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BY AARIK LONG
ALONG@THEMOUNTAINEER.COM

Pisgah football is back in 2026 with 
more questions than answers after a 
successful 2025.

Last year, the Bears charged through 
two rounds of play-offs before being 
eliminated by Mountain 8 rivals Bre-
vard in the fourth round. (They got a 
free pass on the first round of playoffs 
due to their high ranking.)

Pisgah finished the regular season 
with a record of 7-3, including a sea-
son-finale loss in double overtime to 
Brevard — a game that would’ve seen 
the Bears earn a second-straight split 
conference title with a win.

It was a big year for the Bears — 
thanks to a cohort of seniors who had 
racked up a wealth of experience at the 
varsity level. Pisgah had 22 seniors last 
season, many of whom played big roles 
on one side of the ball or the other.

That means the Bears are going to be 

looking for new starters at several posi-
tions this year. But Coach Ricky Brin-
dley feels good about the guys already 
starting to step up.

“We’ll be a lot better in October than 
we are right now. Development and 
growth are going to be key for us in 
terms of our ability to execute,” Brind-
ley said. “It’s going to take some time for 
us to continue to grow and get better. 
We’re going to have to do a good job as 
coaches making sure we do that, and we 
prioritize that football IQ.”

A big chunk of the team will be com-
ing up from the junior varsity squad, 
but Brindley has tried to keep schemes 
consistent between the two teams in or-
der to make that transition simpler.

“The good news is that our JVs from 
last year used the same terminology, the 
same scheme, all that kind of stuff,” Brin-
dley said. “They’ve got an idea of what 
we do and how we go about executing 
it. We’re just going to have to do it at a 
much faster pace. We are starting from 

scratch, but it’s guys who have been in 
the system for several years now.”

The Bears look like they’ll have a lot 
of very athletic players at the skill posi-
tions, as well as a strong mix of experi-
ence and young talent in the trenches.

The team’s ceiling is extremely high, 
but it remains to be seen how well the 
team will gel early in the season.

Either way, it will be something new 
for Pisgah fans. The last few years have 
seen many of the same players making 
a big impact — from their sophomore 
years through their senior years.

Now it’s a chance for Pisgah Nation to 
adopt its next generation of fan favor-
ites.

“I think everybody enjoyed watching 
Landon Pope run the ball, and Mason 
Putnam catch the ball, but seeing dif-
ferent guys out there this year might be 
enticing for some people to be able to 
come and watch and just see the new 
crop of players that hopefully have de-

veloped and have gotten better through 
the offseason,” Brindley said.

And luckily for Pisgah fans, most of 
the biggest games of the year will be 
held in the friendly confines of Pisgah 
Memorial Stadium.

Games against West Henderson, 
Brevard and Tuscola in conference, as 
well as a big non-conference battle with 
Mountain Heritage, highlight the home 
slate for the Bears this year.

The most important thing for the 
Bears this season is how they will an-
swer whatever adversity they face, Brin-
dley said.

“We’ve got a group of kids that just 
need to continue to develop, contin-
ue to work. That’s what that group did 
such a good job of last year. Whether 
it was after the Heritage game or after 
the Franklin game, to be able to respond 
and respond the right way. That’s what 
we’re looking for in this team,” Brindley 
said.
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LL Time for the next wave
Pisgah football looks to reload after a deep playoff run

Russ Parker — Starfire Media/Epic Photography

BEAR DOWN — Pisgah football is excited for a big 2026, but there are plenty of questions around the team after graduating a large and influential senior class last spring.
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BY AARIK LONG
ALONG@THEMOUNTAINEER.COM

When the Tuscola Mountaineers 
took the field for their first home game 
of the season, there was a lot to be ex-
cited about.

The team is returning an experienced 
squad in 2026 — a team without too 
many holes based on early preseason 
indicators.

Tuscola Coach Jonathan Crompton, 
a Tuscola alum who played quarterback 
for University of Tennessee and went to 
the NFL, is now in his fourth year back 
home leading the Mountaineers.

Over the last few seasons, the players 
have learned the system that the coach-
es want to run, making each year’s tran-
sition a little bit easier.

“It’s massive. They understand our 
lingo, our terminology of what we’re 
wanting here and there, and what we’re 
looking at schematically,” Crompton 
said.

This year’s senior class is strong 13 
players deep, which is a tipping point 
for the team.

“The experience is the invaluable 
part. The moment’s not going to be too 
big for anybody because they’ve done it 
for multiple years now,” he said.

The Mountaineers finished last sea-
son with a 6-6 record and a 5th place 
finish in the Mountain 8. The season 
ended in the second round of playoffs, 
but the first-round was a sweet one, giv-
ing the Mountaineers a final victory on 
their home field.

Tuscola will look to keep that mo-
mentum rolling into this year. If the off-
season is any indication, the Mountain-
eers are on pace to do just that.

“They’ve had a really good win-
ter, spring, summer. We’ve got a lot of 
kids in the program, which is a good 

thing. It’s about 20 more than last year,” 
Crompton said.

It’s a big year for Mounties football 
fans, as well. This year marks the 90th 
anniversary of C.E. Weatherby Stadium, 
which opened as Waynesville Township 
High School Field on Sept. 18, 1936. 
While the high school has since moved 
to a new campus — it’s now home to 
Waynesville Middle — the historic field 
still remains the home turf for Tuscola 
football.

The Mountaineers have a game on the 
anniversary date of Sept. 18, but it un-
fortunately falls as an away game on the 
road at West Henderson.

The season starts off with two games 
in the historic venue to open up the sea-
son.

“We’re going to have some commem-

orative patches on our jersey for that, so 
that’ll be fun to start the season off at 
home for the 90th year,” Crompton said.

The strong senior class will be a big 
part of the Mountaineers’ success this 
season. The experience of the 13 seniors 
translates into 13 coaches out on the 
field every Friday night, helping their 
younger teammates out on the fly.

“I’m excited for these kids. I really am. 
I’m gonna miss the hell out of this se-
nior class,” Crompton said.

As for the up-and-coming players, 
the coach is fired up about the new re-
cruits coming into the program. The 
junior varsity squad is more than 50 
players deep.

“I’m excited about our JV squad,” 
Crompton said. “They are working their 
butts off. Our freshman class has come 

up and meshed well with our sopho-
more class. They’re the future, they’re 
the next generation. I think we’re in a 
good spot when it comes to those things 
because our kids have bought in from 
freshman to senior year.”

That group is the future of the pro-
gram, and Crompton feels confident 
about where things are going to be in 
the future.

But he’s just as confident in this year. 
With the veteran players coming back, 
Crompton feels as though the sky is the 
limit for his team.

“I can’t wait to see how they go per-
form on the field,” Crompton said. “Be-
cause it ain’t about us as coaches at all. 
It’s about the kids on the field and on 
the sideline wearing the uniform, repre-
senting the ‘Power T.’”
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LL
‘Sky’s the limit’
Veteran Mountaineer squad ready to lean on experience

Diana Gates

EXPERIENCED SQUAD — Tuscola football had a solid season last year, but now, the Mountaineers are back with a lot of the 
same pieces. The biggest difference this time around is having another season of experience under their belts.
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BY AARIK LONG
ALONG@THEMOUNTAINEER.COM

Pisgah’s football roster had a lot of 
question marks — but a lot of po-
tential — heading into the season 
this year. Many of last year’s starters 
were graduating seniors, leaving a 
lot of holes to fill.

But Coach Ricky Brindley feels 
good about the guys stepping into 
those positions. Many of them have 
proven themselves at the junior var-
sity level. Here’s a look at the inter-
esting players all over the field for 
the Bears this season.

Quarterback
In the countdown to the first 

game, Pisgah fans were eagerly an-
ticipating who would take the field 

as quarterback. The Bears had re-
ally solid signal callers the last few 
seasons, first with Aaron Clark run-
ning the show for three years before 
Matthew Mehaffey took over last 
season.

This year, however, things were 
up in the air. Two players were com-
peting for the job over the summer.

“I think we’ve got two guys right 
now that we feel really good about, 
and I think they have different skill 
sets,” Brindley said during pre-sea-
son practice. “They’re both high 
character, good leaders. Either way 
we go there, we feel really good 
about it.”

One is senior Zane Wilson, who 
Brindley said, “has done a really 
good job for us this summer.”

Data from youth health survey  
of 12-15 year olds, Spring 2023

There’s 
Strength in 

Numbers

90%
of WNC Youth 

Do Not
Vape

FO
O
T
B
A

LL Who’s taking the field?
A look at the new players shaping Pisgah football

Mikell Clark-Webb

IMPACT PLAYER — Senior Tahari McLean is stepping into a much bigger role 
this season, but looks primed to take full advantage of the opportunity.



9FALL SPORTS GUIDE • 2026

The other is junior Jaxon Swanger, 
who has been the quarterback for 
the JV squad the last couple of years.

“He’s one of those guys that you 
can call anything, and you have 
complete confidence that he’s go-
ing to understand exactly what you 
want him to do,” Brindley said.

Having two guys that can play the 
position will be a big advantage for 
Pisgah this season.

“There’s been many years where 
there was one quarterback in an en-
tire program,” Brindley said. “You 
didn’t have a JV quarterback that 
you felt good about, and if he went 
down, you were scrambling. I think 
to be able to have two of them like 
that is a big deal.”

Offensive line
No matter which guy wins the 

starting job, he’ll have some solid 
protection in front of him. Leading 
the line will be seniors Nic Messer 
and Carson Riley, both of whom are 
returning starters from last year.

“We’ve got some guys that we feel 
really confident in,” Brindley said.

