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Members of Mahomet-Seymour's boys’ cross-country team do what they do best — travel as a pack — at their school in
Mahaomet The Rulldase will be amono the favoritee 1o take the Class 2A state title this vear. :
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Bulldogs have eyes set to state meet, national qualifying competition

MAHOMET ~ The
sea of seven runners in
like uniforms maraud-
ing together through
the first two miles of a
3-mile race is a common
sight at Mahomet-Sey-
mour boys’ cross-coun-
try races. Usually, those
runners pushing and
pulling each other along wear blue and
orange.

That’s why the second mile of the
Richard Spring Invitational on Sept.

17 was such a jarring sight for Ryan
Hodge and the rest of the Bulldogs.

First, one runner in Neuqua Valley’s
blue-and-white uniform passed Hodge.
Seconds later, another blew by. Then
another. Then, the rest of the Wildcats
came striding past.

“Once you see one guy pass, you're
like, ‘Oh, it’s only one guy,” Hodge said.
“Then the second one, then the third
one, and then the rest of your team pass-
es and youw're like, ‘Oh, crap.” ”

Call it a dose of their own medicine.

Neuqua Valley is the only team from
Illinois ranked higher than Mahomet-
Seymour in Milesplit.com’s national
rankings, at No. 3. The Bulldogs, who
compete one IHSA class down from the
Wildcats, are ranked 15th.

But unlike most dominant high school
teams, the Bulldogs’ roster consists
of less than 20 runners, most of whom
coach Neal Garrison could easily slide
into regional- and sectional-winning
teams.

That’s by design. Garrison used to
recruit athletes, and his total number of
runners peaked in the 40s. Now, he lets
the school’s motivated runners choose
for themselves whether or not they run.

“The advantage of a smaller team is
that you can take care of them more and
more, and they can take care of their
feammates a lot more when we’re not
too big of a team,” Garrison said. “We

don’t need a massive amount. I just need
the right guys, the guys that care about
each other.”

That total number, though, behes the
depth the Bulldogs boast.

During last year’s postseason, Gar-

rison swapped out three of his regional -

runners for the sectional race. They
won the sectional event by 45 points.
The Bulldogs lost two runners from last
vear’s team that finished second in Class
2A for the second straight year, but
they’re better this season.

Last year, then-junior Andrew Walm-
er was the only M-S runner to break 15
minutes at the state meet, and senior
Alex Keeble was the only other to break
the barrier all season. At Thursday’s
Corn Belt Meet, six Bulldogs — Gabe
Pommier, Riley Fortune, Walmer, Brian
Butcher, Hodge and Mathias Powell —
finished with times of 14:58 or better.

Garrison couldn’t exactly pinpoint
how he came up with this large num-
ber of elite runners. But since the team
made the state meet in 2011, he’s had
more and more runners who genuinely
enjoy the sport, which in turn makes it
easier for a large amount of athletes to
put in high mﬂeage

“A lot of it is they just have to like
running,” Garrison said. “It wouldn’t
really matter what we do if they thought
they had to do it and it was punishment
or work. They have to buy-in that they
actually enjoy running.

“T actually run with them because I

-personally do like running. I think they

see that you can enjoy the sport. So it’s

- not even necessarily about being com-

petitive. If you like it, you put the work
in, and they’re more likely to put the
work in if they don’t hate it.”

This state series, Garrison will try to
allocate his full complement of 12 run-
ners throughout the three meets.

And whatever combination of seven
runners Garrison decides to line up

will likely run together for the first two

miles of the race, as they’ve begun to
do this season. At the Corn Belt Meet,
all seven runners finished within 16 sec-
onds of each other.

For Walmer, who normally leads the
Bulldogs, that means pulling back on the
throttle at the beginning of races.

“At first, we all just kind of did their
own thing like, ‘Here’s what guys in
the past have done, let’s just goout and .. |
hammer it, ” Walmer said. “This year
we've taken the approach of teams
we’ve seen, like York, who have had suc-
cess with the pack running. Implement- .
ing that in practice has obviously gotten
us the results.”

If they replicate their Corn Belt times
at the state meet at Peoria’s Detweiller
Park, which is considered a fast course,
the Bulldogs should put themselves in
the mix for a state title.

But they’re looking beyond the Nov. 5
state meet. The following week, they’ll
compete at the Nike Cross Nationals
Midwest meet with hopes of qualify-
ing for the national meet on Dec. 3 in
Portland, Qre. Garrison has adjusted
his team’s training schedule according-
ly, even though he won’t be allowed to
coach the team after the state meet.

And while their pack of seven normal-
ly dominates meets and will be favored: :
to win Class 2A, they haven’t forgotten
about that pack of runners in blue and
white.

“We look at what (Neuqua Valley’s)
times are like and just compare it, and
we know that we have to push harder to. ¥
be even with that pack or better,” Hodge
said, “It’s pretty exciting for us to know
that the last couple of years, we weren’t
at that potential of running. Now we're
there, with the teams that we always

‘Jooked up to.”

Preps coordinator Anthony Zilis writes a
column throuighout the school year. He can
be reached at 217-351-5235, at azilis@news- .
gazette.com or @adzilis on Twitter.
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