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Wrestling: Panthers claim King of the Mountains crown

Union County takes home tourney title behind four wins, 10 top-three finishes

By Todd Forrest
Sports Editor
sports@nganews.com

Hiawassee - Union Coun-
ty wrestling took another leap
forward, picking up a signature
win at last weekend’s King of the
Mountains tournament, edging
Banks County, 199-195 by way
of a victory in the event’s final
match.

Union County junior Wil-
son Walker, wrestling in his first
tournament, scored a pin over
Rabun Gap’s Joquin Acuna
in the 195-pound consolation
finals, allowing the Panthers to
leapfrog Banks County via the
pinfall bonus points.

“We were right there in
the hunt, but how about Wilson
Walker taking home third in his
first tournament ever, that last
pin is what put us over the top,”
said a thrilled Union County
coach Justin Byers following
Saturday’s tournament finals.
“This is one of the biggest wins
[UCHS wrestling] has had. In
fact, I think this might be the first
tournament that we’ve ever won.
We’ve placed in the top-five,
maybe finished third once, but
as far as winning a tournament,
I don’t think we’ve ever done
that before.”

The Panthers qualified
six individuals for the tourna-
ment finals, coming away with
four victories: Asa Smith-Foot
(145), Payton Legatt (152),
David Heredia (170) and Sean
Phillips (182).

Anderson Clouse (132)
and Lane Lance (220) each fin-
ished second. Coming in third
for Union County were Kaiden
Smith (120), Landon Clark
(126), Brady Guild (160), Huck
‘Whisenhunt (170) and Walker.

Kanon Abercrombie
placed fourth at 126 and Xan-
der Rotko came in fourth at
138. Cody Meeks finished fifth
at 285.

“This is not only our first
win, but this is the most we’ve
ever placed here,” Byers said.
“Coming in, we had been to
three really tough tournaments
and we placed fifth at North
Hall, which I think was a really
good indicator of what was to
come. But Banks County is
tough, Swain is tough and over-
all, we faced some really good
competition here [at KOTM].”

Smith-Foot started the
weekend with a first-round pin
over Banks County’s Shane
Roberts. He scored a 54-second
pin over Rabun’s Keaton Webb,
then knocked off Austin Jenkins
of Swain County, North Carolina
by a 10-7 decision in the 145
finals.

Legatt earned a berth in
the 152 semifinals by forfeit
before picking up a 10-1 major
decision over Walhalla, South
Carolina’s Hunter Lusk. He went
on to record a first-round pinfall
in the finals, defeating Israel
Ferguson of Swain County.

Heredia pinned Towns
County’s Zion Calhoun in the
first round to begin the tour-
nament. He picked up a 10-5

A fired up Wilson Walker celebrates his pinfall victory in the tourney’s
final match to propel Union into first place. Photo/Todd Forrest

decision over UCHS teammate
Huck Whisenhunt in the semis
before pinning Walhalla’s Ethan
Weisner in the 170 finals.

Phillips defeated Chero-
kee, North Carolina’s David
Saunooke by a 7-2 decision,
then he pinned Towns County’s
Seth Gillis to earn a spot in the
finals. Facing Banks County’s
Cam Cooper, Phillips needed
just 2 minutes and 44 seconds to
pin his opponent and take home
gold at 182 pounds.

Lance recorded wins over
Cherokee’s Vincent Owle and
Rabun Gap’s Gideon Herbert
before suffering a pin at the
hands of Banks County’s Mason
Dodd.

Clouse defeated Banks
County’s Cohen Ward and
Swain’s Revis Robinson but
fell to Banks’ Jaxon Mitchell in
the finals.

Walker opened the tour-
ney with a win over Acuna

The Benton Mackaye Trail
Association December Hikes

The current social distanc-
ing and health rules are used by
hike Leaders

Dec. 13 (Monday) - The
Benton MacKaye Trail Associa-
tion sponsors an easy to moder-
ate 4-Smile hike on select trails
of Talking Rock Nature Pre-
serve. Dog-Friendly Hike (adult
humans may bring a leashed
dog. Hike Leader: Ken Cissna.
For more information, contact

hikeleaderK C@bmtamail .org

Dec. 17 (Friday) - The
Benton MacKaye Trail Associa-
tion sponsors an 8.3 mile mod-
erately strenuous hike on the
BMT, Hemp Top, Jacks River
trails. Hike starts from Watson
Gap, and enters the Cohutta Wil-
derness on the BMT. Hike leader
Steve Dennison. For more infor-
mation, contact HikeleaderSD@
bmtamail .org.

before falling to Towns County’s
Stone Chauncey in the second
round. In the consols, Walker
defeated teammate Brooke Ken-
nedy, who was fresh off a pair of
wins over Towns County’s Lind-
say Giles, to earn a rematch with
Acuna where he secured third
place individually and propelled
his team into first.