Joining Messer and Riley is ju-
nior Hank Case. Case, who Brind-
ley described as “probably our best 

JV lineman last year,” came up and 
played tight end on the varsity level 
in the playoffs last season. Except to 
see him on left tackle.

“He knew the scheme, whether he 

w a s 
a tight 
end or 
left guard, 
left tackle, didn’t 
make a difference,” 
Brindley said. “He’s a 
technician, not the biggest 
guy in the world, but he’s got 
great pad level, and he gets off the 
ball the right way. I think he’s got an 
opportunity to be really successful.”

Senior Roan Looman will also 
provide a big body at the right guard 
position.

“Roan is a guy that’s developed 
over the course of his time here,” 
Brindley said. “He didn’t see a whole 
lot of playing time last year, but he 
got better and better and better. He’s 
a big kid that’s got pretty good feet.”

Skill positions
The skill positions have some of 

the most experience on the team. 

HAVE A GREAT SEASON!

200 GOLFWATCH ROAD, CRUSO, NC 28716   |   (828) 235-8451   |   SPRINGDALERESORTNC.COM
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Mikell Clark-Webb

BACK FROM INJURY — After only playing in a few games before getting hurt last 
year, junior Easton Frady is back and ready to make an impact in the rushing attack.

Continued on page 10
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Seniors Ayden Rana and Tahari 
McLean both have varsity expe-
rience and are poised to play big 
roles for the Bears as receivers, run-
ning backs and defensive backs.

“I think it’s huge anytime you can 
go to a Friday night and you’ve got 
guys that have done it, particularly 
in big-time games. It can give them 
some poise and some composure 
when they’re out there. To be able 

to have those guys and lean on 
them is going to make a big differ-
ence for us,” Brindley said.

The team is also excited about ju-
nior Josh Lowe’s athleticism. Lowe 
won two state titles in indoor track 
and field jumping events, but has 
had some injury concerns — with a 
pair of injuries costing him the end 
of last spring’s track season and last 
JV football season.

He’s a guy the Bears are looking 
to use both in the backfield and out 
wide in a utility role, similar to what 
a player like graduating-senior Ma-
son Putnam played in recent years.

“We know he can go the distance 
any time he touches it,” Brindley 
said. “I think he had four or five 
touchdowns in the two JV games 
he played last year before he broke 
his collarbone, so we’ve got to be 
able to get him the ball out of the 
backfield and make sure we utilize 
his explosiveness.”

At running back, Easton Frady is 

returning from injury as well, only 
being able to play in a couple of JV 
games last season.

“He’s back. He’s healthy. We think 

GREENS
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Mikell Clark-Webb

QB BATTLE — Senior Zane Wilson is in the race for the starting quarterback job this fall.

Continued from page 9

Mikell Clark-Webb

POTENTIAL QB — It’s a two-man race 
for the quarterback position. Junior Jaxon 
Swanger served as the man under center 
for the JV squad last season.
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Easton’s going to be able to carry a 
good load for us in the backfield,” 
Brindley said.

But he’ll be splitting carries with 
some of the guys lining up at re-
ceiver, as well as Enka transfer ju-
nior Zaiden Monteith.

“Excited to see what Zaiden 
Monteith can do. He came right in 
and works extremely hard; he has a 
chance to be a starter on both sides 
of the ball for us. I’m excited to see 
what he can do offensively and de-
fensively,” Brindley said.

The Bears also have sophomore 
Angel Mendoza, who put together 
a solid year on the JV squad last 
season.

Running back is going to be a 
deep spot for the Bears this season, 
a change from graduating-senior 
Landon Pope — who is now play-
ing for Western Carolina Universi-
ty — getting the majority of touch-
es last season.

“It’ll probably be a lot of tailback 

by committee where nobody gets 
40 carries a game, but all of them 
get 10 to 12,” Brindley said.

Defense and special 
teams

Pisgah’s defense has a lot of re-
turning talent, like junior Gavin 
Cantrell, who got a significant 
amount of playing time at lineback-
er last season, while Rana and Mc-
Lean got reps in the secondary last 

year.
B u t 

the guys 
who haven’t 
gotten as many 
chances yet really 
excite Brindley.

“I think we’ve got a 
chance to be good on defense 
when you look at the pieces that 
we’re going to plug in. We’ve got 
some really good players that just 
have very little experience on Friday 
nights,” Brindley said.

At kicker, the Bears will have 
sophomore Luis Mendoza, who is 
also on the soccer team.

“Luis has been very consistent 
with his extra points through the 
summer. He’s been here every day. 
He’s worked extremely hard. He’s a 
kid that right now in the summer 
you feel good about, and we’ll see 
how it goes as the bullets start fly-
ing,” Brindley said.

Cheer on your local team,Cheer on your local team,
attend your local college.attend your local college.
Stay local, stay on track.

185 Freedlander Drive | Clyde, NC
828.627.2821 | haywood.edu
hcc-advising@haywood.edu
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Mikell Clark-Webb

NEW ROLE — Senior wide receiver/defensive back Ayden Rana served as a rotational play-
er last season, but is set to have a much larger impact on both sides of the ball this season.
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BY AARIK LONG
ALONG@THEMOUNTAINEER.COM

The Tuscola Mountaineers are poised 
to hit their stride this year, with a deep 
bench of experience and talent return-
ing for the 2026 campaign.

While the squad had a handful of 
graduating seniors from last season 
to replace in key positions, the team 
as a whole has locked in to the coach-
ing strategy of head coach Jonathan 
Crompton, now in his fourth year.

“We communicate really well on both 
sides of the ball with all of our players 
because they trust the system, and we 
trust them implicitly,” Crompton said.

This year’s seniors are the first cohort 
of players that have been with Cromp-
ton all four years.

“This year’s fun for me because these 
seniors are my first freshman class, so 

it’s fun to see how they’ve grown over 
the time,” Crompton said.

The biggest thing, the coach said, is 
that the players are on the same page.

“We have guys that understand what 
we’re wanting, and they know that 
they’re 1 of 11. We’re 11 pieces to a 
puzzle on offense, defense, and special 
teams,” Crompton said.

Quarterback
The biggest question mark for fans, 

however, is who would be playing un-
der center this season.

Prior to the first game of the season, 
Crompton was keeping his cards close 
to his vest, not yet ready to reveal who 
the Mountaineers would field in this 
position.

“I don’t think it really matters who 
takes the snap because we’ve got a cou-
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FOOTBA
LL Experience runs deep
Tuscola football brings back veteran core with plenty of firepower

Diana Gates

GROUND ATTACK — Tuscola junior Sam Trantham rushed for about 1,500 yards 
and 12 touchdowns last season. This year, he looks to keep the foot on the pedal.
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ple gamers that can go and just run the 
system and play ball and understand 
what we want,” Crompton said.

One option was junior John Hansen, 
who played quarterback at the JV level 

as a freshman.
“His football IQ is through the roof. 

We can have intellectual conversations 
about schematics. He’s a kid that I know 
if somebody lines up wrong, he’ll cor-
rect it. And as a coach, there’s not many 
better feelings than that because things 
happen in the game. It’s never going to 
be perfect,” Crompton said.

During a preseason scrimmage, se-
nior Isaiah Hyatt, who has spent most 
of his time in high school at the wide 
receiver and defensive back position, 
was taking snaps at the quarterback 
position while Hansen was running 
routes. Hyatt brings a lot of speed to the 
position, which could be an exciting 
wrinkle in the Tuscola offense.

But the team has talented athletes up 
and down the roster, creating a mystery 
among fans who would trot out to take 
the snaps week one.

Defense
Arguably the most talented part of 

Tuscola’s team this year is the guys out-
side of the trenches for the Mountain-
eers.

On the defensive side of the ball, se-
niors Elijah Pruitt and Isaiah Hyatt will 
both play big roles in the secondary.

“I trust their eyes because they’ve 
done it for multiple years now. That’s 
the fun part for me is to see their evo-

lution in the game. It’s clicking for them 
because they’re intelligent young men, 
especially on the football side with their 
IQ,” Crompton said. “It’s always stress-
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Diana Gates

BIG-TIME PLAYER — Tuscola senior Isa-
iah Hyatt is expected to make a big impact 
for the Mountaineers this season after a 
couple of great years at wide receiver.

Diana Gates

BALL HAWK — Tuscola senior Elijah Pruitt has been phenomenal at racking up intercep-
tions over the last couple of seasons.

Continued on page 14
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ful, but it’s a lot less stressful having 
those guys back there.”

Pruitt in particular has been a force 

to reckon with for opposing quarter-
backs given his talent in the secondary, 
racking up multiple interceptions in 
each of the last two seasons.

“He’s a ballhawk,” Crompton said.
Junior Jake Durbin could also be a 

strong candidate to make the jump up 
to the varsity secondary this fall. He 
had a strong season for the JV squad 
last year, including an interception and 
kick return touchdown in the JV Coun-
ty Clash game last season.

In front of the secondary, guys like 
senior Ty Walker will make a big im-
pact at the linebacker spot. He’s been 
an influential player the last couple of 
years for the Mountaineers and is ready 
to finish out his high school career with 
a bang.

“The only system he’s ever run is our 
system from the day he was 14 years old 
to now as a senior, because he’s been on 
varsity every year,” Crompton said.

Junior Chace Smalley could also have 
an impact at the linebacker position 
this year after exploding onto the scene 
for the Mountaineers last year with two 
sacks and nine tackles for loss.

Offense
Hyatt and Pruitt will be big pieces for 

the offense once again after racking up 
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Mikell Clark-Webb

NEW FACE — Tuscola junior Jake 
Durbin made a big splash during last 
year’s JV County Clash with a couple 
of big plays. Could he be a missing 
piece for the varsity squad this season?

