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Dan Wiederer

Don’t
laugh at
Paulus

Get your punchlines
ready.
Greg Paulus, once the
most irritating and
detested point guard in the
ACC, is suddenly the
starting quarterback at
Syracuse. And we all know
what that means. For the
next few months, the jokes
will come flying at a
Kimmel-like clip.
With the economy the
way it is, you can’t
blame the kid for not
wanting to get a real job.
Maybe Paulus is
simply craving more
physical contact. Ya
know, now that he’s no
longer getting dunked
on.
Yep, it’s easy to poke
fun at the downward arc of
Paulus’ athletic career.
After all, in 2004 he was
the best high school
quarterback in the country,
opted instead to play
basketball at Duke and
came to Tobacco Road
being compared to Bobby
Hurley. As a freshman, he
started 33 games for the
No. 1 team in the country
then somehow regressed
into the Blue Devils’
irrelevant eighth man by
his Senior Night.
Yikes, right?
So naturally it’s easy to
yuck it up and throw
potshots at the kid.
But you know what’s not
easy? Attempting to do
what Paulus is trying now,
striving to become a
successful college
quarterback under an
intense magnifying glass.
It’s not just that he’s
trying to play a high-level
of football nearly five
years after playing his last
meaningful game. And it’s
not just that he’s diving
headfirst into this
challenge without the
luxury of spring practice,
with only one season of
eligibility to learn and
grow, and for a Syracuse
team picked to finish
seventh in the eight-team
Big East.
All of those factors
provide enough of an
uphill battle. But Paulus
also has to do all of this
with every drop-back,
every swing pass, every
incompletion examined
and criticized by an insane
number of curious
followers.
Think about the
difficulty of that. Think
about the exhausting
pressure.

The nerve
This, says Joe
Casamento, takes courage.
The head football coach
at Christian Brothers
Academy in New York,
See WIEDERER, Page 7C
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Victory boosts Chase chances

! Kyle Busch nips
Mark Martin in Bristol.
The Associated Press

BRISTOL, Tenn. — Kyle
Busch saved his season Saturday night by winning a gutsy
side-by-side sprint to the finish against Mark Martin at

Bristol Motor
Speedway.
Fighting
hard for a
berth in the
Chase for the
championship,
Busch drove a Busch
steady
and
smooth race at one of the
toughest tracks in NASCAR

to climb off the ropes and
keep his title hopes alive. His
fourth win of the season —
tied with Martin for most in
the Sprint Cup Series —
jumped him two spots in the
standings to 13th.
With two races to go before
the 12-driver field is set, Busch
trails 13th-place driver Matt
Kenseth by just 34 points.

“No pressure on us yet!”
his team radioed after he
crossed the finish line. “This
18 is not going down without
a fight!”
Martin, the pole-sitter,
finished second in the 1,000th
start of his career. Just like
Busch, he improved his
Chase chances and moved up
two spots to 10th.

TOP FIVE

% Kyle Busch
% Mark Martin
% Marcos Ambrose
% Greg Biffle
% Denny Hamlin

NEXT RACE

% Pep Boys Auto 500,
Atlanta, Sept. 6

UNC-PEMBROKE FOOTBALL
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J.T. McCoy (33), Brandon McLaurin (25) and Troy Russell are three of 17 players from Fayetteville on UNC-Pembroke’s roster.

910 connected

Going into a pivotal third year, UNC-Pembroke’s
Cumberland County nucleus is ready to shine
By Paul Shugar
Staff writer

PEMBROKE — Nobody knows
when an area-code cheer might
ring out among the UNCPembroke football players.
Charlotte guys yell “704”
when somebody from South
Mecklenburg makes a big hit.
The Triangle players won’t
hesitate dropping a “919” after
a Millbrook lineman pancakes a
defender.
But Seventy-First graduates
J.T. McCoy and Troy Russell
know the loudest, and most
common, area-code cheer is
“910.” As far as they’re
concerned, this team was built
with, and upon, Cumberland
County kids.
“The pipeline starts here,”

UNCP HIGH SCHOOL
BREAKDOWN
Seventy-First ............................... 7
South View ................................. 6
Terry Sanford .............................. 3
Fayetteville Christian ................... 1
Russell says. “Yeah, I definitely
believe that.”
The third-year program wants
to take another positive leap this
season, and the 17 Braves who
call this county home will factor
into that goal. Coach Pete
Shinnick said from Day One that
recruiting North Carolina and
the 910 area code were his top
priorities, and sticking to that
plan has paid off.

