Chiefs pay ultimate tribute to
Nolen with playoff win
Tim Smith 4:25 p.m. EST November 7, 2015
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Their biggest game of the season awaited the Canton Chiefs Friday night.
But before making the bus ride over to Tom Holzer Ford Field in Northville,
Canton head coach Tim Baechler talked to his team about Josh Nolen —
the former Chiefs defensive back who passed away Oct. 30 after a bout
with kidney cancer.
Nolen's funeral was earlier Friday, attended by most of the team.
"We had the 8 stickers, we talked about it," said Baechler following
Canton's 34-27 victory over previously unbeaten Northville in a Division 1
district final. "The funeral service today was inspirational, it was awesome.
And I talked to the kids a little bit about that. We played for him today, and
for his dad, his family. It was a special day.
"I told the kids in our meeting room before we got on the bus. 'Guys, if you
knew you had a week left to live, what would you do? How hard would you
play?' This young man was just sitting here like you five years ago. You
can't waste a down, you can't waste a play, you can't waste a day.'"
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Canton football coach Tim Baechler presents the Division 1 district trophy to his team
after Friday’s 34-27 win over Northville. (Photo: MICHAEL VASILNEK)

Baechler's speech hit the mark, because on the second snap of the
ballgame, 5-7 junior running back Markus Sanders burst through the
Mustangs' defense for a 74-yard run.
Only a desperation tackle by Ryan Nelson kept Sanders from scoring.
Taking it in from the 1-yard line on the next play was senior running back
Jakob Wickens to put the Chiefs in front 7-0.
"That (Sanders' big run) kind of set the tone and let them know we were
here," noted Baechler.
Northville senior quarterback Justin Zimbo then had his first-down pass
tipped at the line and intercepted near midfield by Canton sophomore Colin
Troup.
"That hurt, every possession in this game mattered," said Mustangs' head
coach Matt Ladach, whose team finished 10-1, it's best record since 1961.
"Turning the ball over was something we knew we could not do, and
unfortunately we did."
The Chiefs subsequently cashed in on a seven-yard up-the-middle TD run
by Wickens, accelerating as he neared paydirt, opening up a 14-0 lead.

Like a machine
Canton — who now face nemesis Saline in a D1 regional rematch from
2014 — never gave up the lead the rest of the way, grinding down
Northville's defense with a running attack that chewed up yards and
minutes.
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Charging ahead for some of the more than 200 yards he gained Friday night is Canton’s
Markus Sanders (No. 2). (Photo: MICHAEL VASILNEK)

The only time Chiefs junior quarterback Jake O'Donnell had to throw the
ball, it went for a 56-yard gain to junior Brennon Pelland.
That play keyed a third quarter TD drive capped off by senior Jared
Stephens' 3-yard run through the left side of the line.
"Our line was blocking hard all day, the run was working," O'Donnell said.
"When you throw it once a game you know it's going to be wide open.
That's what we did and it worked.
"You know he's going to be wide open, you just got to get it to him."
Before the game, Ladach emphasized the need to put the defensive
clamps on Sanders -- who entered the contest with nearly 1,800 rushing
yards and 27 TDs — if Northville was to move on to the next round.
What the Mustangs had to deal with was Canton's O-line and an offense
that kept coming., on a mission to move the chains.

"It's amazing for a quarterback," said O'Donnell, smiling. "We get all the
glory, but our line's doing all the work and we're just running downhill all
night long."
If not Sanders running the ball (he ran for about 250 yards anyway), the
Chiefs had Stephens (who also cracked the 100-yard mark Friday) and
Wickens to contend with.
"Our offense plays better when all three backs get carries," Baechler said.
Striking fast
Northville didn't go quietly, cutting the Canton lead to 21-14 with 1:25 to go
in the first half. Zimbo and wide-out Anthony Abbott II combined for a 50yard catch-and-run down the left sideline.
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Northville’s Zach Prystash dives for a touchdown score in the first half against Canton.
Trying in vain to stop him is Lou Baechler (right) of the Chiefs. (Photo: JOHN HEIDER |
STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER)

The Chiefs responded with the long toss to Pelland, setting up Stephens'
short touchdown run, taking a 28-14 edge into the locker room.
The Mustangs received the kickoff to start the second half needing to score
quickly to grab back some momentum.
Zimbo and his teammates did just that just one minute into the third thanks
to a spectacular hook-and-ladder play that went for 55 yards and a
touchdown.

After Zimbo threw a short pass to Jack Burke, the ball was pitched to Adam
Ghabra — who went the rest of the way.
Canton pretty much sealed the deal with a seven-minute TD drive, all on
the ground, covering 68 yards in 11 plays. Wickens finished the march,
taking it in from the 1.
Northville made it a one-score game again when Zimbo threw a 60-yard TD
pass to Burke down the right sideline.
Then with about 5:30 left in the final frame, the Chiefs got the ball back only
to be faced with a fourth-and-short at their own 45.
Instead of punting, Baechler went for it. Making the first down was
Stephens, and the Chiefs were able to run out the clock.
"I don't care, I'm playing to win, it's playoffs," said Baechler, asked about
potentially giving Northville a short field in a seven-point game.
Ladach said it was painful not being able to get another chance on offense.
"It's a situation where you're doing everything you can to get back in the
game," Ladach said. "They get a first down, it's gut wrenching. You can feel
the kids behind you getting their hearts ripped out. It's tough."

Making a stop on Northville’s Terrell Cunningham during Friday’s district final is Micah
Rinke. Also pictured for the Chiefs are Lou Baechler (left) and Jared Stephens. (Photo:
JOHN HEIDER | STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER)
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Canton’s Markus Sanders (right) picks up some yards against Northville’s Jack
Burke. (Photo: JOHN HEIDER | STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER)