Guild picked up a pin over
Cherokee’s Josh Phillips but fell
in the semis to Banks County’s
Kellon Walley. He bounced back
with consolation victories over
Jonathan Wert (Rabun Gap)
and Cole Wickle (Swain) to take
home a bronze medal.

Clark began his tourna-
ment by pinning Cherokee’s
Julian Wachacha before falling
to Swain’s Owen Craig. He de-
feated Walhalla’s Siler Kerr and
teammate Kanon Abercrombie
to place third.

Meanwhile, Abercrom-
bie placed fourth behind an
opening-match win over Kerr
and a consols victory over Banks
County’s Will Armour. He suf-
fered losses to eventual cham-
pion Elijah Mullins of Banks
County in the semis and Clark
in the consol finals.

Kaiden Smith earned a
first-round bye before falling to
the eventual 120-pound champ,
Walhalla’s Tyas Nelloms in the
semis. In the consols, he de-
feated Towns County’s Konnor
Davis and Swain’s Cameron
George.

As for Whisenhunt, he

Freshman Asa Smith-Foot (top) goes on the offensive during his KOTM 145-1b. finals victory over Swain

County’s Austin Jenkins. Photo/Todd Forrest

Sean Phillips (bottom) fends off Banks County’s Cam Cooper, eventually scoring a reversal and a pinfall in

B

under three minutes during the final match of the KOTM’s 182-lb. weight class. Photo/Todd Forrest

knocked off Rabun’s Celton
Littrell to begin the tourney be-
fore suffering a loss to Heredia
in the semis. He responded with
pinfalls over Hayesville, North
Carolina’s Daniel Austin and
Calhoun (Towns) to finish third
at 170.

Rotko pinned Chero-
kee’s Jesse Hernandez to begin
the tourney but lost to even-
tual champ, Adam Cotterman of
Swain in the semis. He earned a
berth in the consol finals with a
pinfall victory over Walhalla’s
Ammar Hassan but finished
fourth after a loss to Banks

County’s Danny Evans.

Meeks kicked off the tour-
ney by pinning Rabun Gap’s
Jules Ney before dropping his
semifinal match to Banks’ Rob-
ert Walker - the eventual cham-
pion. Meeks’ day came to an end
with a consols loss to Swain’s
Tyce Neadeau.

Riding high off its win,
Union County will host the 515
Classic at 5:30 p.m. on Wednes-
day with Fannin County, Gilmer,
Pickens and Towns County.

“This [KOTM win] gives
us tons of momentum,” Byers
said. “We have a really tough

duals tournament at our place on
Wednesday. We’re going to see
Gilmer, we’ll see the defending
state champ Fannin County,
but this [KOTM win] gives us
a huge momentum boost going
into it.

“A lot of the credit be-
longs to our coaches like Pete
Rotko, Jim Legatt and Michael
Smith-Foot -- I want to thank
them for all of their hard work.
I also have to give credit to
Richard Rivera for everything
he’s done with our middle school
program. Hopefully we can keep
on rolling.”
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Basketball: Lady Panthers bounce back with 75-66 win at White Co.

No. 7 Union County victimized by hot shooting in losses t

By Todd Forrest
Sports Editor
sports@nganews.com

Seventh-ranked Union
County (5-3) suffered a pair of
double-digit losses to North Hall
and No. 1 Lumpkin County to
begin the week but recovered
with a 75-66 win at White County
on Friday.

In the losses to North Hall
and Lumpkin, the Lady Panthers
struggled to defend the 3-point
line, giving up a combined 29
long distance field goals - 15
coming in Tuesday’s 78-49 defeat
at North Hall.

