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 A Letter from 
  the Director

October 2013

Dear Pirate Nation,

It is an exciting time to be a Pirate! Many of our sports teams have gotten off great starts this fall, in-
cluding two home wins for the Pirate Football team, a double overtime victory for the Women’s Soccer 
team, and two home wins for the Pirate Volleyball team! Your support of our outstanding student – 
athletes has been impressive. 

The start of fall has also included the culmination of many years of hard work and your generosity. On 
August 30th  the new basketball practice facility, recently named the Smith-Williams Center in honor 
of Harry and Tammy Smith as well as Walter and Marie Williams, was opened. The center provides our 
student-athletes with a state-of-the-art venue dedicated to practice, train, and condition.  The center is 
also home to new offices for our Men’s & Women’s Basketball teams.  

A special thank you to all those who committed their support to insure the continued success of our 
Men’s and Women’s Basketball Programs. None of this would have been possible without your generos-
ity, dedication, and commitment to our student-athletes.  

The Smith-Williams Center will also house the East Carolina University Athletics Hall of Fame.  This 
portion of the facility will provide the rich history of ECU Athletics the proper home it deserves. Upon 
its completion the space will be open to the public throughout the week and on home football and 
basketball game days. As we look to move forward with this area of the facility, we are continuing to 
seek support in making this vision complete. Please contact the Pirate Club office at 252.737.4540 for 
additional information. 

As we move ahead into the fall athletic season, I look forward to seeing each one of you in your purple 
& gold cheering loudly on our Pirates.

GO PIRATES!

 

J. Batt
Executive Director 
East Carolina University Educational Foundation
Senior Associate Athletics Director
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Date   Opponent / Event    Location  

08/31   vs. Old Dominion (PCW)  Greenville  

09/05   vs. Florida Atlantic (GR)   Greenville 

09/14   vs. Virginia Tech (FW/PH)  Greenville 

09/28  at North Carolina    Chapel Hill  

10/05   at Middle Tennessee State  Murfreesboro, Tenn. 

10/12    at Tulane    New Orleans, La.  

10/19    vs. Southern Miss (MIL)     Greenville  

11/02    at Florida International  Miami, Fla.  

11/09   vs. Tulsa (HC/HOF)   Greenville  

11/16    vs. UAB (SD)       Greenville  

11/23   at North Carolina State  Raleigh, N.C.  

11/29  at Marshall       Huntington, W.Va.  20
13
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Photo by Paul Burgett/creativeconsequences.net.For game times, results and other details, please visit ecupirates.com.
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APPRECIATION:  We extend our sincere gratitude to Tom McClellan and the ECU Media Relations Office staff. They always 
work professionally in response to our requests for images that make this publication more enjoyable for Pirate Club members.
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right: ECU School of Dental Medicine namesake, Dr. Ledyard E. 
Ross, is just one fan who’s been cheering on the Pirates in Dowdy-
Ficklen Stadium for half a century.  (ECU News Services photo)

a piRate lookS at 50: Mike  
Bunting has not missed a home 
since 1963 — Al Myatt

dowdy-Ficklen memoRieS: Life-
long Pirate fans share their cherished 
recollections — Bethany Bradsher
 
noteS, QuoteS & anecdoteS: Some 
history of Dowdy-Ficklen Stadium   
—  Al Myatt

JuStin haRdy: Walk-on steals the 
show — Al Myatt

FiFteen QueStionS: Derrell Johnson 
— W.A. Myatt

6
 

8 
 

10 
 

14

20

Cover photo: View from the west end zone of Dowdy-Ficklen Stadium. The 50,000-seat facility has undergone multiple 
phases of enhancement and expansion since its dedication in 1963 was marked by a win over Wake Forest. That initial game 
was played before a crowd of 17,000 packed into a permanent grandstand on the south side and an array of bleachers on the 
north side. (ECU Media Relations photo)
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meet J. batt: The Pirate Club has a new Executive Director — Al Myatt
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By Al Myatt

When East Carolina hosted Virginia 
Tech on Sept. 14, it was the 256th game at 
the football facility now known as Dowdy-
Ficklen Stadium.

Mike Bunting has seen 255 of those games since the sta-
dium was dedicated.

The one Bunting missed, he considers the most impor-
tant. 

“People ask me what I thought was the most important 
game we ever played,” Bunting said. “In my opinion, for what it’s 
worth, and I didn’t see it, I listened to it on the radio. It was when 
Coach Stas (Clarence Stasavich) and our ‘63 team beat Wake For-
est.

“The reason I thought that was the most important game 
and had the most significance, it got our people at East Carolina 

and the region to say, ‘Hey, we can compete with these folks. ... If 
we can build a program, we can compete on their level.’ It gave 
us hope. In my opinion, it was the thing that started our football 
program. ... I put more importance on that game than any one we 
ever played in my lifetime.”

The Pirates topped the Demon Deacons, 20-10, on Sept. 
21, 1963.

“I was at home in Greensboro at the time,” Bunting said. 
“I got so excited, I said ‘I’m not going to miss another one.’”

He lives outside of Greensboro in Julian. The recurring 
300-mile round trip to Greenville obviously takes a high degree 
of commitment.

“Mike is a loyal and faithful Pirate,” said Bill Cain, a for-
mer ECU athletic director, who sits with Bunting in Section 6. 
“He’s been there and done it.”

Bunting, 75, is president of Rubber Mil, Inc.

Real Dedication: Mike Bunting (right) hasn’t missed an East Carolina  
home football game since 1963. Bunting and his fellow alumnus, former ECU 
athletic director Bill Cain (left), are seatmates at Dowdy-Ficklen Stadium.”  
(W.A. Myatt photo)

A Pirate Looks at 50
...Years of ECU football

Recollections of half a century at Dowdy-Ficklen Stadium

6
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“We manufacture 
component parts for the metal 
working, lighting and appli-
ance industries,” Bunting said.

Bunting graduated 
from East Carolina with a de-
gree in social studies in 1961. 
He went to two football games 
as a student when the former 
stadium was located on the 
other side of campus.

He remembers going 
to a game at the current site 
of Dowdy-Ficklen Stadium 
in 1962 and sitting behind a 
light pole on some temporary 
bleachers on the south side 
of the field. He was teaching 
American History at New Ha-
nover High in Wilmington at 
the time.

He wound up at East 
Carolina because of a friend’s 
influence.

“I went to Wilming-
ton College and a friend of 
mine, Robert Galthin, who is 
now deceased, said, ‘Why don’t 
you go to East Carolina with 
us?’ “ Bunting recalled. “He 
and his sister went to East Car-
olina. I was planning on going 
to Appalachian. They said, ‘You 
can save some money. We’ll all 
live together there. We’ll rent us 
an apartment.’ That’s what I did. 
That’s how I ended up at East 
Carolina. I ended up at the least 
expensive place I could go.”

Since then, Bunting has put a lot of his time, energy and 
resources into supporting East Carolina.

Over the years, he has served on the board of directors of 
the Pirate Club and on the athletic counsel.

A win by the East Carolina freshmen team over N.C. 
State in 1968 fueled Bunting’s passion for Pirate sports.

“I met Bill (Cain) when he was freshmen football coach,” 
Bunting said. “ ... He was the first football coach to ever beat 
North Carolina State in a freshmen game. Billy Wallace was play-
ing freshmen football. 

“I was so happy to beat ‘em, I couldn’t stand it.”
Cain remembered the game, too.
“We ran the single wing,” Cain said. “It was a Friday 

afternoon and there had to be about 100 people there. Coach 
Stasavich was practicing with the varsity. He didn’t come over to 
see it. We only had three or four plays, the fullback up the middle 
and the tailback around end.”

Wallace was the tailback.
“He probably ran 35 or 40 times,” Cain said.
Wallace had a long scoring run in ECU’s 31-15 varsity 

win at State in 1971. Wallace’s son, Bill, lettered at ECU in 2010 
and 2011 as a defensive back.

Cain said that Bunting went to many of the away games 
at one time and his support of the university hasn’t been limited 
to athletics.

“If there’s something going on at East Carolina, he’ll be 
here,” Cain said. “He’s made contributions to other departments 
-- biology and music and art and medicine and everything else.

“If you’ve got a meeting, he’ll be here. He’ll come from 
Greensboro. They’ve been very, very loyal alumni.

“We’ve got a lot of ‘em like that. He’s one that I’ve gotten 
to know over the years.”

Bunting doesn’t look for comforts at ECU games.
“I don’t like to sit in the club level,” he said. “It’s too far 

away from the action. I like to sit down low where you can get 
some perspective of speed. I tried the club level but I don’t like to 
be up there. Most of those folks don’t know how to holler as well 
as we do downstairs.”

So Bunting sits with Cain and absorbs some of the for-
mer coach’s insight. 