Mikell Clark-Webb

STEPPING UP — Junior Chace Smalley (pictured locked up with a Pisgah offen-
sive lineman) had a big sophomore campaign, totaling two sacks and nine TFLs. 
Smalley could have an even bigger year as a junior.

Continued from page 13
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the lion’s share of the receiving yards 
for Tuscola last season. Both players 
offer a deep ball threat while also being 
able to get open in the midrange game. 
Hyatt could take over the quarterback 
position this season, however. If that is 
the case, Hansen’s ability as a large wide 
receiver or a tight end could be heavily 
utilized, as well.

Tuscola’s running game could be the 
best that it’s been in a while, however.

Junior Sam Trantham returns after a 
1,400-yard, 12-touchdown season last 
year as Tuscola’s lead running back. 
Expect Trantham to shoulder a heavy 
load in the Mountaineer offense this 
season.

Walker, meanwhile, proved to be an 
effective change of pace in the backfield 
on his way to 10 total touchdowns last 
season — seven on the ground and 
three through the air.

Junior Everett Messer is expected to 
have a leadership role on the offensive 
line for the Mountaineers, as well.

The offense has all the weapons to be 
explosive, if the ball bounces their way 

in some big moments.

Mix of experience and 
youth

The key to any good team is a mix 
of experienced players who have been-
there-done-that, combined with play-
ers who are younger but still extremely 
talented.

During one pre-season practice, 
coaches took a break to discuss this 
year’s underclassmen and the future 
of the program with The Mountaineer. 
They rattled off players that the young-
sters reminded them of. By the 10th 
player, they realized they had a special 
group of underclassmen.

“That’s a good thing if we’re getting 
to where double-digit freshmen and 
sophomores remind us of our juniors 
and seniors, to where we can really 
build for the future — and that’s what 
we’re trying to do,” Crompton said.

On the flip side of the spectrum, this 
year’s senior class of 13 is ready to make 
their impact on the program.

“Every senior class has their own 
unique way. Once winter starts, you 

start seeing what the evolution of next 
year’s team will look like,” Crompton 
said.

But at the end of the day, the coaches 
feel excited about the team they have 
ready for this year.

“We’re playing a big kids game, and 
our job as coaches, in my mind, is to 
put them in the best position, support 
the crap out of them, coach them hard 
and love on them hard,” Crompton 
said.

www.papertownrental.com

828-565-2737
OFFICE@PAPERTOWNRENTAL.COM

@PapertownRental

Canton, NC
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hoses

Ad43738

Thanks to all of our amazing clients for their support and 
entrusting us with the care of their fur babies!
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Diana Gates

LOCK DOWN DEFENSE — While senior Ty Walker has taken plenty of snaps at 
running back, he really excels on the defensive side of things.
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2026 PISGAH FOOTBALL SCHEDULE

8/21 HOME VS. MOUNTAIN HERITAGE

8/28 AWAY @ SWAIN COUNTY

9/4 HOME VS. ENKA

9/11 AWAY @ SMOKY MOUNTAIN*

9/18 HOME VS. AT NORTH HENDERSON*

9/25 AWAY @ FRANKLIN*

10/2 HOME VS. WEST HENDERSON*

10/23 AWAY @ EAST HENDERSON*

10/16 BYE (NO GAME)

10/9 HOME VS. TUSCOLA*

10/30 HOME VS. BREVARD*

ASTERISK = CONFERENCE GAME

BY AARIK LONG
ALONG@THEMOUNTAINEER.COM

This season’s schedule should ex-
cite folks in Pisgah Nation. The Bears 

face a lot of challenging opponents — 
and more often than not, the Bears get 
those opponents at home.

One of the biggest challenges for Pis-
gah this season was its opening game of 
non-conference play against Mountain 
Heritage from Burnsville — the same 
team that beat the Bears 48-19 on the 
road to open up last season. That team 
went on to finish the regular season as 
the No. 1 seed in the 3A West bracket, 
eventually losing in the third round of 
playoffs by just one point.

Pisgah Coach Ricky Brindley hoped 
to turn the tables this year, however, 
despite the Cougars bringing back a lot 
of talent, from quarterback to running 

back to the offensive line.
“We know how talented they are,” 

Brindley said. “They’ve got a good foot-
ball team on paper. To be able to play 
them at home and hopefully start the 
season on the right note is important 
for us.”

The Bears follow that up with a road 
trip to Swain County — a squad that 
Pisgah beat 28-27 last season. That game 
will present another major challenge for 
the Bears, but another chance to test the 
team and see where things are.

Non-conference play wraps up with 
a home game against Enka. The Bears 
have won 13 straight games gainst Enka, 
and 20 of the last 21. That game should 
give Pisgah a chance to get settled back 
in and gain confidence ahead of a tough 
Mountain 8 schedule.

Once conference play begins, the 

Bears hit the road to face Smoky 
Mountain before returning home to 
face North Henderson. Although Pis-
gah won each of those games last year, 
both teams are scrappy and will give the 
Bears a fight.

The Bears’ toughest road game of the 
season comes the following week with a 
trip to Franklin. That is always a tough 
environment to play in, and Franklin is 
likely to have a strong squad once again 
this season — making that road game 
one of the biggest contests of the sea-
son.

Over the final five weeks of the sea-
son, Pisgah has three home games, one 
road game and a bye. This stretch of 
games includes three of the biggest of 
the year — and all three will be played 
at Pisgah Memorial Stadium.

The trio of home games begins with 
West Henderson — a perennial con-
tender in the Mountain 8.

The following week, the Bears host 
Tuscola in the annual County Clash 
game.

“Being able to play the big one back 
down here on the river again — hope-
fully that’s a great environment. Hope-
fully it’s an opportunity for our people 

to be able to come out and see us play 
well,” Brindley said.

Hosting that game on their home turf 
means a lot to both the fans and players.

“That’s such an important game in 
this community and to our kids and to 
this county,” Brindley said. “I probably 
look forward to that one the most just 
because of the environment that it al-
ways provides.”

Pisgah then takes its week off before 
a trip to East Henderson — a game the 
Bears should be able to handle, having 
not lost to the Eagles since 2017 and 
winning every game over that stretch 
by multiple scores.

The season finale is another huge 
matchup, as Pisgah hosts Brevard. The 
Blue Devils gave Pisgah two of its loss-
es last season, including eliminating 
the Bears from the playoffs. Brevard 
went undefeated in conference play last 
season and will be looking to repeat as 
Mountain 8 champions.

“I think it makes a difference. Having 
to go on the road to Brevard the last 
three times we’ve played has been diffi-
cult because that’s a tough place to play, 
and they were obviously an exceptional 
football team,” Brindley said.

The road runs through Canton 
Most of Pisgah football’s toughest tests come at home

Mikell Clark-Webb

HOME-FIELD ADVANTAGE — The advantage of playing in front of Pisgah Na-
tion on the banks of the Pigeon River will be very evident this season with the ma-
jority of the Bears’ biggest games this year coming at Pisgah Memorial Stadium.
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BY AARIK LONG
ALONG@THEMOUNTAINEER.COM

The Mountaineers have an 
exciting schedule this season. From 

early home games to tough road tests 
and everything in between, there’s plen-
ty of games on the calendar for Tuscola 
fans to salivate over.

Home games in particular will be big 
for Tuscola this year. Over the last two 
seasons, Tuscola’s home record is 6-5, 
while the road record is 5-7.

It’s not a huge difference, but it’s an 
edge the Mountaineers will hope to cap-
italize on.

“I always tell people, and maybe I’m a 
little biased, but I think we’ve got one of 
the best home atmospheres — not just 
home field advantage, but the atmo-
sphere in general,” Tuscola Coach Jona-
than Crompton said. “It’s always nice to 
play home week one and try to get the 

season started off on the right foot in 
front of our fans.”

The season opened with a tough 
home-game challenge against Rob-
binsville — serving as an early-season 
test for the Mountaineers. The Black 
Knights made it to the 1A state title 
game last year, losing 9-8. Robbinsville 
beat Tuscola in the opener last season in 
Robbinsville, 28-14.

Tuscola stays at home in week two for 
a game against Cherokee. The Moun-
taineers won a close game in Cherokee 
last year, 36-35.

“They’re a historic program. They’re 
always tough,” Crompton said. But 
playing Cherokee is a no-brainer for 
a non-conference season warm up — 
both in terms of a competitive match-
up and close travel distance.

“Whether you’re home and away, 
neither team has to feel like they’re not 

going to have a fan base because it’s only 
40 minutes,” Crompton said.

The Mountaineers then wrap up 
non-conference play with a road trip to 
face South Caldwell in week three. Tus-
cola won that game 42-6 last season at 
home, but is facing a nearly two-hour 
drive to the game this year.

The game against South Caldwell is 
the first in three straight road games for 
the Mountaineers — with a pair of away 
games kicking off Mountain 8 confer-
ence play.

“You can’t always get what you want, 
but going on a three-game road trip is 
not ideal,” Crompton said. “You’d rather 
break it up.”

Those two opening road games in-
clude trips to North Henderson and 
West Henderson. And both will be 
tough. The Knights are always a scrappy 
team that doesn’t give away wins, while 
West Henderson is consistently one of 
the stronger teams in the Mountain 8.

The Mountaineers beat North Hen-
derson and lost to West Henderson last 
year.

Then, Tuscola returns home for a 
two-game homestand against Smoky 
Mountain and Franklin.

The Mountaineers beat the Mustangs 

20-0 last year as Smoky Mountain had 
an uncharacteristically bad season, but 
fell 28-7 on the road against Franklin.

The following week, on Oct. 9, the 
Mountaineers go back on the road, but 
just across the county for the annual 
County Clash rivalry game against Pis-
gah. That game is always a massive one 
on the schedule and this year will be no 
different. The Bears have won the last 
two meetings after a two-game winning 
streak from Tuscola in the series.

