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Friday, Sept. 18, 2009

Sherwood's return game has Merritt

Junior houses second-half kickoff in 19-0 win over Paint Branch on Thursday

by Ian Quillen | Special to The Gazette

After nearly breaking a kickoff return to the end zone in the first half, Jamal Merritt could not possibly think he would get another chance. Could he?

"If there's no blocks, or if there's blocks, I'm always thinking about making a play," said Merritt, whose 82-yard kickoff return touchdown in the second half proved pivotal in Sherwood's 19-0 victory at Paint Branch Thursday. "It was all up to my blockers, I just had to make the cuts and score."

At the beginning of the second half, Merritt did. And in the 12 seconds he took to catch the kick, sweep around the left sideline, sprint across the goal line and put the Warriors up 12-0, he transformed a game that was there for the taking.

"It was big," said Sherwood coach Pat Cliento, who also watched as Merritt ran a punt back 43 yards in the first quarter, barely stepping on the sideline 40 yards from an open endzone. "It started off the third quarter. You always talk about starting off the third quarter strong."

Merritt's was just one in a series of big plays.

Despite being outgained 161 yards to 116 yards, earning only five first downs, and running 11 fewer plays than Paint Branch (2-1 overall, 1-1 Montgomery 4A East Division), Sherwood (3-0, 2-0) seized opportunities in a manner that belied the relative youth of a group that lost 30 seniors from last year's 4A state championship squad.

Andy Estrain's 30-yard field goal made it 5-0 late in the first quarter, and his three punts averaged 41 yards, without a return, keeping field position decidedly in the Warriors' favor.

Ricku Ramesh's two fourth-quarter interceptions halted Paint Branch quarterback Tracy Martin. The second set up Alex Cole's clinching 9-yard option touchdown pass to Alex Denman with 2 minutes, 2 seconds remaining.

One drive before, Greg Grant's sack on a fourth-and-9 deep in Sherwood territory marked the first time in the second half that Martin, a slashing, dashing quarterback, had been tackled for a loss.

"We were in shape and we got the job done," said Grant, who was in the middle of Sherwood's second-straight defensive shutout, and the first where the defense spent more time on the field than the offense. "You need to be in shape. That's what it takes to be a champion."

Said Paint Branch coach Mike Nesmith: "I think it's another example of why Sherwood is Sherwood. They're not going to beat themselves. And in key situations, we made errors. That's the final hurdle. If you want to be a team that's up with Sherwood on that level, you've got to be able to execute in those key moments. We're still learning."

Martin ran for 49 yards and threw for 59, but took a first-quarter safety on an intentional grounding penalty in the end zone. He also just missed on a potential 27-yard touchdown pass early in the fourth quarter on a fourth-down throw that brushed Torian Henderson's fingertips.

Sherwood running back Dylan Hubbard ran for 62 yards after an injury to junior standout Cyrus Britt early in the game. The Panthers forced the Warriors into three second-half turnovers, including Earvin Anumgba's third-quarter interception.

