 1 respectively in the first As-
sociated Press college football poll.

While both FSU and Alabama likely have
superior talent across the top 44, Chad
Kelly gives the Rebels a huge equalizer –
an experienced, proven winner at quarter-
back. Kelly was playing the position as well
as anyone in the nation at 2015 season's
end.

Kelly is why I think the Rebels can win
over FSU at Orlando on a supposedly neu-
tral field, and why Ole Miss has a good
chance to defeat Alabama for a third con-
secutive year.

More difficult to predict is how the dark
shadow of the NCAA investigation will af-
fect the season. It now appears we will be
well into 2017 before any NCAA ruling
comes down. Nevertheless, we can expect
more leaked stories such as last week's
yahoo.com bombshell that the NCAA has
widened the scope of its investigation and is
interviewing players at rival schools.

Will this whole NCAA deal draw Ole
Miss players closer and give them an “it's
us against the world” personna or will it be-
come a bigger distraction that in the end
draws their eyes from the prize?

It could work either way and maybe both.
It has before. I am reminded of when the
NCAA lowered the boom on Southern Miss
in 1982 prior to the Golden Eagles' late-sea-
son game with Alabama. The probation in-
cluded a post-season ban so USM made
Bama its own bowl game and beat Bear
Bryant in his last home game. The next
week, reality set in and the Eagles lost at
home to Louisiana Tech.

Hugh Freeze has to keep the Rebels fo-
cused on what they can control. A master
motivator, Freeze faces a difficult task. My
guess: Ole Miss finishes the regular season
9-3.

How will Mississippi State fare in the
year 1 AD (after Dak)?

Most prognosticators expect State to fin-
ish last or next-to-last in the West. History
tells us that likely won't happen. In the
Mullen Era, State nearly always has fin-
ished better than predicted. History also

tells us Mullen will develop a quarterback
to replace Dak Prescott. It might take some
time, and we don't know whom it will be
just yet.

Dak is gone, but, overall, the talent level
is still relatively high. My guess: 6-6, which
could get better if a quarterback develops
fast.

How much dropoff can we expect from
Southern Miss, 9-5 last year, in the transi-
tion from Todd Monken to Jay Hopson?

Coaching changes are difficult to predict.
I mean, who would have predicted USM
would go from 12-2 under Larry Fedora to
0-12 under Ellis Johnson? That won't hap-
pen with Hopson, who inherits a quarter-
back, Nick Mullen, who is really good at
this game.

So much at USM depends on the season
opener Saturday night at Kentucky. The
Wildcats are a touchdown favorite, but this
is a win-able game for USM. Win, and the
Eagles could go 10-2 or even 11-1 (LSU at
Baton Rouge). USM and Kentucky have
played only twice before (Kentucky win-
ning handily both times), so there is not
much history to draw on. But, believe it or
not, this is not the first time for USM, with
a new coach, to face Kentucky on the road
in its opener. In 1949, future Hall of Fame
coach Thad “Pie” Vann began his 21-year
USM tenure with a 71-7 loss to Bear
Bryant-coached Kentucky.

Two predictions: One, this time it won't
be 71-7 or anything of the sort. Two, USM
will finish 9-3 and play in the Conference
USA Championship Game.

Rick Cleveland is a Jackson-based syndi-
cated columnist. His email address is
rcleveland@mississippitoday.org.

“The past is never dead,” heading into football season

CLEVELAND

I
t’s the first day of September
and we’ve had a two solid
weeks to look at these football

teams, but the funny thing is, this
column will be irrelevant in the
next few weeks. 

You see, foot-
ball teams can
change drasti-
cally from week
to week – let
alone from the
beginning of the
season to the
end. Remember
when Petal was
3-4 last season?
Do you also re-

member when Petal made it to the
state championship a few weeks
later?

All but one team in our cover-
age area has at least one win, but
only one team is 2-0 – PCS. The
Bobcats have used the legs of run-
ning back Isaiah Woullard so far
this season, but he’s not their only
weapon. With every game,
younger players are getting more
experience under their belts and
that will only help the team. 

Petal and Oak Grove are two 6A
teams who have had two com-
pletely different games. The War-
riors’ offense struggled against
Warren Central, but rebounded
with a win over Wayne County.
Senior quarterback Max Crawford
will gain more confidence with
every snap played, and it will only
help the offense. 

Petal has the weapons to be a
threat in 6A, but the passing game
hasn’t impressed through two
weeks. Junior quarterback Jordan
Wilson came into the game during
the second half against Gulfport,
and senior Tanner Estill moved to
wide receiver, but Wilson was
very hit or miss. Whether it’s Wil-
son or Estill, and just like Craw-
ford, that area of Petal’s game can
only get better. 

Hattiesburg had a nice bounce
back win against Laurel after it al-
lowed 56 points to Petal in the
season opener. The Tigers proved
they’re a force in 5A, but we’ll see
how they do in the district. Hat-
tiesburg had a hot start in 2015,
but district play was brutal. 

I’m somewhat shocked at the 0-
2 start Purvis has seen, but an in-
jury to running back John Bolton
has hurt the offense. Head coach
Perry Wheat wants to make sure
Bolton is 100 percent before
bringing him back to the field. 

Sumrall is definitely a team that
has grown a year older. The quar-
terback-receiver duo of Rhett Har-
vey and Dannis Jackson has been
very effective so far. If the defense
can get sured-up, the Bobcats
could be a dark horse for a playoff
spot in Region 7-4A. 

Lumberton could very easily be
2-0 right now, but some mistakes
against Perry Central cost the Pan-
thers a chance at that. The Cole-
man brothers have been excellent
at the running back position
through two games, and there isn’t
a reason for them to slow down. 

The Crusaders got their first win
against a lesser team in West Lin-
coln last week, and as long as they
can take advantage of games like
that, Sacred Heart can pile up
some wins. Still though, with
teams like Resurrection and Lum-
berton in the region, the playoff
spots might be hard to come by. 

Sacred Heart is making
progress, though, and that’s all
you can ask for. 

Follow Camal on Twitter via
@PineBeltSPORTS or email him:
camal@PineBeltSPORTS.com

Observations from
the sidelines...
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