After the Pisgah game is the Moun-
taineers’ bye week — one that will be 
greatly needed after the grind of the 
Mountain 8 schedule.

“Having a bye in week nine can give 
us a nice breather before the last two 
and then hopefully heading into mak-
ing a playoff run. Obviously, we’ve got to 
stay healthy, got to do all the things right 
in the meantime. But that’s why I was 
okay with having the bye week where it 
was, is to try to get rejuvenated for the 
final stretch,” Crompton said.

After the bye, the regular season 
wraps up with a tough road trip against 
defending conference champions Bre-
vard, then back home to wrap up the 
regular season with senior night against 
East Henderson.

2026 TUSCOLA FOOTBALL SCHEDULE

8/21 HOME VS. ROBBINSVILLE

8/28 HOME VS. CHEROKEE

9/4 AWAY @ SOUTH CALDWELL

9/11 AWAY @ NORTH HENDERSON*

9/18 AWAY @ WEST HENDERSON*

10/23 AWAY @ BREVARD*

ASTERISK = CONFERENCE GAME

10/2 HOME vs. FRANKLIN*

10/16 BYE (NO GAME)

9/25 HOME VS. SMOKY MOUNTAIN*

10/19 AWAY @ PISGAH*

10/30 HOME VS. EAST HENDERSON*

FOOTBA
LL Ready for the heat?
Tuscola football faces a challenging slate with big tests at every turn

Diana Gates

FRIENDLY CONFINES — Tuscola’s home stadium, C.E. Weatherby Stadium, is 
celebrating 90 years of high school football games calling the field home this year.
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BY AARIK LONG
ALONG@THEMOUNTAINEER.COM

Every year, the County Clash foot-
ball game is a sight to behold. The game 
regularly draws more than 10,000 fans 
to one end of the county or the other to 
root for their favorite high school foot-
ball team.

This year’s game presents a handful 
of fascinating storylines to keep an eye 
on. The biggest, obviously, is who will 
win the big game on Friday, Oct. 9. It’s 
Pisgah’s turn to host on their home field, 
and the last time the Mountaineer won 
on the Bear’s turf was 2012.

Pisgah won the last two meetings in 
the series — a 35-14 win last year in 
Waynesville and a 10-7 win in Canton 
the year prior.

The teams come into the game with 
two entirely different rosters. The 
Mountaineers have a ton of experience 
in a lot of positions. The defense is load-
ed with players that have equal parts 

experience and talent, while the offense 
returns a pair of great receivers and a 
1,500-yard rusher from last year.

On the other side of the field, the 
Bears don’t have many experienced 
starters. Pisgah had 22 seniors last sea-
son — enough for a full starting 11 on 
both sides of the ball. A majority of 
those seniors played key roles in Pis-

gah’s success last year, both offensively 
and defensively.

The biggest question mark for both 
teams before the season, however, was 
who was going to be taking the snaps 
on offense. Both teams graduated their 
starting quarterbacks last season, and 
both teams went into the year with a 
quarterback battle going on.

Both teams have capable options, but 
you can bet neither coach will want to 
stray too far away from the rushing at-
tack. Tuscola returns a fantastic running 
back in Sam Trantham, while the Bears 
have a running-back-by-committee ap-
proach with several talented halfbacks 
in the backfield.

The defense should be where both 
teams shine. Once again, Tuscola has 
the experience advantage at defensive 
back and linebacker, but Pisgah has 
some talented players ready to step up 
to the challenge. The Bears and Moun-
taineers will likely both lean on the 
defense to get them to some wins this 
season.

But as for the game itself? You can 
throw out both teams’ records and stats 
going into the game. It doesn’t matter 
how good or bad either team is; you 
can expect plenty of fireworks when the 
Bears and Mountaineers meet in Can-
ton on Oct. 9.

Who will take home this year’s County Clash?

Mikell Clark-Webb

BIG IMPACT — Get ready for a hard-hitting County Clash battle this season.
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BY AARIK LONG
ALONG@THEMOUNTAINEER.COM

Pisgah volleyball made it to the 
third round of the state playoffs last 
year. It’s an impressive record, but 
the Bears aren’t settling.

Last year’s squad only featured two 
seniors, so a lot of the team is return-
ing this fall.

“The girls coming in have real-
ly stepped into those positions and 
are handling it very well,” Pisgah 
Coach Carter Tolley said. “The lev-
el of competition that they’re at now 
has definitely improved from where 

we were last year. They’re constantly 
growing.”

This year’s team brings a wealth of 
experience to the court with a lot of 
upperclassmen — specifically a big 
junior class.

“They’re all comfortable with each 
other already, so we haven’t really 
had to develop in that way. But just 
having the leadership that they have 
all gotten through these past couple 
years and how comfortable they are 
makes it easier on the court,” Tolley 
said.

Stepping up
Macey Devlin and Chandler Low-

ery were big leaders for the squad 
as seniors last year, and although 
they’ve graduated, they left an im-
pression on the program.

“The two we lost were big leaders 
on and off the court,” Tolley said. 
“Our younger girls have learned 
you can’t give up no matter what the 
circumstances are. The girls really 
learned those leadership roles from 
them, which has definitely carried 
over to the beginning of this season, 
so far.”

This year, seniors Alexis Markos 
and Jade Cody will play crucial roles 
for the Bears. Junior Scout Belue will 
also be expected to step into a big 
role.

“I’ve always seen Scout as a leader,” 
Tolley said. “She just has those ten-
dencies to take over whenever she 
needs to, and she’s just very mature 
for her age. It’s nice to see her con-
stantly supporting her teammates 
and everything.”

Tolley said all three have grown in 
their volleyball skills this year and 

will be moving around the court 
more.

The coach is also excited about a 
couple of younger players. Freshman 
Janee Lancaster is expected to make 
a big impact in her first season with 
the Bears.

“She has been very, very fun to 
watch, and I see very bright things in 
her future,” Tolley said.

Tolley is also expecting junior 
Sloan Riddle to take a big step for-
ward this year.

“She is going to be stepping into 
that libero position and taking af-
ter Chandler and following in her 
footsteps. I have 100% confidence in 
her,” Tolley said.

Building momentum
The team is coming off a huge 

playoff run last season. The Bears 
won a pair of games on their way to 
the third round, including an upset 
of the No. 3 team in the west in the 
second round.

This year, the team is looking to 
build on that.

“I think the playoff run really 
boosted their confidence, knowing 
that they could succeed and they 
could win these games if they play to 
their fullest potential,” Tolley said. “I 
think it’s going to be really nice to be 
coming off of those wins and seeing 
how we take those and run with it.”

Aiming higher
Pisgah volleyball sets even bigger goals this year

Mikell Clark-Webb

BUILDING ON SUCCESS — Pisgah volleyball made a run into the state playoffs 
last season. Now, the Bears are back and looking for more.

Mikell Clark-Webb

SENIOR PRESENCE — Senior Jade 
Cody will serve a major role for the 
Bears as one of the team’s tallest and 
most experienced players. Continued on page 24
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BY AARIK LONG
ALONG@THEMOUNTAINEER.COM

After a tough 2025 season, the 
Tuscola volleyball team is back and 
ready to rebound in 2026.

“Last year was my first year. It 
was a rebuilding year,” said Tuscola 
Coach Amy Brown. “We have really 
put the work in this summer to try 
to build for this season, and I’m very 
excited for where we’re at right now.”

The Mountaineers only mount-
ed two wins last season, but they 
gained a lot of valuable experience, 
with a pair of freshmen getting a lot 
of playing time. The team was close 
to several wins and improved their 
chemistry along the way.

Over the summer, the team at-
tended an Appalachian State team 
camp, went through a two-day clin-
ic with an Olympic coach, and hit 
plenty of scrimmages. They’ve done 

everything they can to prepare for 
this year’s campaign.

“We have done nothing but vol-
leyball this summer because I think 
that’s what it takes to build a pro-
gram, and they’re the ones that have 
set that standard,” Brown said.

Experienced squad
The Mountaineers only had two 

seniors last season, allowing them 
to play more of the team’s younger 
players. But those two seniors were 
also critical in establishing the cul-
ture of never giving up.

“The seniors paved the way for 
what’s expected,” Brown said. “They 
won two games last year, but that 
didn’t really show how they played. 
We fought, and we battled.”

This year, Tuscola has a larger se-
nior class and a lot of returning play-
ers with experience playing along-

side each other. Last season’s team 
only had two players with varsity 
experience, but this year’s squad is 
loaded with varsity experience.

“The chemistry on the court is 
what is going to benefit us the most. 
They know each other, they know 
what to expect. We’re not the young 
team with freshmen coming togeth-
er,” Brown said. “I felt like last year 
we were planting the seeds for the 
fruit of this year.”

This year’s senior group has gone 
through coaching changes, rebuild-
ing seasons and the death of their 
coach, Jody Ward, over the last few 
years.

“What I love most about my senior 
group is the team culture that we 
have. I think the word that describes 
it the most is resiliency. Last year, 
they were the underdogs, and this 
year, they’re coming to win,” Brown 
said.

The senior group was on Brown’s 

squad when she coached 
the JV team, creating some 
continuity, as well.

Setting the tone
When asked who among that 

group was stepping up to be a leader 
this year, Brown couldn’t narrow the 
list down.

“It’s hard to pick just one,” Brown 
said. “They each have their role, 
and they know that role. When that 
comes together, that just builds pos-
itive team culture.”

She pointed to senior Emma Dun-
can as the team captain.