After battling through a 4-7
first season marred by myriad
injuries and a MRSA outbreak,
everything came together last
year. UNCP won six games
against opponents who beat the
Braves in their inaugural
campaign, finishing the year
with a 9-1 record and a sevengame winning streak.
Pollsters panned the
turnaround because of the
team’s poor strength of
schedule, leaving it on the
outside looking in when the
Division II postseason started.
Now, with the second-longest
active winning streak at this
level and a beefed-up schedule,
UNCP wants to show what it
can do.
See UNCP, Page 6C
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% Your guide to
UNCP football,
including a look at
the offense and
defense, five
players to watch
and a complete
schedule, Page 6C

COMING UP

Monday
Campbell
Tuesday
Methodist
Wednesday
Fayetteville St.

COLLEGE FOOTBALL

Florida is No. 1 in preseason Top 25
! The Gators receive
58 of 60 1st-place
votes; UNC is 21st.
By Ralph D. Russo
The Associated Press
AP file photo

Tim Tebow, coach Urban Meyer and the Florida Gators will
start the season at No. 1 in the AP Top 25 poll.

NEW YORK — As Tim
Tebow and the Florida
Gators prepare to make a

run at their third national title in the last four seasons,
the defending champions
have already made some
history.
Florida is No. 1 in The
Associated Press’ preseason
Top 25 released Saturday,
followed by Texas, Oklahoma, Southern California
and Alabama. But the

Gators are
% Poll, Page 2C in a class
by themselves, the most overwhelming preseason No. 1 in the
history of the media poll.
Florida received 58 of the
60 first-place votes, or 96.7
percent. Texas got the other
first-place votes.
The previous highest per-
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centage of first-place votes
for the AP preseason poll,
which started in 1950, was
95.4 percent for USC in 2007.
Those Trojans got 62 of 65
first-place votes — and
didn’t play for the national
title.
Ten preseason No. 1s
See TOP 25, Page 7C
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Casamento has spent
enough time around Paulus
over the last 10 years to
know the kid has the tools
to be a successful college
quarterback.
Paulus, Casamento says,
has incredible field vision
and pocket presence. He
makes solid decisions and
has the requisite
communication skills to be
a respected leader.
Don’t forget, Paulus was
the Gatorade High School
Player of the Year in 2004.
Know what other football
stars were in that class?
Ever heard of Mark
Sanchez or DeSean
Jackson? Darrius HeywardBey or Rey Maualuga?
That’s how talented
Paulus was. But still more
than his natural ability,
Casamento says, it’s
Paulus’ pluck that should
be admired now, his
willingness to chase a
dream when so many
outside know-it-alls are just
waiting to throw darts at
his ambition.
“This should be a
celebration of a young kid
who is doing what we
always say we want our
kids to do,” Casamento says.
“You want to go do
something? Dare to go do
it. Dare to accept the
challenge. I told Greg, ‘Who
cares what everyone else
thinks? They’re all sitting
there reading the paper
because they can’t do what
you’re trying to do.’ ”

Unlikely detour
During his four years as
a college basketball player,
there was plenty not to like
about Paulus. He wasn’t just
reviled because he was a
scrappy Duke Blue Devil,
slapping the floor and
waving his arms and
playing his tail off. It was
also because, on the court,
he actually seemed to take
great delight in irritating
opposing players and fans.
He was Duke’s posterchild for pretending to draw
charges that didn’t exist.