Now, looking ahead, brag-
ging rights are up for grabs this
weekend when Union County
hosts Towns County on Friday
and visits No. 3 Fannin County on
Saturday. Before the back-to-back
border wars, however, the week
gets underway with a Tuesday trip
to Habersham Central.

Lady Panthers 75, White
County 66 - White County looked
to take advantage of Union’s re-
cent defensive woes, connecting
on four 3-point baskets in the first
quarter, which resulted in a 20-16
Warriors’ advantage.

But the Lady Panthers
tightened up behind the arc, lim-
iting White County to only three
treys the rest of the night as Union
raced ahead 44-36 at the break.

Ava Hunter scored 19 of
her game-high 22 points in the
first half, but the Warriors blanked
the senior post in the third while
outscoring Union County 20-8
during the period. Trailing 56-52
to begin the fourth, the Lady Pan-
thers stormed back in front with a
23-10 final frame as five different
Union players scored at least 3
points while combining to hit 12
of 19 at the charity stripe.

White County continued
to slow Hunter in the fourth --
three free throws in four attempts
-- but her teammates picked up
the slack, led by 6 points from
junior Corinne Hill over the final
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Sophomore Lara Turner skies for a layup during the second half at

North Hall. Photo/Todd Forrest
8 minutes.

Senior Rebekah Cham-
bers and sophomore Lara Turner
chipped in 5 points each in the
fourth; freshman Ariel McCarter
added four.

Chambers and Turner each
turned in career-highs at White
County, with Chambers scoring
19 and Turner finishing with 17.

Hill added 11 points and
McCarter had six.

During their meetings with
Lumpkin and White, the Lady
Panthers were without the ser-
vices of starting sophomore guard
Sofia McNabb, who twisted her
ankle during Tuesday’s North
Hall loss.

Lady Panthers 49, North
Hall 78 - Union’s Tuesday visit to
North Hall got off to a promising
start as the Lady Panthers grabbed
an early 11-6 lead en route to a
14-9 advantage after one.

Unfortunately, the Tro-
jans began to heat up from long
distance in the second, opening
the period with consecutive treys

to pull within a point at 16-15.
Hunter did her best to keep Union
in front, scoring all 7 of her team’s
points in the quarter, but it wasn’t
enough to fend off the North Hall
onslaught.

Tied at 16-16 following a
Trojan free throw, the Lady Pan-
thers immediately broke the North
Hall press with Hunter converting
a layup for an 18-16 edge at the
5:16 mark of the second. But that
would be Union’s final lead of
the night as the Trojans sank a 3
to spark a 7-0 spurt.

A3-point play from Hunter
with 3:23 on the clock moved the
Panthers within a basket at 23-21,
but North Hall closed the half with
14 unanswered points to take a 37-
21 score into the locker room.

Hunter and Chambers
scored inside early in the third,
but it wasn’t enough to keep pace
as North Hall responded with a
pair of treys for a 43-25 score.

Chambers kept hope alive
with consecutive 3-point plays,
trimming the margin to 45-31

0 No. 1 Lumpkin, a

t North Hall

The senior had 44 points in three games last week. Photo/Todd Forrest

approaching the halfway point of
the third, but North Hall caught
fire once again, sinking four 3s
over the final 3:16 to highlight an
18-6 run.

Trailing 63-37 in the fourth,
Hill knocked down a trey and
Hunter hit a turn-around jumper
to move Union within 21, but a
Trojans’ 3 at the 6-minute mark,
followed by a steal-and-score 14
seconds later, crushed any Lady
Panthers’ comeback hopes.

Hunter finished with 17
points while Chambers had 14 for
Union County.

Hill added 8 points, Ansley
Collins had five, McNabb scored
three and Turner finished with 2
points.

Lady Panthers 49, Lump-
kin County 84 - The Class AAA
No. 1 ranked Lumpkin County
Indians jumped out to a 22-5 first-
quarter advantage before finishing
off Union County with a 27-12
fourth quarter.

In between those two mas-
sive swings, the Lady Panthers’

offense displayed flashes against a
top-notch opponent, but 14 Lump-
kin County 3s prevented Union
from making things competitive.

Four Lumpkin treys in the
first six minutes saw the Lady
Panthers facing an uphill climb,
trailing 22-5 near the 2-minute
mark of the opening frame. Union
would close to within 22-8 after
one when Hill split a pair of free
throws and Hunter connected on
a short jumper.