“She is the kid that you want 
on the court at all times. She’s not 
so much your power hitter. She is 
your encourager, your leader, your 
constant steady. She’s the one that 
you can rely on in tough situations 
because she knows what it takes,” 

‘Nothing but volleyball’
Mountaineers lean in to court chemistry

Diana Gates

BUILDING ON EXPERIENCE — Tuscola volleyball feels ready to put its best 
foot forward in 2026 after gaining a lot of experience last season.

Diana Gates

STANDING TALL — Players who earned a lot of reps last year, like senior Julia 
Wells (left) and sophomore Samantha Horton (right), will be critical for Tuscola’s 
success this season.

Continued on page 25
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Pisgah will start the year off with 
some challenging opponents, in-
cluding TC Roberson, Henderson-
ville, Cherokee and Enka.

While those games will be import-
ant for playoff seeding at the end 
of the year, the bigger benefit is the 
preparation they will bring for an 
incredibly tough Mountain 8 confer-
ence.

“I’m just worried about now get-
ting the girls prepared, and you’re 
not going to do that if you don’t play 
competition and teams that are (up) 
to your standards. It’ll definitely be 
helping us prepare for whenever we 
start to play teams like Franklin and 
Smoky and West Henderson,” Tolley 
said.

The Mountain 8 is loaded with 
talent this season. Pisgah, West Hen-
derson, Franklin and Brevard all 
made it to at least the third round 
of state last season, while teams like 
Smoky Mountain, North Henderson 

and Tuscola will all be looking to 
compete for a conference title.

When everything shakes out, Pis-
gah has as good a chance as anyone 
else to win the Mountain 8 confer-
ence title this season.

“It’s going to be a fun year,” Tolley 
said.

Ad43852
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Mikell Clark-Webb

TEAM LEADER — Junior Scout Belue comes into this season with a couple of 
years of varsity experience under her belt. She’s set to be one of the team’s most 
important players this season after a big year as a sophomore.

Mikell Clark-Webb

SENIOR LEADER — Senior Alexis 
Markos is ready to make an impact for 
the Bears this season.

Continued from page 22
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Brown said.
The coach was also excited about 

what senior Julia Wells brings to the 
team. Wells is a multi-sport athlete 
and brings a level of competitiveness 
and athleticism that any team would 
love to have.

“This is only her third year playing 
volleyball, but what she brings to the 
team, I can’t coach, and that’s charac-
ter. That’s expectations,” Brown said.

She also praised seniors Alyssa 
Trantham and Miranda Anderson 
for what they bring to the team away 
from the court.

“They are our cheerleaders. 
They’re the ones that are inclusive to 
the underclassmen that make them 
feel like they need to be here. They 
hold everybody accountable,” Brown 
said.

But that’s not to say the younger 
players won’t be important. Soph-
omores Stella Yarrington and Sa-
mantha Horton played major roles 

as freshmen last year, with the same 
being expected this year.

It will all be critical this year as 
the Mountain 8 conference is load-
ed with talent once again. Half of the 
conference — Pisgah, West Hender-
son, Franklin and Brevard — made 
it to the third round of the state play-
offs last season.

“We have a tough conference. We 
are in probably one of the toughest 
conferences in the state of North 
Carolina, and I’m just really excited 
to see how they compete this year,” 
Brown said.

But the Mountaineers have pre-
pared all offseason with tough com-
petition.

“We challenged ourselves with 
playing teams from Alabama, South 
Carolina, Georgia this summer be-
cause we had to elevate our game, 
and I also had to elevate my game as 
a coach because this is only my sec-
ond year coaching varsity,” Brown 
said. “I also had to learn.”

Ad43769

Ad43769

Diana Gates

SENIOR LEADER — Senior Julia Wells will likely play a big role for the Moun-
taineers this season, bringing a level of athleticism and competitiveness that will be 
crucial for the team.

Continued from page 23 V
olleyball
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BY AARIK LONG
ALONG@THEMOUNTAINEER.COM

Both Pisgah and Tuscola will come 
into the new year with experienced 
squads loaded with upperclassmen tal-
ent with lots of games under their belts.

Each team only had a pair of seniors 
on each squad last season, meaning 
there aren’t many holes to fill on either 
end of the county.

That should lead to some thrill-
ing County Clash battles. Last year, 
Pisgah won both contests against its 
cross-county rivals, extending the Bears’ 
winning streak in the series to 10 games.

Pisgah won both of those meetings in 
a clean 3-0 sweep, too.

But the games weren’t as lopsided as 
the numbers appear. Tuscola gave Pis-
gah a fight both times they met up. With 

each team just having more experience 
and more chemistry this season, those 
games could be even tighter.

The Bears may appear to be the sea-
son favorites, but the Mountaineers 
shouldn’t be counted out. County Clash 
meetings always bring out the best of 
both squads, and Tuscola has a ton of 
upsides this season.

For Tuscola, players like seniors 
Emma Duncan and Julia Wells could 
have a big impact, but sophomores Stel-
la Yarrington and Samantha Horton 
might be the difference-makers in their 
second season on the varsity squad.

Pisgah will rely on seniors Alexis 
Markos and Jade Cody and junior Scout 
Belue. But they’ve also got a couple of 
wild cards who can step up on the big 
stage of the County Clash. Freshman 

Janee Lancaster is looking to make a 
splash in her first games against Tuscola 
and junior Sloan Riddle will step into a 
new role this season.

No matter who wins the games, ex-
pect a high-intensity contest with a loud 
crowd. With both fanbases turning up 
in full force for these two games, the 
gyms are always deafening when big 
moments happen — and you can count 
on plenty of big moments between these 
two squads.

Can the Bears extend their winning 
streak to 12 games against Tuscola, or 
will the Mountaineers get their first win 
over the Bears since 2019?

Pisgah will host the first meeting on 
Sept. 3. Tuscola hosts the second contest 
on Sept. 29.

Who will claim this year’s 
volleyball County Clashes?

Mikell Clark-Webb

BATTLE AT THE NET — A battle 
of then-junior Jade Cody (left) and 
then-freshman Stella Yarrington (right) 
is likely to play out again this season 
with both players expected to make an 
impact for their side.
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BY AARIK LONG
ALONG@THEMOUNTAINEER.COM

Pisgah soccer is ready to 
build on a successful 2025 this 

season. But they’ll be doing it with 
a new coach in charge.

Last year, the Bears won a 
first-round playoff game against 
cross-county rivals Tuscola before 
exiting the playoffs in the second 
round.

But things will be different for 
the Bears this season. For one, the 
team lost eight seniors — nearly an 
entire starting lineup.

The team will also have a new 
coach with Luis Garcia taking the 
reins of the Bears soccer team.

“I’m gonna bring a different sys-
tem, and I am very excited that at 
least we have a few players who un-
derstand the game system that we 
want to present,” Garcia said.

Garcia was previously the head 
coach for Pisgah’s girls’ team for a 
season and has been around Pis-
gah soccer quite a bit, coaching as 
an assistant and a JV coach with 

the boys program for several years.
Garcia said his team is going 

to play in a 3-4-3 formation with 
the focus being on playing down 
the wings. It’s a strategy that will 
stretch opponents horizontally and 
use speed to expose weaknesses on 
the flanks.

“We’re gonna put a lot of speed 
on the lines, and with the finishing 
in the center, that’s the plan that we 
have. The speed is gonna be the se-
cret,” Garcia said.

The team’s leading scorer last sea-
son, Osvaldo Munoz-Velazquez, 
was a graduating senior, leaving an 
opening for someone to step into.

And there are certainly players 
to fill that gap. Senior Miguel Gon-
zalez Perez scored 11 goals while 
adding five assists. Sophomore 
Luis Mendoza Resendiz also added 
six goals, while senior Maximilia-
no Andrade scored five goals with 
a team-leading six assists.

“We feel confident that we can 
have a good season with this team. 
We just have to work hard,” Garcia 
said.

While the 3-4-3 is the primary 

plan for the Bears, if that doesn’t 
work, Garcia has a backup plan.

“Once conference play starts, if 
the system isn’t working, we have 
a plan B, but I have faith that this 
system is gonna help us,” Garcia 
said.

That backup plan would be to 
switch to a more guarded 4-4-2 
formation. In that, one of the for-
wards would be replaced by a de-
fender, but the plan would still be 
to attack down the wings — just 
with more defensive backing.

A big focus early in the season 
has been on making sure everyone 
is on the same page.

“We’re still working on this DNA, 
this connection to everybody. Ev-
erything needs to be connected 
100% so the system can work cor-
rectly,” Garcia said.

Freshman Lee Eastland has 
earned early-season experience in 
goal this year for the Bears.

Ultimately, Garcia said, the sea-
son comes down to the mentality 
the team takes. Soccer is a very 
mental game. While having the 
athleticism and talent is important, 

having the right mindset is critical 
to success.

“It’s a competition, and we’ve 
got this mentality that we need to 
compete. It’s just a competition to 
see who can get the ball first, and 
that’s the mentality, the philosophy 
that I just want to put to them,” 
Garcia said.

S
O
C
C
ER A new way forward

New coach, new system builds on Pisgah soccer success

Mikell Clark-Webb

DO-IT-ALL — Pisgah senior Miguel 
Gonzalez Perez was all over the field 
last season, making plays for the Bears 
wherever he was needed.

Mikell Clark-Webb

ASSIST LEADER — Senior Maximilia-
no Andrade led the team in assists last 
year. This year, in his final season as 
a Bear, he looks to pick up where he 
left off.
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There’s a lot of cautious opti-
mism around the Tuscola soccer 
program this fall.

The team struggled last season, 
finishing with a 3-17-1 overall re-
cord and winning just one game 
in Mountain 8 play. But the team 
has a new coach back in the sad-
dle — one who has over three 
decades experience on the soccer 
field — and is primed to take a 
step forward this year.