And he was a serial flopper
who’d absorb an irritated
nudge from an opponent
and make it look like he
had been shot with a
cannonball. (Just ask
Miami’s DeQuan Jones, who
was ejected from a game at
Cameron Indoor Stadium
last February, when he
gave Paulus a shove and
the Duke guard’s Sean Penn
instincts took over.)
A McDonald’s AllAmerican in 2005, Paulus’
career ultimately fizzled to
an end, partly because of
nagging injuries and partly
because he never had the
quickness to contain the
wildly swift guards who
are all over the ACC.
But there was also
something deeper, some
kind of mysterious
disconnect between Paulus
and coach Mike Krzyzewski
that led to the point
guard’s startling slide into
irrelevance.
What exactly happened?
No one will say.
But that’s the thing
most people never really
appreciated about Paulus’
grounded attitude. He
never publicly griped about
his demotion. Ever.
Instead, he remained
loyal to Krzyzewski and
the Blue Devils, constantly
gushed about his four-year
experience and sincerely
appreciated all he learned
about life and leadership,
disappointment and
perseverance.
And every time reporters
dangled the bait, coaxing
Paulus to tell more about
why things went haywire,
he simply swam past.
That’s the Greg Paulus not
enough people know — the
amiable and unselfish
teammate who never let his
ego interfere with the goals
of the program.

No guts, no glory
This is not to say you
should absolutely root for
Paulus as he dons the navy
and orange in Syracuse and
gives this quarterbacking
gig a shot. But perhaps
instead of rolling your eyes
and cracking wise, you
should appreciate his
gumption.

It would have been very
easy for Paulus to run
from this opportunity, to
decide that the potential
failure and accompanying
ridicule wouldn’t be worth
the time and effort.
When he first began
considering this path,
Paulus talked with
Casamento at length about
that risk. And then the high
school coach told his pupil
to attack the challenge with
his usual hustle and resolve.
“You don’t fail if you
put it on the line and go
after it,” Casamento said.
“You fail when you sit
back and don’t try
something because you’re
worried about what other
people might say.”
People have said Paulus
is only doing this to see
whether he made the wrong
decision in choosing hoops
over football five years ago.
Others have said he has no
shot of succeeding and is
therefore foolish for even
trying. Still others are

openly rooting for him to
fail because, well, it’ll allow
for more jokes.
Yet impressively, Paulus
has considered all of that
and continued attacking
this new dream because he
thinks it will be fun.
“If a guy goes and tries
to climb Mt. Everest, we
say ‘Man that guy’s got
guts,’ ” Casamento says.
“And we don’t even know
who he is.”
So maybe it’s time we
stop for a minute and give
Paulus a similar nod of
approval. He has, after all,
maturely tuned out all
doubters and decided to
take a crack at this football
thing without apprehension.
Ya know, just to see how
good he can be and how
much fun he can have.
“If you’re not with him,”
Casamento says, “then too
bad for you.”
And that’s no joke.
Staff writer Dan Wiederer can be
reached at wiedererd@fayobserver.com
or 486-3536.
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have won the national championship. If the Gators can
become the 11th, they will
have put together one of the
great runs in college football
history. Only one program
since 1950 can claim three
national championships in
four years; Nebraska won it
all it 1994 and 1995, then
earned a split title in 1997.
With expectations soaring in Gainesville, Fla.,
coach Urban Meyer has
been on a mission to keep his
team’s eyes on the small
prizes — to heck with history.
“There’s a lot of guys getting patted on the back and
being told how good they
are,” Meyer said in a recent
telephone interview. “Their
only focus is on survival to
the next day and working
hard in practice.

7C

“I don’t want them to
even think about that kind of
stuff. Our goal is to get to
Atlanta” for the Southeastern Conference championship game.
The rest of the top 10 includes two Big Ten powerhouses (No. 6 Ohio State and
No. 9 Penn State) and the defending Atlantic Coast Conference champion (No. 7 Virginia Tech).
No. 8 Mississippi is in the
preseason top 10 for the first
time since 1970, when the
Rebels were ranked fifth.
Oklahoma State is tied
with Penn State for No. 9,
the Cowboys’ highest preseason ranking since No. 16 in
1985,
when
Thurman
Thomas was in the backfield.
North Carolina is ranked
No. 21. It is UNC’s first appearance in the preseason
poll since a No. 12 ranking
in 1998. Carolina was ranked
as high as No. 17 last season
in the AP poll.

