Athens Trojans vs. Valdosta Wildcats

The Pinnacle Lost: 

1969 Georgia State Football AAA Championship

   The best.

   That’s what the 1969 Valdosta Wildcats football were being touted as. And why not; under legendary coach Wright Bazemore, Valdosta had won six Class AAA titles from 1960-1968, but none of those teams were as dominant as the 1969 version.
   The numbers after 12-games: 12-0 record, 407-points scored, 11-shutouts, seven-points allowed. Tift County in game number nine, was the first and only team to register points against the ‘Cats. Their closest contest was a 14-0 win over rival Thomasville in the opener. After twelve contests, Valdosta averaged 359.3 yards per game offensively and allowed a meager 84.3 yards per game rushing and passing combined.

   They had depth: four running backs gained between 386 and 588 yards rushing.
   They were explosive:  RB Willie Jones (20.8) and WR Warrick Taylor (19.0) were breakaway threats in the passing game.

   Most importantly, they had Bazemore as their coach. Heading into their final game of 1969 against Athens, Bazemore’s record in the 1960s was 97-16-2. 1969 was going to be their fifth unblemished season since 1960.

   The victory over Athens seemed a mere formality.

   The Trojans were 11-1, having fallen to Gainesville 20-3 in their second game. Athens had 315-points scored and allowed 103. Solid figures, but nowhere near as impressive as the Wildcats tally of outscoring foes by 400-points. Behind their versatile QB Andy Johnson, Athens averaged 329.2 yards per game of offense. Their defense held opponents to 137.3 yards per game.

   So Athens High School and their fans would travel roughly 250-miles south to Valdosta, to watch the Wildcats’ coronation as one of the premier high school teams not only in Georgia history, but possibly in the annuls of United States high school football.
   Did I mention Andy Johnson?

   Johnson was a phenomenal athlete. He ran the 100-yard dash in 10.1 seconds. He played quarterback, punted (averaged 39.3 yards per kick), returned kicks (scoring four touchdowns) and played safety on defense.

   To say that Bazemore and company were mildly concerned is an understatement. Leading up to the game he told the Valdosta Daily Times, “We’re going to have to be ready, ready, ready and we must have great team effort. But even that might not be enough.”

   Unusual to see such concern from a coach whose team had allowed one touchdown all season, but Johnson and his 1037 yards rushing, combined with his 1085 passing had Valdosta’s mentor proclaiming “He’s out of this world.”

   Saturday, December 13, 1969. 
   The Athens Trojans and Valdosta Wildcats took the field to decide Georgia’s Class AAA champion.
   If Valdosta players thought that they would breeze to victory, they were smacked with reality early as AHS’s Benny Edmonson raced 43-yards for a first quarter touchdown. That gave the Trojans a 6-0 lead and left Valdosta trailing for the first time all year.
   The Wildcats answered late in the first frame as Willie Jones caught a 63-yard touchdown from QB Don Golden to tie the score at six-all (the conversion attempt was missed).

   In the second quarter, Athens moved to the Valdosta 19, but turned the ball over on downs. The Wildcats responded by driving for a touchdown, finished when Golden scampered 14-yards for the score. Danny O’Neal booted the point-after for a 13-6 lead.

   The Trojans were in their own territory and apparently going into halftime trailing by seven. A five-yard penalty on the Wildcats on the final play of the half, gave Athens one last play. When you have Andy Johnson, that’s all you need.
   Some Valdosta players had headed to the locker room and returned just in time as Johnson took the snap. The 6’ 1, 190-lb superstar ripped through the Wildcat defense for a 68-yard touchdown run with no time left, bringing the Trojans to within one. The point after was no good, but Athens trailed only 13-12 after two quarters.


   Valdosta regained the lost momentum by marching 60-yards in nine-plays, with O’Neal plunging in on a one-yard touchdown run to put the Wildcats up 20-12.

   Johnson connected with Rusty Carter for 33-yards, to setup a seven-yard touchdown run by the Trojans’ quarterback, pulling Athens to within 20-18 in the third quarter. Johnson’s pass for two-points failed, leaving Valdosta still in the lead.

   Valdosta romped to the AHS one in the fourth quarter, but fumbled the ball away.

   The Wildcats got a reprieve when VHS’s Tom Holt recovered an Athens’ fumble at the Trojans’ 11.

   Two plays later, O’Neal rolled in for a five-yard touchdown run, giving Valdosta a 26-18 advantage.

   O’Neal stayed on for the all important extra-point that would have put the ‘Cats up by two scores. The kick hit the goal post and bounded away, leaving the margin at eight.

   It was the first year that Georgia high school football had the two-point conversion, and it left the Trojans needing only a touchdown and a two-pointer to tie.

   Athens used two tackle eligible plays on their final possession: one went for 43-yards to Gary Travis, the other, a 29-yard touchdown with twenty-five seconds left to Rand Lambert.

   Down 26-24, in a game that wasn’t supposed to be competitive, with a team that was being touted as the greatest of the Valdosta dynasty, Athens was now three-yards away from tying the Wildcats.

   It was Johnson to coach Wayne Seller’s son Gary for a two-point pass that tied the score at 26-apiece.

   Regulation ended at 26-26 and with no overtime in place, both Athens and Valdosta would be named co-champions.
   Athens would become Athens Clarke Central in 1970. They’d go on to win state titles in 1977, 1979 and 1985. Coach Sellers’ final season was a 1-9 campaign in 1972. 

   Andy Johnson went to Georgia, then played running back for the New England Patriots for seven seasons.

   Valdosta was still named National Co-Champions (along with Coral Gables (FL)) in 1969. Their 1970 team went 11-1 with a semifinal loss to Richmond Academy, before the 1971 team (Coach Bazemore’s final season) crushed everybody as they rolled to a 13-0 record, a AAA State Title and a National Championship.
   The 1971 team, led by WR Stanford Rome (Clemson), outscored their opposition, 629-137 and is considered one of the best high school football teams in both Georgia and National history…a status that was once reserved for a Valdosta squad, two years earlier.
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Scoring-

Athens- Benny Edmonson 43-yard run (pass failed); 6-0

Valdosta- Willie Jones 63-yard pass from Don Golden (kick failed);  6-6

Valdosta- Golden 14-yard run (Danny O’Neal kick);  6-13

Athens- Andy Johnson 68-yard touchdown run (kick failed);  12-13

Valdosta- O’Neal 1-yard run (O’Neal kick);  12-20

Athens- Johnson 7-yard run (pass failed);  18-20

Valdosta- O’Neal 5-yard run (kick failed);  18-26

Athens- Rand Lambert 29-yard pass from Johnson (Gary Sellers pass from Johnson);  26-26




Athens

Valdosta

First downs……..
13

20

Yards rushing….
206

266

Yards passing….
156

106

Passes…………….
6-14-1

4-9-0

Fumbles lost…..
1

3

Punting………….
5-41.4

4-42.7

Penalties……….
2-20

6-42

Rushing- Athens: Johnson 21-109, Edmonson 12-77 Valdosta: O’Neal 19-115, Charles Daniels 9-58

Receiving- Athens: Rusty Carter 3-47, Gary Travis 1-43 Valdosta: Jones 3-90, Henry Davis 1-16 
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