“He’s analytical,” Bunting said. “He doesn’t get real ex-
cited.”

Bunting will get excited, according to some of his neigh-
bors in Section 6. In fact, he’s still excited about that Wake Forest 
game 50 years ago, the one he didn’t see.

That’s kept him coming back. He said he only has one 
superstition.

“I’m afraid to miss a game,” he said. #

Advertisements in 
the online edition of

And as always, 50% of every 
advertising dollar goes to 

the Pirate Club.
Send an e-mail to Sara Whitford at 
sara@lookoutpublishing.com or call 
(252) 349-3280 for more information. 

can now take readers 
directly to your 

company’s website.
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By Bethany Bradsher

It’s special if a Pirate fan has been sit-
ting in the same stadium for five decades, 
watching ECU teams play football at levels 
that have intensified over the years. But when 
that stadium has also played host to some 
of your family’s most significant events, it  
becomes something like a sacred space.

Betsy and Walker Allen understand this. When the sta-
dium opened in 1963, Walker was graduating from ECU and 
Betsy was a marshal. The next year, Betsy returned to the stadium 
for her graduation. On the first Fourth of July after their wedding, 
they walked to Ficklen to watch fireworks.

Since then, they have watched their children and their 
grandchildren graduate on that field, and woven in and out of 
every major milestone are football games – nail-biters and blow-
outs, through every manifestation of the stadium from 10,000 
seats to five times that number.

“It’s a history of our lives,” Betsy said.
Sue Aldridge had just made the Rose High cheerlead-

ing squad 50 years ago, and the brand-new stadium was also the 
home arena for the Rampants. She remembers being wide-eyed at 
the extravagance of the place where they got to enjoy high school 
football, especially since her future husband Mike was one of the 
players suiting up there.

As a member of both the Rose High and later the East 
Carolina football teams, Ficklen Stadium came to feel like home 
to Mike Aldridge. To this day, it still feels as familiar as his back-
yard at times. His favorite non-football memory of Dowdy-Fick-
len? The Franklin Graham Crusade that packed the place out in 
the late ‘90s.

Of course, football is king in Dowdy-Ficklen, and the  
Allens and the Aldridges, along with retired Greenville orthodon-
tist Dr. Ledyard Ross, are five members of a select club — those 
who have been present for perfect fall Saturdays in the stadium 
since Wake Forest came for the inauguration in 1963 and went 
home chastened. 

A few of the brightest gems in their Dowdy-Ficklen 
memory collection:

The fundraising campaign. Ross was already practicing as a 
dentist (he went back to school after a few years and became an 

The Aldridges:  Mike and Sue Aldridge first enjoyed Ficklen Stadium when 
they were students at J.H. Rose High School, he a football player and she 
a cheerleader. Mike went on to letter for the East Carolina football team.  
(Submitted photo)

Dowdy-Ficklen Memories
Lifelong fans remember five decades of game days 

watching the Pirates engage in battle on their home turf

8
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orthodontist) when ECU fundraisers came to call, looking for 
some faithful alumni who would support the effort to move the 
football action from College Stadium to what would be christened 
Ficklen Stadium. He was one of the first to pull out his checkbook. 
“I gave them a few dollars,” said Ross, who later gave a $4 million 
gift to help start the ECU School of Dentistry. “I saw most every 
game that was played, and when my son was born, he started go-
ing and sitting on my knee.” Also from that period, when smoking 
was ubiquitous, Betsy Allen’s collected empty cigarette boxes and 
turned them in for money, which was contributed to the stadium 
effort.

Terry Bradshaw. When Mike Aldridge was a player for ECU in 
the late ‘60s, he vividly recalls, Terry Bradshaw and his Louisiana 
Tech Bulldogs came to town. Bradshaw was, he said, like a man 
among the boys on the field that day. “We weren’t very good, and 
I guess you say we were slow but we weren’t very big either. It was 
like watching Goliath come at us or something.”

The Porthole Club. When Walker and Betsy Allen’s kids were 
young, they could buy them special tickets for the children’s sec-
tion, where kids could watch if they wanted to or run around and 
play if the game got slow. It was a pretty good way to make memo-

ries. “It was safe, and they had a great time,” she said. “It was de-
veloping little Pirates, that’s what it was doing.”

The turning point. Over half a century, Aldridge and the oth-
ers have watched the stadium grow through six different ex-
pansions. Each can mark their own milestones by the chang-
ing shape of Dowdy-Ficklen, and each has more memories 
embedded into those seats than they can possibly name. But 
Aldridge remembers the moment when he became convinced 
Pirate football had finally arrived. It was October 16, 2010, and 
ECU was playing in the newly renovated stadium with its 88-
foot scoreboard and the new student section. N.C. State came 
to town, and the Pirates defeated them 33-27 in overtime. 
“The atmosphere was incredible,” he said. “It was so loud. And I 
just stood there clapping with tears in my eyes.”#

The Allens: Betsy and Walker Allen  have shared many special moments at Fick-
len Stadium, from Walker’s graduation in ‘63, to Betsy’s the following year, and 
their first Fourth of July as newlyweds spent watching fireworks at the stadium.  
Since then, they’ve been there for their children’s and grandchildren’s mile-
stones at Dowdy-Ficklen Stadium, too.  (Submitted photo)

Dr. Ledyard Ross:  Dr. Ross’ support and generosity for the Pirates isn’t limited 
to the football stadium. A year ago, in October 2012, the ribbon-cutting cere-
mony took place at the Ledyard E. Ross School of Dental Medicine. The state-of-
the-art facility was named in his honor after he made a $4 million contribution 
to the school.  He is pictured here in the purple and gold decked-out offices 
of Ross Orthodontics in Greenville, which was originally founded by Dr. Ross 
decades ago, and is now run by his son,  Dr. Dennis P. Ross.  (Submitted photo)

9
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The 50th anniversary celebration of 
Dowdy-Ficklen Stadium harkens back to 
Sept. 21, 1963, when East Carolina defeated 
Wake Forest 20-10 in the dedication game of 
then-Ficklen Stadium.

Dr. Leo Jenkins, former president of East Carolina, had 
announced plans for the structure almost two years earlier at a 
meeting of the Society of Buccaneers.

The initial fundraising goal was $200,000 but $283,387 
was raised within a year.

The stadium was originally named for James Skinner 
Ficklen, a Greenville resident and leader in the tobacco industry. 
Ficklen passed away in 1955 after establishing the Ficklen Foun-
dation to aid students.

Initially, the stadium had a capacity of 17,000 and it was 
sold out for the first game. The seating was on the south side with 
a small press box on that side as well.

The Pirates won their first seven games at Ficklen Sta-
dium before losing 22-20 to Richmond on Oct. 24, 1964, the only 
setback in a 9-1 season.

In 1968, the first permanent seats were added on the 
north side, increasing capacity to 20,000.

In the old days, six lighting standards obstructed  
views of the field, but in 1975 those poles were removed and 
six light towers outside the stadium provided the illumination  

for night games. 
Seating was added on all four ends of the stadium be-

fore the 1978 season that raised capacity to 35,000. The success 
of the Pirates in the Pat Dye coaching era created the need for the 
expansion, which took place after $2.5 million was raised in the 
spring of 1977.

In April of 1994, Ron and Mary Ellen Dowdy of Orlando 
announced a $1 million gift to the ECU Educational Foundation 
(Pirate Club) for further expansion of the stadium. Ron Dowdy 
graduated from East Carolina in 1966 and has served on the ECU 
board of trustees.

The structure became known as Dowdy-Ficklen Stadium.
Alumni Al and Debby Bagwell were honored in 1997 for 

their support in the Pirate Club’s Shared Visions campaign when 
the playing facility became Bagwell Field at Dowdy-Ficklen Sta-
dium.

The upper deck was added in 1998 to bring stadium ca-

Some history of
DowDy-FIcklen STaDIum

Notes, Quotes 
& Anecdotes
by Al Myatt

Above: Dowdy-Ficklen Stadium in 2010. (ECU Media Relations photos)
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pacity to 43,000. Club level seating was added beneath 
the upper deck in 1999.

Temporary seating in 1999 allowed a then-
record crowd of 50,092 to witness a 23-6 win over 
N.C. State in the Wolfpack’s first trip to Greenville.

Conference-USA championships in 2008 
and 2009 preceded the most recent seating addition, 
the enclosure of the East end of the stadium which 
pushed capacity to 50,000 in 2010.

The expansion enabled a record crowd of 
50,610 for the North Carolina game in 2011. The Pi-
rates averaged 50,012 fans for home games during the 
2011 season.

East Carolina has won every time its stadium 
has increased in size.

In 1968, the Pirates downed Parsons 37-7. 
A 14-7 win over Western Carolina accompanied the 
1978 expansion.

