Best Sports Writer
Brian Kollars - The Sandusky Register

Dear judges:

Sports Editor Brian Kollars excels at every aspect of sports writing.

He’s Johnny on the Spot when it comes to coverage of our local
schools’ sports teams, ranging from game recaps to coaching
changes and conference realignments. He’s also on top of the
auto-racing scene — popular in our community — and even sought
and got an interview with an NFL Pro Bowl safety from our city.

These four work samples are a fine representation of Kollars’ overall
work for the Register, and we ask that this work be considered for the
Best Sports Writer award.

Thank you,
Brandon Addeo, news editor

Sandusky basketball coach Colin Irish retires after seven winnin
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Oak Harbor leaving Sandusky Bay Conference

Ben Rhodes, NASCAR champ and Bud Light fan, 'in a different world

now'

HIGH SCHOOL BASKETBALL | SANDUSKY

Sandusky’s Irish steps down

Coach built winning program in seven seasons with Streaks
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leadership and a winning culture,
announced Tuesday that he is retiring
from coaching after seven seasons
leading the Blue Streaks.

“We just chilled and looked at the
ocean and relaxed for a week,” he said
about his trip to Florida two weeks ago.
“Weneeded it

Irish spoke of needing a “reset” and
admitted that COVID-19 played a part in

his decision to step down. He contracted
the virus early last season and missed
several weeks in quarantine. His wife and
children also fought off the virus.

“It messed with my mind a lot,” he said.
“Iknow it was time to hit reset. We've all

Columbian that day, the final game in a
draining season.

“I'm very proud of everything we've
done,” he said. “Iwished we could've won
some regional games, but I can honestly
say I feel we've maxed out every year. The
kids should always want more, and they
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Streaks' loss to Toledo Rogers in a 2020 Division Il district final .
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HIGH SCHOOLS | CONFERENCE REALIGNMENT

Oak Harbor leaving the SBC

Rockets will join Northern Buckeye in 2023
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By BRIAN KOLLARS
kollars@sanduskyregister.com

The high school conference
realignment dominoes that have
been falling in northwest Ohio this
vear reached the Sandusky Bay
Conference on Wednesday when Oak
Harbor announced it has accepted an
invitation to join the Northem Buckeye
Conference.

The Northern Buckeye was looking
to fill out its eight-team league and
approached Oak Harbor last fall.

Leaving the SBC, of which Oak
Harbor has been a member since 1986,
was not an easy decision, said OH
athletic director Dan Hoover.

“We've been dealing with this for
four months, holding discussions and
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out of the SBC. The NBC came looking
forus.

“There are a lot of good schools (in
the NBC) that we fit well with. I think
it'll be mutually beneficial”

Hoover expects Oak Harbor to
remain in the SBC for two more years
and begin play in the NBC in the fall of
2023.

SBC president Nate Artino, the
principal at Bellevue High School,
citing league bylaws, expects Oak
Harbor to remain in the SBC for two
more years but said it’s possible the
timetable could be altered if all parties
agree.

The next scheduled meeting of the
SBC'’s executive council — which is
made up of conference principals — is

The Streaks won a school-record 23 games that season.

divisions: the Lake, Bay and River. It will
remain at 22 when Oak Harbor leaves
because Woodmore announced last
week that it is leaving the Northern
Buckeye to join the SBC River Division
in2023.

“With all the changes in the state and
northwest Ohio, it’s inevitable there
will be dominoes,” Artino said. “We're
confident we'll find a way to make this
work”

The NBC must ratify Oak Harbor’s
admission. That is expected to be a
formality.

Oak Harbor superintendent Guy
Parmigian said that more than 70
percent of the school’s coaches
favored moving to the Northern
Buckeye, calling it “a crucial factor”

NFL | BROWNS
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ABOVE: Thom Darden, who graduated from Sandusky High School in 1968, holds the Browns' career interceptions record
with 45. He had an NFL-best 10 in 1978. BELOW: Thom Darden and the Rev. Thom Darden Sr. pose next to the Jim Brown
statue outside FirstEnergy Stadiumin 2016.

Browns legend Darden
had tough playoff luck

Sandusky native played in two memorable postseason games for Cleveland

By BRIAN KOLLARS
bhollars@sanduskyregister.com

The night before the Cleveland
Browns hosted the Oakland Raiders
inan AFC divisional playoff game 40
years ago, Thom Darden hosted some
teammates for dinner at his home in
suburban Beachwood.

The group enjoyed some great
Italian food and relaxed on the eve of
the Browns' first playoff game in eight
seasons.

“(Head coach) Sam (Rutigliano)
used to let us stay home on Saturday
night before home games,” Darden
said this week. “A friend of mine
cooked me an Italian dinner. Lyle
Alzado and a few other guys and their
wives and girlfriends came over and
wehad anice night.

“The next morning I couldn’t
believe how cold it was!

It was Jan. 4, 1981. Red Right 88.

Darden, a 1968 Sandusky High

Thom Darden bio

Age: 70

Hometown: Sandusky

College: Michigan (All-American in
1971, AllBig Ten in 1970, '71)
NFL: Played 10 seasons for the
Cleveland Browns (1972-81)
Honors: All-Pro safety, 1976, '78 and
'79; made Pro Bowl in 1978
Record book: Holds Browns record
with 45 career interceptions

School graduate who went on to earn
All-America honors at Michigan,
started at free safety that day. It was
his second playoff game and the
coldest day of hislife.

‘The temperature hovered justabove
zero when the game kicked off at
Cleveland’s Municipal Stadium. The
wind-chill factor was about 30 below.

W See DARDEN, Page B3
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ThorSprot driver Ben Rhodes, left, signs autographs for Josh Sundberg and his son, Cole, 4, during ThorSport's open house in Perkins

Township on Wednesday.

Rhodes in a ‘different world’

Bud Light-loving Trucks champ celebrates 2021 series title

By BRIAN KOLLARS
Follars@sanduskyregistercom
PERKINS TWP.

Ben Rhodes' life changed forever
after he won the 2021 NASCAR
Camping World Truck Series
championship last month in Phoenix.

For starters, Rhodes has more beer
than he’ll ever be able to drink.

“T've had more Bud Lightgiven to me
thanI've ever drank in my life,” Rhodes
said Wednesday before ThorSport
Racing’s open house at its Campbell
Avenue headquarters. “ have a lifetime
supply of Bud Light people have given
me since the end of the race. Bud needs
to go ahead and embrace me. We've
had their name out there alot”

If you missed it all the beer talk, do
an internet search for Rhodes’ post-
race press conference at Phoenix.

After Rhodes finished third in the
raceto clinch his playoff championship,
hewas taken to a party tent. There was
aDJ and plenty to drink, and Rhodes
was ready to celebrate.

“It started with champagne. I didn’t
have one drop of water after the race,”
Rhodes said. “I took a few gulps and
had four or five (Bud Lights) at the party
tent in a matter of 15 or 20 minutes,
then straight from there to the press
conference. I was feelingit”

Rhodes’ session with the media
was very entertaining. At one point,
someone traded the Bud Light sitting in
front of him for a bottle of water.

“T've never drank like that after arace
before,” Rhodes said. “Usually it's right
to water and some sort of sports drink”

W See RHODES, Page B2
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ABOVE: ThorSport driver Ben Rhodes does a burnout during the team's championship
parade. BELOW: Fans tour ThorSport’s headquarters on Wednesday.
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