Hunter went to work in the
paint to begin the second, moving
her team within a dozen at 22-10,
but an Indians’ 3 halted Union’s
5-0 spurt. Then,a Lumpkin Coun-
ty and-one, followed by another
trey saw the Lady Panthers look-
ing up at a 31-10 margin.

Chambers scored in the
post and Turner sank two free
throws for a 31-14 score. Later,
Turner converted a baseline drive,
and Hunter split two free throws to
trim the deficit to 33-17 with 3:36
remaining in the second.

But Lumpkin answered

with a pair of 3s during an 11-4
run to close the half with a 44-21
lead.

Hunter turned an Indians’
turnover into two free throws
during the opening minute of
the third, Chambers drove the
baseline for 2 points and Hunter
scored down low to move Union
within 19 at 46-27.

As was the case all night,
Lumpkin halted the momentum
by connecting from beyond the
arc. And following a jumper by
Turner, the Indians drilled another
trey for a 52-29 advantage with
3:06 left in the period.

Baskets by Chambers,
Hunter and Turner kept Union
within 18 early in the fourth, but
Lumpkin County quickly put the
home team away with a 10-2 run,
opening up a 67-41 Indians lead
near the 5-minute mark.

The Indians went on to out-
score Union 27-12 in the fourth,
stretching the final margin to 35.

Hunter finished with 18,
Turner had 12 and Chambers
scored 11. McCarter and Hill
scored 3 points each, Aubrie
Banton added two.

Union County visits Hab-
ersham Central on Tuesday at 6
p-m. The Lady Panthers picked
up a 61-49 win over the Raiders
on Nov. 16.

Union hosts Towns County
at 7 p.m. Friday. The Lady Indians
are under the direction of first-year
head coach Shea Taylor and cur-
rently sport a 1-3 record with its
lone win a41-33 victory at Hiwas-
see Dam, North Carolina.

Since the win, Towns has
dropped three straight, including
a46-38 rematch loss to Hiwassee
Dam. The two program’s lone
common opponent is Rabun Gap,
who defeated Towns 71-17 and
beat Union 64-40.

Union finishes the week
with a Saturday trip to Fannin
County at 3 p.m. The Rebels are
currently 4-1 with a loss to Mur-
phy, NC. Fannin owns a 42-39
win over Pickens, who held off
Union 65-59 in the scrimmage.

Basketball: Defense, Lake Hughes deliver in win over Lumpkin Co.
Panthers’ offense goes cold in second half during losses at North Hall, White County

By Todd Forrest
Sports Editor
sports@nganews.com

Union County (2-5) sur-
vived a homecourt thriller vs.
Lumpkin County on Thursday but
couldn’t keep pace in road trips to
North Hall and White County.

The Panthers held off
Lumpkin County’s fourth-quarter
rally thanks to a late go-ahead trey
from junior Eli Underwood before
turning away multiple Indians’
shot attempts over the final two
minutes.

In Clermont on Tuesday,
Union couldn’t maintain its late
lead as North Hall outscored the
Panthers 11-1 over the final 3:11
to hand the visitors a 56-47 loss.
Later, Union suffered a 53-39
loss at White County on Friday
despite jumping out front 16-8
after one quarter. Still clinging to
a 19-16 advantage at the break, the
Panthers were on the wrong end
of a 19-6 third frame.

Panthers 55, Lumpkin
County 53 - Senior Lake Hughes
scored a season-high 20 points to
go with nine rebounds as Union
County ended a four-game skid
thanks to a spirited defensive
stand over the final 57 seconds.

But earlier, the Panthers
couldn’t protect a 45-37 advan-
tage with under 90 seconds left
in the third, allowing Lumpkin
to chip away and seize its first
lead since the first frame when
the Indians converted a turnover
into a layup and a 53-52 lead with
3:32 to play.

Following a 64-second
scoring drought by both squads,
the Panthers forced a turnover,
and with Hughes leading the
break, the senior dished off to a
trailing Underwood, who stepped
into an open 3 from the left wing
with 2:28 left, putting the Panthers
on top to stay, 55-53.