Kentucky was supposed to visit in 1998 for 
the opening of the upper deck but the Wildcats ex-
ercised their buyout option and Chattanooga was en-
listed as their replacement. ECU dominated the Mocs, 
31-0.

One of the most dramatic games in stadium 
history unfolded in front of the new student section, dubbed ‘The 
Boneyard,’ in 2010 when the Pirates topped Tulsa 51-49 on a Hail 
Mary pass from Dominique Davis to Justin Jones as time expired.     

Going into the Southern Miss game on Oct. 19, the Pi-
rates have a 169-86-1 record at home in Dowdy-Ficklen Stadium 
since 1963, a .668 winning percentage.

 

Who were those guys?

The Wake Forest team that East Carolina beat in 1963 
had some noteworthy individuals but hardly distinguished itself 
as a team. Quarterback Karl Sweetan and running back Brian Pic-
colo both went on to play in the NFL.

After the loss in Greenville, the Demon Deacons were 
shut out in their next six games. Wake scored in a 39-7 defeat 
at Duke on Nov. 9 before ending an 18-game losing streak the 
following week by erasing a two-touchdown deficit in a 20-19 
homecoming win over South Carolina at Bowman Gray Stadium 
in Winston-Salem.

Billy Hildebrand was named national Coach of the Week 
after the win over the Gamecocks but that would be the next-to-
last game for the 1945 Mississippi State captain.

Wake’s season ended with a 42-0 loss to N.C. State at 
since-demolished Riddick Stadium in Raleigh on Friday night, 
Nov. 22, 1963. President John Kennedy was assassinated that af-
ternoon.

The Deacs went 1-9 while ECU finished 9-1, the only 
loss at Richmond (10-7) in the season opener on Sept. 14.

Wake improved to 5-5 the following year with John 
Mackovic at quarterback and Piccolo rushing for over 1,000 yards.

Piccolo went on to play for the Chicago Bears before los-
ing a battle with cancer at age 26. His story was chronicled in the 
1971 movie, ‘Brian’s Song,’ with James Caan portraying Piccolo 
and Billy Dee Williams as Gale Sayers.

Sweetan played for the Detroit Lions, New Orleans 
Saints and Los Angeles Rams during a five-year NFL career. He 
also played for the Toronto Argonauts of the Canadian Football 
League.

Sweetan and a cousin tried to sell a Rams playbook for 
$2,500 to Saints coach J.D. Roberts in 1972 and were arrested. 
Sweetan worked in Las Vegas before his death in 2000 at age 57 
from complications following vascular surgery.

Mackovic coached his alma mater to a Tangerine Bowl 
berth in 1979.  He went on to coach at Illinois, Texas and Arizona. 
He also coached the Kansas City Chiefs in the NFL. 

In 2006, Mackovic was named coach of the U.S. National 
team, comprised of college players. He led Team USA to the 2007 
International Federation of American Football World Cup in its 
first appearance in the competition in Kawasaki, Japan.

 

Holland update

When Ficklen Stadium opened, Terry Holland was in 
the midst of an outstanding basketball career at Davidson. He 
later followed Lefty Driesell as Wildcats coach and was Southern 
Conference Coach of the Year three times in five years. He guided 
Virginia to the Final Four in 1981 and 1984 after the Cavaliers 
won the NIT in 1980. He was ACC Coach of the Year twice before 
returning to Davidson as athletic director in 1990. He went back 
to be AD at UVa in 1995. He was inducted into the Virginia sports 
Hall of Fame in 2003. 

Holland ended a lengthy search for an AD at ECU by ac-
cepting the leadership position in September of 2004.

His administration included the hiring of Skip Holtz and 
Ruffin McNeill as football coaches, Jeff Lebo as basketball coach 
and Billy Godwin as baseball coach.

There was extensive facility improvement during Hol-
land’s tenure. The East end of Dowdy-Ficklen Stadium was en-

Some history of
DowDy-FIcklen STaDIum

James S. Ficklen Memorial Stadium in 1963. (ECU Media Relations archive photo)
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closed, the basketball practice facility was constructed and there 
was extensive renovation of Olympic sports facilities.

The Olympic sports complex now bears Holland’s name.
Holland transitioned to athletic director emeritus in the 

spring of 2013 with the arrival of Jeff Compher as AD.
Holland still views ECU football games from the press 

box. He is contracted with the school through December of 2014.
“I’m working primarily in development,” said Holland, 

whose office is located in the ECU Center on Charles Blvd.
Presumably, he will have more time to pursue his passion 

for fishing with fewer day to day administrative responsibilities.
Completing funding for the Hall of Fame entrance to the 

basketball practice facility and fully funding athletic scholarships 
remain the top priorities for Pirate Club fundraising.

The initial goal for the facility was $15 million but the 
cost was increased to $17 million to include the hall of fame mem-
orabilia entrance.

 

Ruff talks targeting

A new rule in college football this season severely penal-
izes players who lead with their helmet in initiating contact with 
opposing players. That action, called targeting, can result in a 15-
yard penalty and ejection from the game for violators.

ECU coach Ruffin McNeill said he thinks the rule can 
be difficult to enforce given the speed of the game today. There 
appeared to be a helmet to helmet hit on Pirate receiver Justin 
Hardy in the Florida Atlantic game that preceded a fumble along 

the ECU sideline although no call was made.
“If it’s an intentional, violent hit, trying to harm someone 

I think that’s easy,” McNeill said. “The targeting rule is in for the 
safety of the kids. Anything for the safety of the kids, not just ours, 
but the safety of all players, I’m all for that -- the safety of the play-
ers playing the game.”

If a player is ejected, the play is subject to video review 
and the player may be reinstated.

New facility, new start date, new  
challenges for hoops

ECU basketball coach Jeff Lebo and players began mak-
ing use of the new practice facility almost as soon as it opened 
in August. The basketball offices also are located within the new 
structure on the north side of Williams Arena at Minges Coliseum.

The Pirates have a new practice facility and new regula-
tions regarding workouts.

New rules permit preseason practice to start 40 days be-
fore the opening game of the season. Teams may practice on 30 
days within that span. Since ECU’s first game is Nov. 8 (at home 
against North Carolina Wesleyan), the Pirates can start practice 
in late September. The previous start date for preseason practice 
was Oct. 15.

The Pirates will play Norfolk State at Duke on Nov. 18 in 
the first round of the Preseason NIT. The Blue Devils meet UNC 
Asheville the same night. The two winners and two losers play the 
following night with the second round winner advancing to the 
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semifinals at Madison Square Garden in New York.
ECU made a run to win the CollegeInsiders.com Tour-

nament to close the 2012-13 season with a 23-12 record.
Point guard Miguel Paul and CIT MVP Maurice Kemp 

are gone from that team.
“We’re losing a ton of scoring,” Lebo said. “We’re losing a 

ton of leadership. We’re losing a ton of rebounds. We’re losing the 
most important position to me, the point guard position.

“We’ve got a ton of questions coming in to the season. 
We’ve got some good, experienced guys back but question marks 
will be there until we start playing games as to who will be at the 
point guard position. Kemp played three and four for us. We were 
able to put him at different places on the floor. He led the league in 
scoring. He could rebound. He was an experienced guy

“Those two losses, obviously, are going to be gigantic. 
We lost one of our better rebounders in (Robert) Sampson (trans-
ferred to Georgia Tech in his hometown of Atlanta). We’ve got a 
lot of question marks coming in. We’re going to rely I think on 
some freshmen playing major minutes for us.

“That’s going to be a learning experience for those guys. 
They’re going to have to learn under fire pretty quickly.

“Ty Armstrong will be counted on at the big spot to re-
bound consistently. (Marshall) Guilmette is going to have to be 
healthy. (Michael) Zangari is going to have to be much better. 
Those guys and then the freshmen are going to see the floor a 
little bit.

“Eight new guys on our team. That’s a lot of new faces. 
It will be interesting to see once we get out there and it turns up 
a notch with practice, how they respond and how they react as a 
group under a little bit more pressure.”

 

New playing format in C-USA

Conference USA is going to a Thursday/Saturday playing 
format in ECU’s final season in the league. With Old Dominion 
relatively close, the Pirates have a travel partner in C-USA. Teams 
will play ECU and ODU during progressive weeks of the season.

Other travel partners include Florida International and 
Florida Atlantic, Southern Miss and Tulane, Alabama-Birming-
ham and Middle Tennessee, Rice and Louisiana Tech, Texas-San 
Antonio and Texas-El Paso, North Texas and Tulsa, and Marshall 

and Charlotte.
“We weren’t close enough to have partners the way 

the old league was configured,” Lebo said. 
ECU and ODU will either be at home or on the road 

for two games each week against a set of travel partners.
Lebo sees the biggest challenge as being Saturday 

road games because of limited time to prepare.
“It’s always tough to play on the road,” he said. “For 

the UTEPs of the world on that end and us on this end, it will 
be helpful in terms of cost-effective travel. I think it will be 
more difficult to play (Thursday night), then travel and pre-
pare to play the next day. I think that’s going to be really dif-
ficult.