“They’re coming off a 1-13 con-
ference season, so we’ve got no-
where to go but up,” said Tuscola 
Coach Ray Sugg. “So far, attitudes 
have been really good. I am en-
joying myself. It’s been fun so far.”

It’ll be a pretty clean slate for the 
Mountaineers this year, as well. 

Seven seniors graduated from the 
program last season.

“Last year’s team was very se-
nior heavy. Some very good 
soccer players walked across the 
stage and left us,” Sugg said.

But many of the returning play-
ers are ones Sugg is familiar with, 
having coached them before at 
either the middle school or club 
soccer level.

In fact, that was a big factor in 
Sugg taking the job on short no-
tice — less than a week before 
tryouts began.

Sugg’s pedigree as a soccer 
coach includes two previous stints 
as the Tuscola boys soccer coach 
in the 2010s and again in 2021. 
He’s also been the Tuscola girls 
soccer coach twice, in the 2000s 
and again in 2024-2025. Along 

the way, he’s coached Waynesville 
Middle, club soccer and Asheville 
Christian Academy.

While most of Tuscola’s return-
ing players weren’t starters last 
year, they got plenty of varsity 
playtime experience last season.

And Sugg said those players are 
better than he remembered from 
middle school, crediting outgo-
ing soccer coach Stan Georgie.

“They had a great coach the last 
three years,” Sugg said. “Stan’s fan-
tastic at player development, and 
I can tell you right now that every 
one of these kids that I coached 
back in middle school, they are 
much better players at this point 
because of playing for Stan. Skills 
have gotten better, understanding 

Back to the basics
Tuscola soccer looks to turn things around with defense-first approach

Diana Gates

NEW FACES — From coach down through most of the starters, there’s a lot of new, but familiar faces around Tuscola soccer this season, as the Mountaineers look to turn the corner.

Diana Gates

LEADING RETURNER — Junior Erick 
Raya is Tuscola’s leading returning 
scorer, having netted four goals last 
season.Continued on page 31
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Every year, fans from both sides 
of the county circle the match-ups 
between Pisgah and Tuscola on 
their calendars.

And soccer shouldn’t be over-
looked. The last several years, both 
the boys’ and girls’ teams have put 
together thrilling battles to decide 
which side of the county would win 
bragging rights.

This fall should be no different. 
Both boys’ teams entered the season 
with a lot of questions — along with 
optimism and excitement for the 
new year.

There are two rivalry games each 
season — with each team hosting 
a County Clash on their own field. 
Pisgah has won nine straight Coun-
ty Clash boy’s soccer games, last los-
ing to their rivals in 2021.

Before that streak, however, Tus-
cola had won 12 of the previous 14.

Last season, the Bears and Moun-
taineers actually met three times 
— thanks to a bonus County Clash 
during playoffs. Pisgah took home 
all three wins, including the playoff 
showdown in Canton, which was 
the biggest win of Pisgah’s nine-
game streak at 6-1.

But the two main season Coun-
ty Clashes were much closer. The 
Mountaineers lost 4-3 at home and 
5-3 in Canton earlier in the regular 
season, showing that the team is 
right there with their rivals.

Both sides will face off with new 
forwards commanding attention, as 
last year’s leading scorers for both 
teams were seniors.

The Mountaineers lost the ma-

jority of their scoring players from 
last season. While Pisgah has more 
returning experience this year, the 
Mountaineers still have plenty of 
talent and potential on their end of 
the county.

Tuscola is planning to play more 
defensively this season. The Bears 
are planning to be a bit more aggres-
sive, but already know that could 
change once conference games roll 
around.

There’s a real chance this year’s 
County Clash contest is a cagier, 
low-scoring affair than the average 
7.3 goals scored in last year’s three 
match ups.

But then again, when Pisgah and 
Tuscola meet, the only thing you 
can really count on is exciting ac-
tion on the field.

Who takes home 
this year’s soccer 
County Clashes?

Diana Gates

BATTLE FOR THE BALL — Tuscola 
sophomore Brady Epps and Pisgah 
junior Fabian Gamez chase down a 
loose ball during last year’s County 
Clash match-up.
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of the game has gotten better. If 
we have any success this year, I’ve 
got to give equal credit to Coach 
Stan on that.”

The biggest question for the 
Mountaineers is figuring out 
where the goals will come from. 
Last season, Tuscola scored 39 
goals. Only six of those goals were 
scored by players who returned 
this season.

Because of that, Sugg is plan-
ning on switching the game plan 
around. The team isn’t going to be 
focused on playing soccer that is 
easy on the eyes and exciting to 
watch.

“It’s not going to be pretty soc-
cer. If you watch any of the World 
Cup, it won’t look anything like 
that. But we’re going to try to sur-
prise them with a quick counter-
attack,” Sugg said. “I would rather 
us not possess the ball very much 

and come out with a 1-0 win than 
to play really good soccer and 
lose 5-3.”

Last season, teams scored about 
3.5 goals per game against the 

Mountaineers. With a significant 
reduction in the team’s firepower, 
it’s going to be critical to reduce 
the number of goals they allow.

“I’d love to cut that in half. For 
us to be able to compete, know-
ing we’re not going to score a lot 
of goals, we’ve got to start by fix-
ing the goals allowed,” Sugg said. 
“We may not score as many goals 
as last year, but we definitely have 
to concede fewer.”

The team is going to shift to a 
5-3-2 formation. All five of the 
players at the back are ones who 
had varsity experience last sea-
son.

“If we can keep games close, 
then we have a chance of coming 
up with a tie or a one-goal victory 
by having a good quick counter-
attack,” Sugg said. “If we give up 
three goals in the first half, odds 
are against us being able to get 
back in that game. We do not have 
that kind of offensive firepower.”

Be-
h i n d 
those five 
will be se-
nior Conner 
Murphine. Last 
year, Murphine 
played close to two-
thirds of the minutes 
in goal — giving Tuscola 
some consistency from year-
to-year in at least one position.

“He’s got a lot of experience. At 
times, he looked really good last 
year. He has potential to be a very, 
very good goalkeeper,” Sugg said.

Tuscola might not be world 
beaters this year, but the goal is 
simple for Sugg and the Moun-
taineers — improve from last year 
despite losing seven seniors.

“We do not want to finish in 
seventh or eighth place. Sixth 
place would be an improvement,” 
Sugg said.

Continued from page 29

Diana Gates

BACK FOR MORE — Senior Kohl Rudd 
is back this season and ready to step into 
a bigger role for the Mountaineers.
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There will be little room for error 
for the Tuscola High School girls’ golf 
team this season.

The Mountaineers currently only 
have three players on the roster — the 
bare minimum to compete as a team. 
If a team has more than three players, 
only the best three scores are kept. But 
for Tuscola, the score of each player 
will count every match — and that’s a 
challenge because an “off day” is just 
par for the course in golf.

However, Tuscola Coach Erik Mel-
ville is optimistic that the Mountain-
eers can still finish at the top when the 
Mountain 8 Conference Tournament 
rolls around in October.

And that optimism is warranted as 
Tuscola arguably has two of the top 
players in the conference in senior 
Abbey Adams and sophomore Mel-
ody Kirkpatrick. Add in Shinning 
Rock transfer Kaylee Ramsey and the 
Mountaineers have the ingredients to 
make a run at the conference tourna-
ment.

“I do,” Melville said when asked if 
Tuscola can finish first at conference. 
“Especially if we can get that one other 
girl who had played in middle school. 
That would give us a fourth. In case 
someone doesn’t play well we have an-
other number to fall back on. If we can 
get that fourth girl that would be big. 
But even if we just have the three they 
are good enough to keep us at the top 
of conference.”

Part of that confidence also stems 
from the fact that as many as five of the 
eight conference schools may not field 
the needed three players required to 
compete as a team.

Melville has heard that only Brevard 
High School and Smoky Mountain 
High School are the only other confer-
ence teams that can field a team.

“It’s going to be very different this 

year,” Melville said. “As we stand right 
now five of the eight schools do not 
have teams.”

The players
Adams has been a steady scorer for 

Tuscola since her freshman year, qual-
ifying for the state tournament three 
times. The senior finished in eighth 
place at the regional last year and 15th 
at the rain-shortened Class 4A State 
Golf Tournament.

“I think she has a chance to be the 
best player in the conference,” Melville 
said. “Abbey has been playing since she 
was in middle school and she just con-
tinues to get better and better. If one 
part of her game is not working, she is 
very quick to pivot to focus on the part 

of her game that is working that day.”
Adams also competes in region-

al tournaments in the offseason and 
even traveled to Florida for one event. 
Melville said that experience is invalu-
able.

“Abbey is battle tested in those high-
er-level tournaments,” Melville said. 
“There is no substitute for boots on 
the ground and doing it.”

Adams has received interest from 
several NCAA Division 2 schools to 
play college golf but Melville said the 
senior is more focused pursuing an 
engineering degree that is only offered 
at major universities.

“She is very academically motivat-
ed,” Melville said. “But just because 

you are not playing golf in 
college doesn’t mean you have 
to stop playing the game, unlike 
baseball and football.’’

Kirkpatrick had a solid freshman 
season last year, qualifying for the 
regional tournament. Melville said 
Kirkpatrick has the skill set to make 
the next step this fall to qualify indi-
vidually for the state tournament.

“Melody is just a natural athlete,” 
Melville said. “Melody has fallen in 
love with the game and that is some-
thing you always like to see. Her 
length is her greatest weapon and she 
hits it as far as some boys you see play-
ing at that age. She can definitely play 
in college because she has that natural 
athletic ability. She was our second or 
third best scorer last year.”

Kirkpatrick fired a 50-45 95 at the 
regional last fall while missing the 
state tournament.