On the ensuing Indians’
possession, Hughes pulled down
a missed 3-point attempt, but the
senior would eventually misfire
on a floater with 1:40 to play. For-
tunately, Lumpkin’s 3-point try
from the top-of-the-key was too
strong and Hayden Payne secured
the board at the 1:20 mark.

With 57 seconds remain-
ing, senior Caleb John missed the
front-end of a 1-and-1 attempt,
keeping the narrow Union lead at
55-53. The Indians managed to
get off a good look on a dribble-
drive kick-out to the wing, but the
3-ball spun out and was hauled
in by Payne, who immediately
slipped as he came down with
the board, awarding the ball to
Lumpkin on a traveling violation
with 41 seconds to go.

Out of a timeout, the In-
dians turned to freshman Cal
Faulkner, who matched Hughes’
game-high 20 points by delivering
abevy of clutch baskets whenever
his team needed a boost.

In response, Union head
coach Corey Garrett turned to
his own freshman, Jude Ellis, to
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Lake Hughes put Union on his back during the third quarter vs. Lump-

kin, scoring 10 of his game-high 20 in the period. Photo/Todd Forrest

contain the Lumpkin star.

Ellis played a vital role in
limiting Faulkner to just 3 points
in the fourth, but during one par-
ticular late-game possession, Ellis
benefited from some upperclass-
men assistance.

Faulkner handled the in-
bounds pass in front of the Lump-
kin bench with a screen-and-roll
play in the works and under 40
seconds left. And after Ellis was
hit with a backside pick near the
top of the circle, Payne stepped up
to guard Faulkner on the defen-
sive switch, forcing the smaller,
quicker guard into a miss on a
step-back jumper from 17-feet.

Once again, Union had
trouble corralling the board, and
Lumpkin chased down the loose
ball near halfcourt with 22 sec-

onds left. However, the Panthers
turned up the defensive intensity
one more time when Daniel Snow
forced Lumpkin into a contested
trey, which resulted in an air-ball
that went out of bounds off Union
with a half-second left.

The Indians were awarded
one last try at a tip-in and managed
to get their hands on an inbounds
lob pass from the baseline, but the
tip bounced strong off the back-
board, allowing the Panthers to let
out a collective sigh of relief.

Leading 16-14 after one,
Union County opened up leads
of 25-16, 29-20 and 33-25, but
Lumpkin hung around, down only
33-27 at halftime.

With John on the bench in
foul trouble and Ellis struggling
to find an offensive rhythm, the

third frame saw Hughes take over,
keeping the Panthers on top as
Lumpkin desperately tried to claw
its way back.

With his team clinging to
a 33-30 lead almost two minutes
into the quarter, Hughes drilled
a Steph Curry-esque, 25-footer
from the wing. But Faulkner
answered right back, sinking a21-
footer in front of a hard-charging
Underwood at the top of the key.

Hughes wouldn’t be out-
done, knocking down a 22-foot
trey from up top 25 seconds later.
Then, following a 1-for-2 trip to
the line, Hughes connected from
downtown out of an inbounds
play, side-stepping Faulkner in the
corner and spotting Union a43-35
lead with 3:25 left in the third.

Snow kept the Panthers out
front 47-42 with a pair of buckets
sandwiched around a Lumpkin
steal-and-score and a trey. The
final basket of the third belonged
to the Indians, by way of a turn-
around jumper from the elbow,
trimming their deficit to 47-44.

Underwood split two free
throws and John converted a put-
back to build a 50-46 advantage
early in the fourth. But John col-
lected his fourth foul at the 6:33
mark and senior Austin Taylor
fouled out 40 seconds later, then,
to add insult to injury, the Panthers
conceded Faulkner a wide-open
transition 3, slicing the Union lead
to 50-49 with 5:00 left.

Hughes stretched the dif-
ference to 52-49 with a spin-move
in the paint, but the Panthers
missed two free throws with 4:21
remaining and Lumpkin answered
with a deuce 19 seconds later,
trimming the margin to 52-51.