“From a scheduling standpoint I think the fans will 
know we’re either home for the week or we’re gone for the 
week. It’s not going to be home on a Wednesday and road on 
a Saturday.”

In previous years, there was a Wednesday/Saturday play-
ing format without travel partners in C-USA.

ECU will open the C-USA schedule at home against 
ODU on Jan. 11. The Pirates close the regular season on the road 
against Coach Jeff Jones and the Monarchs on March 6.

The Conference USA Tournament is March 11-15 at 
UTEP.

ECU moves to the American Athletic Conference for the 
2014-15 season.

“We won’t have a chance to get used to it (new C-USA 
format) because we’re going to change it once we get into the new 
league,” Lebo said.  

Changes in baseball, too

The influx of six new teams in baseball combined with 
the departure of Central Florida, Houston and Memphis will give 
C-USA a new look in baseball, too.

The league schedule also is expanding to 30 games from 
24. C-USA play will begin on the fourth weekend of the season, 
rather than the sixth.

ECU will open against James Madison at home on Feb. 
14. The Pirates travel to Virginia the second weekend. ECU hosts 
Ohio State, Pitt and Western Kentucky in the Keith LeClair Me-
morial the third weekend.

The Pirates match up with Marshall in the C-USA open-
ing series.

ECU will play North Carolina, N.C. State, UNC Wilm-
ington and UNC Greensboro home and home in nonconference 
games. 

The Pirates also plan to make a bid to host the Confer-
ence USA Tournament in their final year in the league. ECU host-
ed the league tournament in 2007.

The Pirates return their weekend rotation -- Jeff Hoff-
man (6-7, 3.20 earned run average), David Lucroy (4-2, 2.49) and 
Ryan Williams (6-2, 4.50) -- from a 31-26 team that went 14-10 in 
C-USA as well as closer Drew Reynolds, who had 14 saves. Also 
back is Brett Mabry (4-3, 2.35).

That amounts to significantly more pitching experience 
than ECU had coming back from the 2012 team.

 

right:  Maurice Kemp dunks on a fast break during East Carolina’s  
comeback win over Savannah State in a CIT first round game. (W.A. Myatt 
photo) 

#

Smith Williams Center (ECU Media Relations photo)
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Wide Receiver from the Pirates’ Own Back 
Yard Walks On and Steals the Show

By Al Myatt

JuSTIn
hARDY
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It’s a mystery that still baffles Justin 
Hardy and his coach at West Craven, Kevin 
Yost. How was it that Hardy did not have a 
major college scholarship offer coming out of 
high school?

It wasn’t because Hardy didn’t put up some impressive 
numbers.

 He had 80 catches for 1,001 yards with nine touchdowns 
as a junior. 

 Yost asked Hardy to play quarterback as a senior. Hardy 
responded with 2,500 yards passing and 35 touchdowns. He ac-
counted for 1,500 yards rushing with 10 scores.

Yost put together a highlight tape of Hardy as a receiver 
and a quarterback and sent it to 150 schools. He took Hardy for 
visits to Appalachian State and Duke.

“We camped him,” said Yost, who now coaches at Pamli-
co County High School in Bayboro, of the summer sessions which 
allow colleges to evaluate prospective players.

Hardy’s senior season at West Craven coincided with 
East Carolina’s run to the Conference USA championship in 2009.

Vernon Hargreaves of Skip Holtz’s staff recruited the 
West Craven area.

“I talked to him several times about Justin,” Yost said. 
“He wouldn’t bite.”

Hardy, who wanted to play Division I, signed with Di-
vision II Fayetteville State, where his older brother Bryan had 
played. That was his only offer.

Then Holtz left the Pirates for South Florida and ECU 
alumnus Ruffin McNeill was hired from Texas Tech to coach the 
Pirates. McNeill brought Lincoln Riley with him from the Red 
Raiders to direct a spread passing attack as offensive coordinator.

Riley saw Hardy on tape and called Yost. He told Yost 
that Hardy reminded him of Michael Crabtree, who also had 
played quarterback in high school before becoming a premier 
receiver for Texas Tech and going on to the 
San Francisco 49ers.

“He told me Justin was better than 
Michael Crabtree at the same stage,” Yost 
said. “I’ll never forget that conversation. We 
talked for about 45 minutes. I was in the 
parking lot at the Walmart in New Bern.”

There were some hitches before 
Hardy could become a Pirate.

There was a signed letter of intent 
with Fayetteville State. Yost called David 
Bowser, a former N.C. State player who was 
the Broncos recruiting coordinator. Bowser 
said Fayetteville State wouldn’t grant Hardy 
a release. Yost later called then-FSU head 
coach Kenny Phillips, who was from Green-
ville and had played strong safety for the Pi-
rates in 1982 and ‘83.

“I asked him to think about the kid 
and what was best for him,” Yost said.

Phillips wasn’t budging either. He 
said Hardy was key in his program’s plans 

for the future.
Yost called the NCAA to see what the options were. He 

was told there was a waiver request that could be filled out, signed 
and sent to Fayetteville State, which in turn would have 30 days 
to respond.

“Fayetteville State got the letter and called,” Yost said. 
“They said, ‘We’re not releasing him.’ I said, ‘We’re going to go 
through the process and see what happens.’ ... I was in touch with 
the NCAA every couple of weeks. On day 31, I called the NCAA 
and said we sent a waiver request and we haven’t heard anything 
back. I said ‘What’s the deal?’ and they said, ‘He’s free to go. He’s 
released because they never responded in those 30 days.’ That day 
we left Vanceboro about 11 o’clock. We went and talked to Lincoln 
Riley and kind of walked around the facilities.”

Riley didn’t have a scholarship available. Unless someone 
exited the program, Hardy would have to walk on.

Yost met with Hardy and his family. Hardy’s dad, Sam, 
said the family would do what it needed to allow Justin to realize 
his ambition of playing Division I.

Hardy ended up getting a scholarship his first year at 
ECU.

Yost concedes that size and speed may have been factors 
in the lack of recruiting interest in Hardy.

“He was scrawny in high school,” Yost said. “He prob-
ably weighed about 160. His best 40 (yard) time was about 4.63 
seconds.”

Yost said Hardy’s max in the bench press was about 185 
pounds at the time, unimpressive by college standards. After sev-
eral years of work in Jeff Connors’ strength and conditioning pro-
gram at ECU, Hardy is bigger, stronger and faster. He’s currently 
listed at 6 feet and 186 pounds.

“That’s the thing about 40 times and all those numbers,” 
said Sammy Batten, a college football writer for The Fayetteville 
Observer and recruiting analyst for Bonesville.net. “Sometimes 
they don’t tell you if a kid is a football player and that’s what Justin 
Hardy is. He’s a football player.

 “I know it’s not because recruiters can’t find West Cra-

Left: Justin Hardy in action for the Pirates (ECU Media Relations photo); Above: Hardy (1) during his play-
ing days for the West Craven High School Eagles (New Bern Sun Journal photo) 15
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ven because Notre Dame signed Lee Bec-
ton from there.”

West Craven has a rich heritage.
At one time, Yost was receivers 

coach at West Craven and had Hardy 
and Eric Highsmith, a former standout at 
North Carolina, under his tutelage.

Jesse Campbell, who was born in 
Washington, NC, like Hardy, went from 
West Craven to N.C. State to the NFL. 
The Eagles also have sent Roland Hooks 
(N.C. State), George Koonce (ECU) and 
Anthony Wright (South Carolina) to the 
league.

The number of stars on a high 
school player’s profile and recruiting 
rankings don’t guarantee the future.

Darius White of Fort Worth 
(TX) Dunbar was the top-rated receiver 
in the nation by recruiting expert Tom 
Lemming in the high school class of 2010, 
which included Hardy. After making just 
six catches for 71 yards in two seasons at 
Texas, White transferred to Missouri.

He was No.3 on the depth chart 
for the Tigers at the Z receiver position 
going into 2013.

Hardy had 64 catches for 658 
yards with six touchdowns in 2011 as a 

freshman. He had 88 receptions for 1,105 
yards and 11 scores last year. He also 
averaged 8.8 yards per punt return as a 
sophomore. He was first team All Con-
ference USA as a receiver and second 
team All C-USA as a returner in 2012.

“He’s legit,” said Virginia Tech 
coach Frank Beamer in the midst of his 
comments about the challenges of pre-
paring for the Pirates.