“If it wasn’t for a couple of bad holes 
and a couple of bad swings, she would 
have qualified for state,” Melville said. 
“I think she will be back in regionals 
if we don’t qualify as a team. I think 
her goal should be to qualify for state 
this year.”

Ramsey played on Shinning Rock’s 
school team last year.

“It seems like she works hard to get 
better,” Melville said. “The girls (Ad-
ams and Kirkpatrick) were very com-
plimentary of her when they played 
together a couple of weeks ago”.

Adams and Kirkpatrick both work 
with former club golf profession-
al Trey Smith. Smith was a golf pro 
around 15 years ago but is now an en-
gineer with Civil Design Concepts in 
Waynesville. Melville and Smith have 
been friends and golfing buddies for 
years.

“(Smith) works with them once or 
twice a week after work,” Melville said. 
“Smith is excited to work with Kaylee 
as well as we get into the season.”

Small roster, big opportunity
Tuscola’s top golfers see chance to make a run at conference title

Diana Gates

THIN MARGINS — With only three golfers this season, Tuscola has just enough 
players to compete as a team this season. Despite the small size, the team is ready 
to shoot for another conference title.
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The Bears are ready to 
hit the course running this fall 

with hopes to build on the pro-
gram’s successes from one year ago.

“We’re optimistic about the year. 
We had a very successful season last 
year, and we’re looking forward to 
carrying on that tradition again this 
coming fall,” Pisgah Cross Country 
Coach Joe Sayblack said.

The boys’ team is coming off of a 
top 10 finish in the state. It was the 
first time the program had qualified 
for state as a team after finishing 
fifth at regionals.

“It sets a precedent for them, lets 
them know that they are able to ac-
complish that kind of thing,” Say-
black said.

This year, the team will be led by 
senior Silas Harden. He finished 
third in the state individually, the 
best finish for any Haywood County 
runner last fall.

Sayblack is expecting the runner 
to be a big piece not only on the 
course but also away from it.

“He is going to be the program 
leader,” Sayblack said. “He’s going to 
be the one that the other kids look 

up to. He’s going to be the one to set 
the example. He is going to be the 
one that the rest of them follow this 
year. Whatever he does, I think the 
rest of them are going to follow very 
closely.”

The Bears also had a pair of soph-
omores who are now juniors who 
finished in the top 100 at state indi-

vidually last season — Devin Lopez 
at No. 75 and Max Rich at No. 92.

On the girls’ side of things, the 
program is set to take a big step for-
ward this year after a major mile-
stone last year.

The team sent two girls to last 
season’s state championship meet 
— the first time any Pisgah girl had 
qualified for state in cross country.

“We’re challenging the girls to do 
even more this year,” Sayblack said. 
“We’ve got new kids coming in on 
the girls’ side this year, so we’re defi-
nitely feeling optimistic.”

Last year’s girls’ team didn’t have 
a single senior, meaning this year’s 
squad is bringing back a lot of tal-
ent.

Junior Brooklyn Riddle and soph-
omore Annie Jennings return after 
finishing 54th and 58th, respective-
ly.

“The girls saw that they could do 

what I said that they could do, and 
I think that now they realize that 
that’s something to follow up and to 
build on,” Sayblack said.

This year’s team will feature an in-
fusion of even more talent coming 
up from the middle school level.

“That’s really exciting to be able to 
see both sides of the program grow 
— to be able to see that we’re not 
just growing and building on one 
side of that tradition, but starting to 
create a tradition on both sides of 
our program,” Sayblack said. “We’ve 
seen a lot of growth, a lot of expan-
sion in our track and field program, 
and I think that’s really kind of fil-
tering over into our cross country 
program as well, especially for the 
girls’ side.”

Pisgah will host two meets this 
season. The first will come on Sat-
urday, Oct. 3 and is planned to be a 
larger event outside of just the high 
school races.

“We’re hoping it’s going to be a big 
event,” Sayblack said. “We wanted to 
be like a real invitational-style cross 
country event on a Saturday morn-
ing. We’re actually going to precede 
it that morning with a community 
5K fundraiser, which we have just 
about got up and running on a reg-
istration website.”

The second meet the Bears will 
host will come on Oct. 21 — the 
Mountain 8 Conference Champi-
onships.

“That’s at least a mental advan-
tage,” Sayblack said. “The kids can 
go out on that course, and they will 
know it just because they’ve been 
on it. There’s also an aspect of pride 
there. That is their place, and ev-
erybody is coming to their place. 
They’ll want to really perform in a 
positive way there.”

Building on a breakthrough
Pisgah cross country aims to build on milestones

Mikell Clark-Webb

BUILDING A PROGRAM — Pisgah cross country made some major strides last 
year as the team builds its foundations. This year, they’re looking to take another 
major step forward.
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BY JARED FEINBERG
Tuscola cross country enters the fall 

with high expectations once again, this 
time with a new head coach.

The Mountaineers hired Jared Lily as 
the new cross country coach to lead the 
program in 2026.

“I’ve worked with students for years,” 
Lily said. “While the coaching aspect is 
new, I’m really committed to helping stu-
dents find the best version of themselves 
and push them towards that.”

Tuscola’s girls are coming off an eighth-
place finish in the 4A state championship. 
They have been the face of the program for 
the past couple of seasons as the Moun-
taineers have made their run to Kerners-
ville in back-to-back seasons.

This year, the girls take a hit with the 
loss of senior Julia Wells, who is focusing 
on other sports with the Mountaineers.

In his first look at the group, Lily notes 
sophomore Luke Hughes as a key contrib-
utor on the boys’ side, though the girls’ 
side of things could be trickier ahead of 
the start of competition.

“Hughes has stood out on the boys’ 
side as a really strong runner and some-
one I expect to be a key contributor,” Lily 
said. “On the girls’ side, it’s honestly been 
much tighter than I expected. There isn’t a 

clear separation yet, which I actually think 
is exciting because there are several girls 
who have the opportunity to emerge as the 
leader as the season progresses.”

For a first-year coach, there is always a 
learning curve, and at a program like Tus-
cola with high expectations, there is more 
pressure to succeed right away. Lily sees 
state as a desire rather than an expectation.

“While those expectations of being 
competitive at state and stuff are things 
that I share, those are certainly desires. 
I don’t think anybody joins a team not 
wanting to do those things. But the most 
important thing, particularly at a high 
school level, is we are for the students, 
right? And so the expectation is whatever 
serves them the best,” Lily said.

With that comes Lily’s philosophy of 
building his student-athletes up and pur-
suing their best interests.

“My philosophy is that we focus on 
building them up and pursuing every-
body’s best interests; we’re gonna see the 
roots of that by going to state,” Lily ex-
plained. “That’s going to be an indication. 
That’s going to be a symptom of having a 
great team versus making that a goal.”

Lily is coaching cross country for the 
first time, but he is stoked for the oppor-
tunity, to say the least.

“If you are somebody who is ultra 
competitive and wants to beat everybody, 
there’s certainly a spot for you there,” Lily 

said. “But if you’re a per-
son who’s just looking to find 
a way to stay healthy and build 
community, there’s a space for that, 
too. I’m excited to see those different 
issues of people’s different offshoots and 
how they mold together. Ultimately, all 
those perspectives will serve the team 
better.”

Despite losing Wells and a sense of un-
known with yet another new coach, Tus-
cola remains one of the best cross coun-
try programs in the region. Lily hopes 
that as a new coach, his players will come 
in with good attitudes while being the 
best version of themselves.

“My expectation, really, is for people to 
come in with a good attitude and work 
to be the best versions of themselves they 
can be,” Lily said. “And then by extension, 
become the best team that we can be.”

Tackling
injuries
and illness, fast

120 Frazier St., Waynesville  |  Open 7 days a week
mercyurgentcare.org  |  828.210.8333
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Building something bigger
New coach looks to bring out the best in Tuscola runners

NEW COACH, SAME GOALS — Tuscola cross country has a new coach in Jared Lily, but the team is still focused on being 
one of the top teams in Western North Carolina.
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BY JARED FEINBERG
Pisgah girls tennis team enters 

the 2026 fall season coming off 
back-to-back appearances in the 
second round of the playoffs.

The Bears are looking to make 
the jump and advance in the post-
season with seven players return-
ing from last year’s group, includ-
ing most of the starting lineup.

One of those returning players 
is senior Holly Henderson, who 
Coach Harold Shepard expects to 
be the No. 1 starter this fall after 
playing as the No. 3 last year.

“She had a heck of a year last 
year,” Shepard told The Moun-
taineer.

But Henderson is far from the 
only big name on the squad.

“Everyone that I’ve got coming 
back who was a starter last year, 
ranked in the top 10 of the entire 

state as far as records and wins 
and losses and all the pieces last 
year,” Shepard said.

Amongst the returning starters 
are junior Emma Henson and se-
nior Rosie Burgess, both of whom 
are expected to be key starters for 
Shepard’s Bears coming off an 
11-6 season. Burgess was one of 
the top players in the sixth spot 
in the lineup in the entire state, 
while Henson has emerged as a 
big name for the program.

“She’s stepping up as a leader,” 
Shepard said. “She’s played a lot 
this summer, and she’s gotten bet-
ter.”

Leaders and returning start-
ers are important as the Moun-
tain Eight strengthens this sea-
son, spelling a tougher outing for 
Shepard’s crew in conference play.

“Are we gonna be world beaters? 
No, but we’re going to go out there, 
and we’re going to play good, solid 
tennis and win the ones we’re sup-
posed to win, and we’ll see,” Shep-
ard said.

What has made Shepard’s pro-
gram consistent in the past cou-
ple of years and throughout his 
13 years as the girls’ tennis coach 
is doing things the right way, such 
as behaving appropriately, mak-
ing good grades, and playing with 
good tennis etiquette.