Snow finished with 8
points, Ellis had seven and Un-

o

200 Free
7th - Blake Caputi
15th - Anniston Howse

200 Im
2nd - Lily Helton

100 IM
1st - Eli Gwynn
5th - Ava Serrano

50 Free
2nd - Hannah Sheffield
10th - Andrew Farmer
10th - Nicholas Nushtayev
13th - lan Lander
14th - Courtney Foster

Union County Swim Jingle Jam Highlights

Overall Results

High School Combined 5th place out of 19 teams
Middle School Combined 4th place out of 12 teams

50 Fly
5th - Reese Jones
8th - Ava Wheeler

100 Free
1st - Hunter White
2nd - Andrew Nushtayev
7th - 1sabel Hoover
8th - Nicholas Nushtayev

500 Free
4th - Lily Helton
6th - Rachel Reid

100 Back
2nd - Hannah Sheffield

200 Medley Relay
3rd - Courtney Foster, Rachel Reid, Lily Helton, Hannah Sheffield
4th - Nicholas Nushtayev, Hunter White, Blake Caputi, Preston Perren
4th - Isabel Hoover, Reese Jones, Ava Serrano, Ava Wheeler
6th - Wyatt Chandler, Eli Gwynn, Andrew Nushtayev, lan Lander
13th - Lilly Collins, Brooklyn Brown, Anniston Howse, Grace Cook
200 Free Relay
3rd - Lily Helton, Rachel Reid, Courtney Foster, Hannah Sheffield
3rd - Ava Serrano, Clara Kazmierzak, Isabel Hoover, Reese Jones
4th - Eli Gwynn, Andrew Farmer, lan Lander, Andrew Nushtayev

50 Back
1st - Ell Gwynn
12th - Clara Kazmierzak

100 Breast
1st - Hunter White
2nd - Rachel Reid
6th - Courtney Foster

50 Breast
2nd - Andrew Nushtayev
3rd - Reese Jones
6th - Ava Serrano
10th - Andrew Farmer
11th - Clara Kazmierzak
13th - Ava Wheeler

derwood added six. John and
Payne scored four each, fresh-
men Houston Henry (fouled out)
and Hayden Hughes had 3 points
apiece. Payne pulled down eight
boards and Ellis had five. John
led Union with three assists and
Underwood had two steals.

Panthers 47, North Hall
56 - Trailing 25-22 at the half,
John and Ellis led a third-quarter
surge that saw the Panthers grab
a 42-39 lead at the period’s end,
capped by a last-second 3 by
Taylor.

Still up 46-45 in a see-saw
fourth, the Union offense went
without a field goal over the final
3:33, allowing North Hall to pull
away 56-47 via an 11-1 run.

Apairof 3s by Lake Hughes
and an Ellis free throw spotted
Union an early 7-2 advantage, but
North Hall closed the first with an
8-3 spurt for a 10-10 tie.

Two free throws by Payne
in the final seconds of the half,
moved Union within three at the
intermission.

Ellis led the Panthers with
11 points before fouling out. John
also recorded five fouls after scor-
ing 9 points with three assists and
three steals. Lake Hughes had 8
points and five boards; Henry and
Taylor added 6 points each.

Underwood finished with
5 points and six rebounds; Payne
had 2 points and four boards.

Panthers 39, White Coun-
ty 53 - The Warriors outscored
Union 37-20 in the second half
following Panther leads of 16-8
after one and 19-16 at the half.

Union’s final lead came at
20-19 when a White County 3 put
the home team in front to stay.

Ellis poured in a team-high
14 points on 6 for 12 shooting.
Lake Hughes added 8 points and
six rebounds; Payne scored 6
points with a blocked shot while
Henry chipped in 4 points and five
rebounds. John scored 4 points
with a team-high three assists.
Underwood finished with 3 points
and five boards.

Union visits Habersham
on Tuesday after defeating the
Raiders 58-50 on Nov. 16. The
Panthers host 3-1 Towns County
at 7 p.m. Friday, then travel to 1-3
Fannin County at 3 p.m. Saturday.
Fannin recently fell 64-57 to Pick-
ens -- who Union defeated 64-48
in a scrimmage.

Union is still without the
services of senior starter Landon
Kight and sophomore Braylen
Rader. Although, Kight hopes to
return from his broken finger by
the end of the month.

Flole-In-One

Mark Freemon recorded his first ace
recently on the difficult 194 yard
13th hole at Old Union Golf Course

as witnessed by Jason Anheier,
John Cone and Rhett Pullium.

 Coniiliios Mok
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