Hardy has exceptionally large 
hands. He can palm a basketball or a 
football helmet and ECU’s equipment 
staff has to special order his 5X gloves.

That senior season he spent at 
quarterback at West Craven gives him 
some offensive insight.

“It helps me understand how to 
be in the right place to be open because 
we were in a spread offense,” Hardy said.

Hardy may have been over-
looked by recruiters but Pirates quarter-
back Shane Carden sees him open a lot. 
Hardy had 20 catches for 227 yards in the 
first two games of his junior season.

Hardy isn’t thinking about the 
NFL yet.

“All I know is I have two years 
left to play here and I’m going to make 

Justin Hardy with his father, Sam, who passed away 
unexpectedly last February. (Submitted photo)

John Toler - Broker/Realtor 

ECU Class of ‘72
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Ward Realty Corporation

the most of it,” Hardy said.
 A sports studies major who has been on the ECU Honor 

Roll academically, Hardy would like to help disadvantaged chil-
dren when his football career is complete.

 “I kind of would like to build a facility, a gym, for kids 
in smaller cities that really don’t have the resources like the larger 
cities,” Hardy said. “I would like to give them the opportunity to 
go to college and play sports.”

 Hardy’s dad passed away unexpectedly last February. He 
had been instrumental in Justin’s own development.

 “That was pretty hard,” he said. “He was the guy who 
started me in football and everything. He really taught me the 
ends and outs of it.”

Sam Hardy remains an inspiration.
“That’s my motivation, that’s my why,” Hardy said. “I’m 

doing it for him.”
Yost said he was worried initially about Hardy after his 

dad’s untimely death from natural causes.
“He was real quiet,” Yost said. “He’s like a son to me even 

though I’m not his father. We talk several times a week. I told him 
I would be there for him. He comes over for meals at our house.”

Hardy was pretty special as a high school athlete. He av-
eraged close to a triple-double in basketball in points, rebounds 
and assists. He cleared 6 feet, 4 inches in the high jump.

He enjoys different types of music, including rhythm and 
blues and rap.

His personal goals are simple.
“I just want to be better than I was last year and just keep 

improving,” Hardy said.

Hardy doesn’t have a middle name but Coach McNeill 
calls him “Deuce,” after his No. 2 uniform.

“If we had been here before, we would have offered 
him out of high school,” McNeill said. “He reminded us of what 
Michael Crabtree did out of high school. ... First, he was a great 
kid. When you watch him on film, Justin did some very athletic 
things.”

The rest of the story has unfolded before the appreciative 
gaze of Pirate Nation.

“Great student, hard worker, quiet leader,” McNeill said. 
“He’s really confident but he also does the little things to make 
sure he gets better.

“He’s one of those guys you love being around. You love 
seeing him at practice. ... He’s the epitome of what you want in 
college football. He’s an All American candidate and an All Amer-
ican player.

 “He’s a legitimate Biletnikoff Award candidate as well.”
 The Fred Biletnikoff Award is presented annually to the 

top wide receiver in college football. 
 That would be quite an achievement, especially for a 

player who didn’t even get a Division I scholarship offer until he 
had walked on at ECU.#

Read more from Al Myatt at Bonesville.net. $
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Think about what you were doing in 
1977.  If you are 36 years old, or older, then you 
can say you were alive then. I was born in May 
of ‘77.  If you were old enough to be working, 
can you say you are still doing the same thing  
now that you were doing back then? Coach Rick 
Smith can. Coach Smith began his college coach-
ing career in 1977 at age 35. After going through 
his resume you quickly see he truly has been “ev-
erywhere man.” 

1977 - Smith was head coach of the George Tech Yellow 
Jackets junior varsity team. 

1978 - He was hired on the staff of East Tennessee Uni-
versity

1979-1981 - Coach Smith took a break from college 
coaching and decided he liked being a head coach and took a job 
at the high school level.  With his own rendition of worst to first, 
he took the Marianna (Fla.) fortunes from a 1-9 campaign in 1979 
to a 7-3 mark in 1981.

1982 – 1985 - Smith went back to college coaching as a 

linebackers coach at Georgia tech — this time for the big boys on 
the varsity squad. 

In 1983 he moved over to coach the secondary and punt-
ers at Georgia Tech.  That move would become significant, be-
cause defensive backs has been his specialty for a long time.  The 
Yellow Jackets struggled those first few years going 15-17-1 until 
their breakout year in 1985.  They went 9-2-1 that season culmi-
nating with an All American Bowl win over Michigan State.  

He coached under the legendary Bill Curry while at 
Georgia Tech

1986 – Coach Smith was the secondary coach under Ray 
Perkins at the University of Alabama, where he helped guide the 
Crimson Tide to a 10-3 record and a 28-6 win over Washington 
in the 1986 Sun Bowl.

1987-1989 - Smith left Alabama to take the secondary 
coaching job at Baylor — a position he held for three seasons.  
His hiring at Baylor gave him the opportunity to work with Grant  
Teaff, the College Football Hall of Fame inductee.  The previous 
year, the Bears went 9-3 and won the Blue Bonnett Bowl, but 
Smith’s years at Baylor were average at best, only going 17-15 dur-
ing his three year tenure.

1990 -1996 -  Rick Smith headed to Kentucky in 1990 
to be with his friend and former Georgia Tech head coach, Bill 

Rick Smith
A history of 
Defense
By Kevin Monroe

Above: Rick Smith has made a lifelong career out of coaching.  (ECU Media 
Relations photo)
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linebackers coach at Georgia tech — this time for the big boys on 
the varsity squad. 

In 1983 he moved over to coach the secondary and punt-
ers at Georgia Tech.  That move would become significant, be-
cause defensive backs has been his specialty for a long time.  The 
Yellow Jackets struggled those first few years going 15-17-1 until 
their breakout year in 1985.  They went 9-2-1 that season culmi-
nating with an All American Bowl win over Michigan State.  

He coached under the legendary Bill Curry while at 
Georgia Tech

1986 – Coach Smith was the secondary coach under Ray 
Perkins at the University of Alabama, where he helped guide the 
Crimson Tide to a 10-3 record and a 28-6 win over Washington 
in the 1986 Sun Bowl.

1987-1989 - Smith left Alabama to take the secondary 
coaching job at Baylor — a position he held for three seasons.  
His hiring at Baylor gave him the opportunity to work with Grant  
Teaff, the College Football Hall of Fame inductee.  The previous 
year, the Bears went 9-3 and won the Blue Bonnett Bowl, but 
Smith’s years at Baylor were average at best, only going 17-15 dur-
ing his three year tenure.

1990 -1996 -  Rick Smith headed to Kentucky in 1990 
to be with his friend and former Georgia Tech head coach, Bill 

Rick Smith
A history of 
Defense
By Kevin Monroe

Above: Rick Smith has made a lifelong career out of coaching.  (ECU Media 
Relations photo)

Curry.  He spent the first five seasons as the secondary coach  and 
the 1996 season as the defensive coordinator.  

Those years at Kentucky were tough.  Playing an SEC 
schedule at a ‘basketball’ school was too much to overcome, and 
the Wildcats had only one season that didn’t end with a losing 
record — a 6-6 mark in 1993.  They did play in a Peach Bowl that 
year versus Clemson.

1997-1998 - Coach Smith moved on to be the defensive 
coordinator at Tulane in 1997. Those two seasons under head 
coach Tommy Bowden, the Green Wave went 19-4, including 
a 12-0 season in 1998 that ended with a No. 7 national ranking 
and a win over BYU in the Liberty Bowl.  The 1997 team lead the  
nation in interceptions with 26. 

1999-2000 - Smith headed up the defense at the Uni-
versity of Cincinnati. The 1999 team struggled, but the 2000 team 
had a 7-5 record with a Motor City Bowl ap-
pearance and the nations lead in turnovers 
with 34.

2001 – Coach Smith went back to 
Kentucky under Guy Morriss, but the second 
stint was short-lived. Nevertheless, he padded 
his resume by adding ‘recruiting coordinator’ 
and ‘assistant head coach’ to his long list of 
titles.

2002-2003 - Coach Rick was the 
co- defensive coordinator at Louisiana Tech 
for two seasons.  Under Jack Bicknell, Jr. the 
Bull Dogs had two lack luster seasons of 4-8 
and 5-7.

2004 – Smith decided to go pro pri-
or to arriving at East Carolina. He served one 
year as a defensive backs coach for Berlin in 
NFL Europe, where he helped lead the Thun-
der to a 9-1 record and a 30-24 World Bowl 
victory over the Frankfurt Galaxy in June, 
2004. Smith also played a key role in Berlin’s 
league-high 15 interceptions, three of which 
came during its championship game win.