“We’re going to try to beat you 
up,” Shepard said. “We’re going to 
shake your hand, but we’re gonna 
look like somebody doing it. We’re 
gonna act like somebody doing it. 
And we’re gonna be role models 
for other people.”

T
EN

N
IS Next step awaits

Pisgah’s experienced lineup looks to make a deeper playoff run

Mikell Clark-Webb

LOOKING FOR MORE — After consecutive trips to the second round of state, the Bears are looking to make a deeper run this season.
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Tuscola tennis is back with one of its 
strongest teams in recent memory — a 
big squad, with a lot of experience and 
eagerness.

“We have a bunch of good returning 
players from last year. We should have 
a pretty formidable team this year,” said 
Tuscola Coach Jim Gross.

Senior Mya Downs is the squad’s cap-
tain, while senior Chloe Bowman will 
serve as co-captain. The duo was paired 
together as doubles in several matches 
last season.

This year’s team features more than 
20 players on the roster. While the 
Mountaineers lost seven seniors last 
year, they’ve made up the numbers with 
several new players this fall.

“We’re thrilled because we have a pol-

icy where everybody plays,” Gross said. 
“Nobody gets cut from the team, and 
everybody will play regardless of their 
ability, their skill, their age level. We 
have a pretty good camaraderie within 
the team, a good team spirit. We’re glad 

to have the numbers. We’ve got a couple 
more assistant coaches this year, so we 
have a good makeup.”

This year’s team features a handful of 
returning seniors who have spent the 
last couple of seasons in the program, 

not able to step into more 
of a coaching role while still 
being on the court.

“It’s pretty helpful because now 
they actually are helping with some 
of the others who are newer to play-
ing tennis and, of course, newer to the 
team,” Gross said.

The team is focusing on expanding 
beyond just learning how to hit a ten-
nis ball and learning the ins and outs of 
tennis. Gross thinks that could be what 
helps push his team to the next level this 
season.

“We teach the girls not only the fun-
damental shots, but the tactical part of 
the game, the mental and the strategic 
and emotional planning that goes into 
play, and hopefully through the repeti-
tion, they’ll get the confidence and the 
belief in themselves,” Gross said.

Strength in numbers
Tuscola tennis enters 2026 with experience, depth and confidence

Diana Gates

FULL SQUAD — Tuscola tennis is boasting a squad of more than 20 players this 
fall, amping up numbers with a lot of new players.
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Training and practicing isn’t just 
for the athletes competing on the 
field. Cheerleaders must be ready 
to pump up fans with polished, 
high-energy routines the open-
ing week of Friday night lights 
— and to wit, the Pisgah High 
School cheer team began summer 
practice on June 1, the week after 
school got out.

The team works on stunting, 
conditioning, band dances, side-
line cheers, jumps and their com-
petition routine all year long.

“They are committed to giving 
110% at every practice, pep rally, 
football game, basketball game, 
community event and compe-
tition,” said coach Taylor Hen-
son. This is Henson’s second year 
coaching the varsity team at Pis-
gah.

The routine for this year will 
feature stunts, creative transi-
tions, strong motions, jumps and 
high-energy choreography that 
will keep the crowd engaged.

“Every season brings new ath-
letes, new challenges, and new 
opportunities. It’s exciting to see 
the girls develop their skills, build 
confidence, grow in their faith, and 
create lasting friendships along the 
way,” said Henson. “I enjoy watch-
ing them push one another to be 
better every day, both as cheer-
leaders and as young women.”

During the summer the team 
attended an intense four-day UCA 
Cheer Camp at Clemson Univer-
sity where they learned a variety 
of dances, cheers, stunts and pyr-
amids. One of the biggest benefits 
of attending camp is the opportu-

nity for the team to bond early in 
the season.

“Spending four days together 
helps the girls build trust, encour-
age one another, and create friend-
ships that carry throughout the 
year,” said Henson. “It also gives 
them a chance to establish team 
expectations, strengthen commu-
nication and work together toward 
common goals.”

The varsity and JV teams also 
won state titles.

“Winning the state champion-
ship was an incredible accomplish-
ment, and I am extremely proud 
of what last year’s team achieved,” 
said Henson. “They couldn’t have 
done it without the Lord and, of 
course, each other. What I look 
forward to the most this year is 
watching this group continue to 
grow together.”

The work of the team extends 
beyond the school to the commu-
nity through service projects and 
volunteer opportunities. The team 
believes that community service 
teaches responsibility, gratitude 
and humility — qualities that are 
just as important as any skill they 
learn on the mat.

The team also spends time to-
gether off the mat through team 
bonding activities, meals and cel-
ebrations that strengthen their re-
lationships.

“We believe that being a part of 
this program means more than 
performing at games and compe-
titions,” said Henson. “It means 
serving others and representing 
our school with pride. We are look-
ing forward to another successful 
season representing our school 
and community with pride.”

All in, all year
Pisgah cheer brings the energy and hype to fans

Russ Parker — Starfire Media/Epic Photography

READY TO GO — After a state title win last season, the Bears are ready to bring 
the energy this season.
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A year after bringing home state ti-
tles, Tuscola cheer is back and ready to 
keep the momentum rolling into 2026.

“We are feeling pretty good. We have 
worked hard through the summer, and 
we’ve started back strong with two full 
teams, so we’re ready to go,” said Tusco-
la Cheer Coach Kari Setser. “They are 
definitely riding that wave and ready 
for the new season.”

She’s also excited about getting folks 
fired up for Mountaineer sports.

“We’re just ready to get in there and 
really bring the spirit to our school 
and really keep increasing that Tuscola 
pride and spirit here at school as well — 
get all the students to have the buy-in,” 
Setser said.

The Mountaineers have some adver-
sity to overcome this season, however.

The team had 11 seniors graduate last 
season, taking a deep well of experience 
with them.

“We did lose 11 seniors, but we also 
have the bulk of our girls back and a 
new group of 12 freshmen coming in. 
We’ve got a good-sized JV and varsity 
team, and they’re all ready to come in 
and keep going,” Setser said.

One of Tuscola’s junior cheerleaders 
is battling a rare autoimmune disease 
and won’t be cheering with the team this 
year. Another cheerleader is mourning 
the recent death of her mother.

The Tuscola cheer team has learned 
how to lean on one another, however. 
It’s only been a couple of years since the 
squad reeled from the tragic death of 
fellow cheerleader Kara Bryson, who 
was killed in a storm.

Setser said it can be tough to face 
these things individually, but as a team 
— and a family — they can overcome 
it.

“We’re there for each other,” Setser 
said. “Cheer can be our saving grace 
when life gets tough. Life is beautiful, 

but it’s also tough, and so we have to 
rely on each other and support each 
other and keep moving forward for 
each other.”

The Mountaineers brought home 
a state title from the NCHSAA state 
invitational meet and multiple tro-
phies from the North Carolina Cheer 
Coaches Association’s state champion-
ship meet.

This summer, the Mountaineers 
have been focusing on bringing in new 
dances and cheers, while maintaining 
some of the cheers that “are kind of the 
history and legacy” of the cheer pro-
gram, Setser said.

The team hosted a camp at Tuscola 
and attended a clinic at West Hender-
son over the summer to sharpen their 
skills.

“I am most excited just to hit the 
ground running on a high note from 
last year, and getting our girls where 
they want to be, where they can be, 
pushing them to strive for their own 
success, and lead them in that way,” 
Setser said.

CHEERLEA
DING

Keeping the spirit alive
Tuscola cheer looks to build on a championship season

Diana Gates

FAMILY — Tuscola’s cheer squad has battled a lot of adversity heading into the season, but the team is still fired up to chase 
another state title this season.
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Keith M. Maxwell, M.D. — Spine
Richard B. Jones, M.D.— Orthopedics, Sports
Andrew Rudins, M.D. — Physiatry
Samuel Abrams, M.D. — Hand, wrist and elbow
Charles DePaolo, M.D.—  Total joint
Hubert Lee Gooch, M.D. — Spine
Gregory S. Lavigne, M.D. — Orthopedics, Total joint
Matthew Massey, M.D. — Foot and ankle, Sports
John G. Mawn, M.D. — Orthopedics, Total joint
Marshall Ney, M.D. — Physiatry
Erik Olsson, M.D. — Spine
Benjamin Welborn, M.D. — Orthopedics, Sports
Matthew Wham, M.D. — Orthopedics, Sports
Steven Punzell, M.D. — Physiatry, Pain Management 

Our Orthopedic Specialities & Services

Whatever your condition, the team at Southeastern Orthopedics & Spine is 
here to help you get moving as quickly and safely as possible. Our special-
ized treatments and services include: 

Accepting New Patients Today

Same-day & walk-in appointments
for acute sports and orthopedic injuries

Let’s Get You Back In The Game.Let’s Get You Back In The Game.Let’s Get You Back In The Game.

Accepting New Patients TodayAccepting New Patients Today

Asheville: 23 Turtle Creek Drive,
Asheville, NC 28803 • 828-271-6580

Haywood County: 600 Hospital Drive, Suite 3,
Clyde, NC 28721 • 828-452-4958

828-274-SEOS (7367) or 833-747-SEOS (7367)
southeasternorthoandspine.com

Schedule your appointment today

Same-day & walk-in appointments
for acute sports and orthopedic injuries

• Sports medicine
• Fracture care
• Hip & knee
• Orthopedic surgery 

• Joint replacement  
• Shoulder
• Spine, back & neck 
• Physiatry

• Hand & wrist / Foot & ankle
• State-of-the-art outpatient surgery center
• Advanced treatment and technology
• Physical therapy & rehabilitation 

828-274-SEOS (7367) 