2005 -2009 – Coach Rick joined 
East Carolina’s coaching staff under Skip 
Holtz and alongside defensive coordinator 
Greg Hudson.  In 2005 he turned around a 
struggling secondary and lead a group that 
finished 20th nationally in passing defense, 
allowing only 184 yards passing per game.  

Each year Smith was with the Pi-
rates as the secondary coach, they had 15 
or more interceptions with a high of 22, and 
were ranked in the top 25 in the nation in that 
category every season. Coach Smith had five 
guys garner All C-USA honors during those 
seasons.

2010 – 2012 - Smith followed Skip 
Holtz to South Florida. Coach Rick accepted 

an offer to join the USF staff in 2010, and his coaching lead a de-
fensive unit that ranked 17th nationally in total defense and 22nd 
in scoring defense and 24th in pass defense. The secondary held 
nine-of-13 opponents under 200 yards passing and the unit’s 15 
interceptions stood third on USF’s single-season list.

2013 – Coach Ruffin McNeil hired Rick Smith to come 
back to East Carolina to be the defensive coordinator and sec-
ondary coach. The players love him because he is hard-nosed, but 
honest. His in your face coaching style has increased the intensity 
of the defense from the past few years and reinvigorated this unit. 

He preaches 11 helmets to the football and takeaways.  
The defense should always be stripping and pulling for ball and 
the secondary should be trying to snag it from the air.  The Pi-
rates still have a lot of work to do on the defensive side of the ball,  
but for now, there is no question that Rick Smith is qualified for 
the job. #

Rick Smith (ECU Media Relations photo) 19
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Fifteen 
Questions 
for

Johnson
The dreads protruding from beneath his  helmet, the muscular 

build and ability to get to the football have made No. 56, Derrell John-
son, highly recognizable on East Carolina’s defensive unit during four 
years as a starter. The Baltimore  native comes from an athletic family. 
His brother Durand plays forward in the Pitt Panthers’ basketball pro-
gram. He entered his senior season for the Pirates with 141 total tackles 
and 11 sacks. If you’re an opposing quarterback, he’s not a guy you want 
to see bearing down on you. The 6-foot-2, 264-pound information tech-
nologies major made second-team All-Conference USA as a junior and  
recently responded to questions for The Pirates Chest.

Derrell

By W.A. Myatt

20
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The dreads protruding from beneath his  helmet, the muscular 
build and ability to get to the football have made No. 56, Derrell John-
son, highly recognizable on East Carolina’s defensive unit during four 
years as a starter. The Baltimore  native comes from an athletic family. 
His brother Durand plays forward in the Pitt Panthers’ basketball pro-
gram. He entered his senior season for the Pirates with 141 total tackles 
and 11 sacks. If you’re an opposing quarterback, he’s not a guy you want 
to see bearing down on you. The 6-foot-2, 264-pound information tech-
nologies major made second-team All-Conference USA as a junior and  
recently responded to questions for The Pirates Chest.

By W.A. Myatt

Q: Favorite restaurant in Greenville?

A: Tripps.

Q: Favorite TV show?

A: ESPN First Take. 

Q: If you could put any team in the 
nation on the schedule, who would 
it be?

A: Alabama. 

Q: Do you have any routines or su-
perstitions that you do before games?

A: I have a music playlist I listen to be-
fore every game. My favorite song to 
listen to before a game would probably 
be Momma loves me by Jay-Z. 

Q: You’ve worked with coach Jeff 
Connors since the winter of your 
freshman year, what kind of impact 
has he had on you, personally?

A: Coach C has had a great impact 
on me, in my success in strength and 
conditioning. He’s a great strength and 
conditioning coach, the best I’ve ever 
been around. He takes it real serious, 
everything is calculated, he does a 
great job in getting me prepared and 
everyone prepared individually. He 
sets individual goals for each player 
and he does a great job in getting us to 
reach those goals. 

Q: What is the key for the defense to 
have a strong campaign this year?

A: The main thing is to keep getting 
better. We have to work on small 
things and take in coaching. We have 
a great coaching staff around us and 
they do a good job in getting us pre-
pared each week. We have to focus on 
the things we’re doing wrong more so 
than what we’re doing right. 

Q: How is it different preparing for 
teams you haven’t faced before such 

as Old Dominion and Florida Atlan-
tic as opposed to a familiar foe like 
Virginia Tech?

A: You never know what you’re going 
to get (from anyone), you see it on 
film, but it’s different actually playing 
against it. All we focus on is doing 
what we do best and executing the 
calls from coaches, tackle well and stay 
inside ourselves. 

Q: Who has had the most impact on 
your life?

A: My Mom and Dad. They’ve always 
been really supportive of me no matter 
what I chose to do. They always told 
me I could do whatever I put my mind 
to and they always pushed me, and I 
thank them for that, but also of course, 
God. 

Q: What do you plan to do after you 
graduate from ECU?

A: I plan to use my degree. If the next 
level is there and if I’m blessed enough 
to make it there, then that’s definitely 
something I’m looking forward to. If 
not, I’ll graduate in the spring (2014) 
with a business Information Technol-
ogies degree so I definitely plan on us-
ing that if all else fails. 

 Q: How often are you able to watch 
your brother, Durand play basket-
ball at Pitt?

A: During the offseason, I’ll go up and 
watch a couple of his games and I get 
to watch him on TV. He gets to come 
down here for a few games, the first 
game, he got to come down and watch 
me play. That’s one of those things 
where I have to lead for my younger 
brother – show him the right way to 
do things, so hopefully it rubs off on 
him. 

Q: How would you describe your 
relationship with head coach Ruffin 
McNeill?

A: I have a great relationship with 
coach Ruff. He’s like a father figure 
to me; he’s very supportive on and off 
the field. As far as academics go, he’s 
pushed me to make sure I focus on my 
degree and just helped me focus on 
the small things. 

Q: What made you decide on Infor-
mation Technologies as your major?

A: I’m good with computers. I really 
wanted to do engineering but due to 
time conflicts with football, it didn’t 
allow me to do that. I’m good with 
technology and that’s one of those 
things where I feel like it’s one of my 
strengths. 

Q: What’s your favorite memory, so 
far, in Dowdy-Ficklen Stadium?

A:  My favorite memory is probably 
beating N.C. State my freshman year. 
I still remember (Damon) Magazu 
catching the ball (game-clinching in-
terception in overtime) and everyone 
running on the field and us winning 
the game.

Q: What are your thoughts on the 
black uniforms?

A: I love them. We looked good and 
we played good, it was nice to come 
out there with a change of uniforms 
and to come out and get the win was 
the most important thing. 

Q: What is your favorite thing about 
East Carolina University?

A: The fans. The support we get from 
the fans is unlike any other university 
– it’s special. It’s a privilege and honor 
to be a part of this university, play in 
front of our fans and be a part of this 
team.

W.A. Myatt’s Fifteen Questions feature 
appears regularly at Bonesville.net
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Ruff’s game  
plan includes 

big dose of 
leadership

By Brian Bailey

22

2013-10-PC.indb   22 9/26/2013   10:47:28 AM



23

Great teams usually have one common 
trait. Great teams have outstanding leaders. 
Those leaders can come in all different types. 
Those leaders are sometimes the difference in 
several outcomes during a season. 

At East Carolina the football coaches only have a limited 
window of time with the players. Strength Coach Jeff Connors 
also has the players in limited opportunities.

There are no NCAA restrictions for players spending 
time with players. 

Leaders do so both on and off the field. For every football 
player in the nation that has gotten in trouble there are hundreds 
that stayed clear, because someone in a leadership role was avail-
able and helped their teammate. 

Sometimes it’s just enough support to get a player 
through a difficult practice or maybe a nagging in-
jury. It could be making sure a teammate gets help 
in the classroom. 

Pirate coach Ruffin McNeill says you 
can’t emphasize the role of leaders enough on a 
football team. He says he is especially blessed this 
season. 

“It’s very important,” said McNeill after a 
recent practice. “This is the largest leadership core 
that I have had. It really comes into play during 
the off-season or in practice when there aren’t any 
fans or media around.”

McNeill’s leaders do so in a variety of 
ways.

“Some leaders are made and some are 
born,” explained McNeill. “Derrell Johnson is not 
a vocal leader. Justin Hardy is not a vocal leader. 
They lead with their work ethic. But when they do 
talk, people do listen.”

“Coach Ruff got with a whole bunch of us 
guys together, some of us ‘old heads’, said Hardy. 
“He talked to us about what we had to do as lead-
ers to make this team be what we all want it to be.”

Perhaps the best known of the leadership 
core is quarterback Shane Carden. Carden took 
over as the starting signal caller early in the 2012 
season and had to earn his position as one of the 
team’s leaders. 

“I think it is very important for any team, 
any sport and any organization for that matter” 
said Carden when I asked him how important it 
was to have leaders on a team. “You can’t come in 
and force it. You have to prove yourself to the team 
and to the organization before you can lead them.”

Carden has enjoyed and embraced his 
role, starting this spring, continuing on through 
summer camp and now into the fall. 

“That’s why I have felt so much more 

comfortable leading this year after what we did last season,” 
Carden said. “I do consider myself a leader but we have several 
great leaders on this football team.”

McNeill says Carden and several others do a great job in 
leading his football program. 

“One of the most important parts of our team or any 
team is the leadership that you get from within,” said McNeill.

He continued. “It doesn’t have to be a senior. You would 
hope that it would be a senior but it certainly doesn’t have to be.  
This year we pretty much have them in each class. We even have 
some of the younger players, the freshmen, which are leading in 
their own way.”

There are leaders and there are followers. The combina-
tion of the two goes a long way in the success of a team or an 
organization. 

With so many “young” leaders in the program the future 
is extremely bright for Ruffin McNeill and his Pirate football pro-
gram. 

Left: Coach Ruffin McNeill; Right: Quarterback Shane 
Carden. (ECU Media Relations photo)

#

23

2013-10-PC.indb   23 9/26/2013   10:47:29 AM



24

What’s the old saying?  “No man is an is-
land?” It’s an expression emphasizing a person’s con-
nections to his or her surroundings.  Films and musi-
cals have been produced around this concept. It also 
means people. The people that have influenced your 
life. I got to thinking about some of those folks, many 
with ECU ties, and what I’ve taken from them, not 
only career wise, but more importantly in the game 
of life. The following fourteen people are folks I’ve 
been privileged to be around.  

DAVE HART - The former director of athletics at ECU 
hired me in 1988 and I will always be grateful for the opportunity 
to serve as your “Voice” of the Pirates. Dave constantly preached 
image.  He knew ECU had some work to do in that area. Image is 
important, especially in a visible profession like college athletics.  
Your appearance, how you carry yourself, how you treat others, 
how you represent your oganization and your family.  I learned 
about image and class from Dave. 

SkIP CARAY - The late Atlanta sportscaster taught me 
about kindness to younger people in your profession.  I was  a 
young 28-year-old when I went to WSB in 1980.  Skip was a big 
deal with the Braves and Hawks in those days.  He certainly didn’t 
have to give me the time of day, but he was so supportive. He 
taught me to take time to pass on any wisdom you can give to a 
younger person in your business. 

ART BAkER - I’ve never met a finer man.  My first 
year at ECU was Art’s last and I had the good fortune of working 
with him.  When he was dismissed, he handled that decision with 

A Visit with  
“The Voice”
by Jeff Charles

Above: ECU’s former head football coach Art Baker (ECU Media Relations 
archive photo)

Life and Career
Influences
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A Visit with  
“The Voice”
by Jeff Charles

class.  He’s never bad-mouthed ECU and has been supportive and  
visible around the program. A good man.  

JOE TAIT - The longtime now retired “Voice” of the 
Cleveland Cavaliers was someone I grew up listening to. His clear, 
concise play-by-play was outstanding. You always knew who had 
the ball and where it was on the floor. I took Joe to dinner many 
years ago when the Cav’s played Blue Edwards and the Utah Jazz 
in a pre-season NBA game in Minges. I’ll always remember the 
visit.  

CARlESTER CRUMPlER - We came to ECU at the 
same time in 1988. We worked together in the broadcast booth 
for 18 years and roomed together on the road. I learned so much 
about the African-American experience growing up in Wilson in 
the 60’s. His grandmother raised him to be a responsible, humble, 
respectful, kind human being. He’s a role model today and great 
representative of the program. When I think of Crump, I think of 
respect.  

DAlE MURPHY - He was a big star for 
the Atlanta Braves in the 80’s, but was so humble. A  
devout Mormon, his faith has been a big part of 
his life.  He was always gracious to me during  
intrerviews and charity events.  He taught everyone 
you can be a major league baseball star and be hum-
ble at the same time.  

BIll DOOlEY - The former head coach 
of the Hokies hired me in 1983 as the “Voice” of the 
Hokies.  He was consistent. He had a game plan and 
never got off course.  Bill had a great work ethic. If 
you were loyal to him, he was loyal to you.  He taught 
me about loyalty. 

ElMO EllIS - The former general man-
ager of WSB in Atlanta was a broadcast legend. He 
was also tough, but was a great teacher. One of the 
lessons he gave me was on the art of interviewing. I 
still follow his advice today. It’s basically this: Ask the 
question as concisely as possible and then shut up. I 
learned so much from him. 

RUFFIN MCNEIll - He has taught all of 
us about appreciation. How much he appreciates be-
ing here and the opportunity he has been given.  I’ve 
never seen him have a bad day. His attitude is re-
markable. We could all be more appreciative.  

HUBIE BROWN - The former NBA coach 
and television analyst brings incredible passion to 
the game.  You know when you are around someone 
special. I always kept quiet and just listened to him 
talk hoops and life. Now well into his 70’s, that un-
bridled passion still burns strong.  

MARTY BRENNAMAN - The long time 
“Voice’” of the Cincinnati Reds.  He has a signature 
saying following Cincnnati wins, “This one belongs 
to the Reds.” I always thought that was cool. When I 
started doing games I wanted to do the same thing.  
You know the rest of the story.  

lOU HENSON - He was the head basket-
ball coach at Illinois when I did their games in the 

late 70’s.  He was very kind to a young guy feeling his way around. 
I will always appreciate his patience.  I need more of it still today. 
I will always be grateful to him.  

BIll lEWIS - The former Pirate football boss taught us 
about attention to detail and striving for perfection in everything 
you do. Bill was and I’m sure still is  a perfectionist to this day.  He 
was a professional in every sense of the word. 

JOE MCCONNEll - The former “Voice” of the Chi-
cago Bears is the only person on the list I’ve never met. As I was 
just getting started in the business, my radio would be tuned to 
the Bear’s games on Sunday listening to Joe.  I knew this guy was 
a great football play-by-play announcer and I tried to soak up as 
much as I could.  He taught me about football play-by-play and he 
doesn’t even know it to this day.  

Please give some thought to the people who’ve influenced 
you in a postive way.  You might want to say thanks.  We’ll see you 
in Greenville, “keep painting ‘em purple.”

Above: Former ECU Athletics Director Dave Hart (ECU Media Relations archive photo) 25
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By Bethany Bradsher

Through Shelby Beasley, Andrea Queck 
and Whitney Campbell’s first three seasons 
as members of the ECU volleyball team, the  
Pirates went 6-82. That’s two wins a year, for 
three straight years.

So it’s no wonder that the three seniors – along with 
classmates Nicole Willis and Virginia Fitch, who transferred to 
ECU as juniors – were characterized by optimism in the early 
weeks of the season. With a new coaching staff bringing a more 
intense work ethic and a revamped attitude, seniors like Willis 
have been re-acquainted with a feeling called optimism.

“I’ve heard more about our team being new and fresh 
than I have in a long time,” said Willis, a 6-2 outside hitter who 
came to ECU as a transfer from LSU. “Last year we were not in any 
conversation around campus at all.”

Torbett has sounded the same theme throughout every 
practice – if you practice hard you play hard, and the habits you 
develop every day will show up when it matters most. And when 

they won back-to-back matches (for the first time since 2009) 
against The Citadel and Morgan State in early September, the vet-
eran players saw all of the proof they needed that the new attitude 
was starting to yield results.

“At first we were very unsure,” said Fitch, a middle block-
er from Raleigh who transferred to ECU from American Univer-
sity. “Coach Torbett was very honest, she said she was from a win-
ning program, she knew how to create a winning program and 
she was going to bring it here to East Carolina. She has definitely 
changed the pace and the way that we play the game.”

Queck, a defensive specialist from Charlotte, said that 
the 2013 Lady Pirates approach each week from the same angle – 
pinpointing areas for improvement and lasering in on those dur-
ing the week of practice. That shared intensity makes it easier to 
withstand tough workouts, knowing that the payoff is coming.

“We’re trying to change the entire culture of the pro-
gram,” Queck said. “We see improvement every day and we’re able 
to display that on the court.”

The true test of the Lady Pirates’ transformation will 
come as the season progresses, but the team and close observers 

New Attitude: Coach Torbett’s approach to bringing a more intense work ethic 
to the ECU volleyball team has given her players a renewed optimism. (ECU 
Media Relations photo)

Torbett Amps Up Intensity for East Carolina 

Volleyball
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already saw a flash of what they hope is a bright future during the 
spring, when the team played three scrimmages during a period 
that is usually reserved for practice only.

That mini-spring schedule had the benefit of serving as 
an immediate proving ground for the faster offense and no-excus-
es approach that new coach Julie Torbett installed when she ar-
rived from Winthrop University in April. The players didn’t need 
to just hope the new system would lead to improvement; they saw 
it on the court.

“Going through spring, the transition between the 
old coaching staff and having Coach Torbett, it went a lot more 
smoothly than we anticipated, and we really bought into what she 
was telling us,” Willis said. “The schedule really proved to us that 
if we buy into what she’s telling us and we give it all of our effort 
and our attention than we’ll benefit immediately from the changes 
that we make.

“Everything just came easier. The parents saw it, the fans 
saw it, the other teams were like, ‘What is happening?’”

On the front row, the outside hitters aren’t very tall but 
they make up for their lack of height in speed, and athleticism, 
said Torbett, who was a defensive specialist for national volley-
ball powerhouse Penn State in the late ‘80s. Because of her back-
ground, she has emphasized how critical a scrappy, physical back 
row is on every play, and defenders like Beasley have stepped up 
their games.

 “In my opinion, I really think defense wins games,”  
Beasley said. “We have a pretty short front row, so defense is going 
to be 90 percent of the reason why we win. It’s not OK for a ball 
to drop.”

Below: Whitney Campbell;  Right: Shelby Beasley (ECU Media Relations photos)
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Of the Pirates’ five newcomers, setter Bella Borgiotti 
and middle blocker Ashley McRae are likely to see significant 
playing time from the beginning, Torbett said, but others 
will undoubtedly emerge as the season progresses and they 
become more comfortable with the faster pace and higher 
intensity of the college game. McRae is small for a middle 
blocker at 5-9, but she makes up for it with her athleticism.

“She’s tiny, but man, can she jump, and when she 
connects she can hit over, she can rip on the ball,” Torbett 
said.

After nine straight away matches – including tour-
naments at Elon and Appalachian State – the Pirates will re-
turn home on Oct. 4 and 5 for C-USA matches against UAB 
and Savannah State. After that long drought from Minges 
Coliseum, Torbett and her players hope to mobilize the Pi-
rate Nation to enjoy the new-look team. If the fans can get 
just a taste of the excitement the players are feeling, it should 
be an electric environment.

“They are pretty hungry to win,” Torbett said. 
Campbell, one of the three who has been with the 

team for each of those two-win seasons, said that they are de-
termined to go out on a high note and to ensure that no other 
Pirate player has to navigate such difficult terrain again.

“Its like a new team, a new beginning,” she said. 
“The past it the past. We’re hungry. We’re ready to change the 
outlook on the volleyball team.”

Below: Nicole Willis;  Right: Andrea Queck (ECU Media Relations photos)

#
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Pirate Club News
Something to Think 
About... 
By Mark Hessert

Why Give a Percentage of Your Estate?

Have you ever wished you were able to give 
more support to the Pirate Club, but just do not 
have the resources to do so? One way to show 
your support is to name the East Carolina Univer-
sity Educational Foundation, Inc. (Pirate Club) in 
your will, or as discussed below, as a beneficiary 
of your IRA or 401K. 

These qualified retirement plans can be an ex-
cellent gift mechanism to support the East Caro-
lina University Educational Foundation, Inc. (Tax 
ID # 56-606-1192) [Pirate Club].  Making the Pi-
rate Club a beneficiary of a percentage or set 
dollar amount is an excellent way to help build 
the Student Athlete Scholarship Endowment, 
while also helping your heirs (beneficiaries) avoid taxation on this asset at their marginal in-
come tax rate as they take payments.  

Also, between now and December 31, 2013, individuals who are 70 1/2 or older can make 
an outright transfer up to a maximum of $100,000 from an IRA/ qualified retirement plan to 
support the East Carolina Educational Foundation, Inc. This transfer, which is done between 
your IRA provider directly to the ECU Educational Foundation, can be used to fulfill your mini-
mum required distribution or go above and beyond that total. Leaving even a small amount 
of your estate can be huge for the continued growth of the Pirate Club.  

For more information, feel free to contact Mark S. Hessert, Associate Executive Director of the 
Pirate Club at 252-737-4543, or Greg Abeyounis, Associate Vice Chancellor for Development 
at East Carolina University at 252-328-9573.  

Go Pirates!   
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      Please submit form to:
 East Carolina University Pirate Club
 304 Ward Sports Medicine Bldg.
 Greenville, NC 27858-4353

Ahoy, New 
Little Pirate!

Max Julian DiGiovanni 

Andrew J. DiGiovanni (‘97) and Kelly Jernigan  
DiGiovanni (‘01) are proud to announce the 
birth of their son, Max Julian DiGiovanni, born 
July 1, 2013. His birth weight was 8 lbs, 1 oz.
 
Andrew and Kelly are proud to welcome Max 
to the Pirate Nation, and cannot wait to tailgate 
with their new bundle of joy.

A Pirate Retirement
Pirate Club member 

David H. Englert, a Cer-
tified Public Accountant 
(CPA), retired as Vice Pres-
ident-Finance/Treasurer of 
Southern Tile Distributors, 
Inc. in Norfolk, VA after 
32 years of service. Previ-
ously, he worked as an au-
ditor with the United States 
General Accounting Office 
(GAO) for six years in their 
Norfolk Regional Office.

Now that Englert is retired, the lifelong  
Pirate has made it plain he won’t be letting any grass 
grow under his feet. For the immediate future, he says 
his plans are to support his wife, Gail, a math teacher 
at Norfolk Middle School, with the household chores,  
while also devoting more time to church, East Caro-
lina, condominium and other volunteer activities.

The Englerts have also turned greater attention 
to their financial portfolio. Said David, “We are updat-
ing our estate planning and getting more active with 
managing our personal finances.”

It won’t be all work and no play for the couple, 
however. “Gail and I both enjoy traveling,” Englert 
commented, “and we made trips this summer to Utah, 
California, New York and Pennsylvania.”

David also plans to stay physically active now 
that he has more free time, “I’ve joined a senior men’s 
golf association in Virginia Beach that offers golf every 
Thursday, and I try to visit my gym regularly.”

Send Us Your 
Announcements!

We want to know about you, your family and news 
in your life that we can share with other Pirate 

Club members. Please mail information to:

East Carolina University Pirate Club 
304 Ward Sports Medicine Bldg. 

Greenville, NC  27858-4353
Attn: Member’s Corner

Or Fax to: (252) 737-4664
You can also e-mail us at: 

bakermo@ecu.edu
Subject Line:  Member’s Corner

Member’s Corner

2013-10-PC.indb   30 9/26/2013   10:47:37 AM

mailto:bakermo@ecu.edu


31

 ECU Pirate Club/Pirates’ Chest Subscription Change of Address Form

      Please submit form to:
 East Carolina University Pirate Club
 304 Ward Sports Medicine Bldg.
 Greenville, NC 27858-4353

You may also e-mail your change-of-address information to bakermo@ecu.edu 
or send via fax to (252) 737-4664.

Both your Pirate Club mailing information, as well as your Pirates’ Chest 
subscription information will be updated with this form.

Name

Old Address 

City

State   Zip

Phone

Name

New Address 

City

State   Zip

Phone

Austin Batchelor

Eason Beatty

Max D. Chambers

Jeffrey Dail

Colby P. Daughton

Olivia Deitz

Emily Edgerton

Jaxon Raynor

Caleb Landon Renn

Pirate Kids Club October Birthdays

Happy Birthday, Kids!

Jonathan Rogers

Riley Thomas Rosenbaum

James Tanner Serafini

Ethan Robert Simonowich

Mary Reagan Smith

John Carlton Southern IV

Noah Lee Westbrook

Hunter Whitten

Brent Michael Wright
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A Letter from Britton Banowsky  
Commissioner of C-USA

Dear Friends, Boosters and Fans of Conference USA Institutions:

Conference USA is committed to establishing itself as a national leader in intercollegiate ath-
letics, with a strong emphasis on sportsmanship and integrity. The Conference, with the sup-
port of the Presidents and athletics administrators at all twelve institutions, has develolped an 
extensive sportsmanship program designed to improve awaremess and encourage positive 
behavior at all athletic events.

This letter is to ask for your assistance in this effort. Please help spread the word that Confer-
ence USA and its member institutions are known for great teams that conduct themselves in 
competition with class, dignity and honor. Your actions, both home and away, are extremly 
important to the image of your team and your institution. You can have a positive impact on 
the guests that visit your institution and the experiences of the participating student-athletes. 
Please adopt a philosophy of respect and responsibility and help your fellow fans do the same.

Thanks for your support of Conference USA and this very important sportsmanship initiviative. 
It is most appreciated.

Cordially, 

Britton Banowsky 
Commissioner

Compliance Corner
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Compliance Corner
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34 Stay up to date on Pirate Club news and contests by visiting ecupirateclub.com.
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