Chaparral Basketball

2006-2007 Season in Review 

It was mid-morning on Tuesday, October 17, 2006.  The day started out as most days, with Coach Grant McCasland in his office checking phone messages and getting prepared to teach his class.  Then someone went into his office and asked, “How do you feel being ranked #1 in the preseason polls?”  In response, McCasland said, “You’re joking??!!”  How would most coaches feel in that situation?  Who wants to be #1 going into a basketball season with the proverbial “bulls eye” on their backs?  With that McCasland set out upon his day and season.

The MC Chaps opened the 2006-07 season at home with two games versus Cochise College, AZ and Western Oklahoma State College.  The Chaps entered their opener with plenty of arrows in their quiver including a strong group of returning sophomores along with two highly touted transfers.  

Joining the team were Ryan McCoy and Jordan Brooks, both transfers from 2006 NJCAA National Champion University of Arkansas-Fort Smith.  Returning sharp shooters Rodrigue Mels and Kyle Victoria along with pre-season All-American post player Nemanja Calasan gave the Chaps reason for optimism.  Additionally, several freshmen were poised to make an immediate impact for the team.  Just as significant as the additions of the players was the return of former MC player Alvin Brooks, III as an assistant coach, joining McCasland on the sidelines.  

In the Cochise game, the Chaps saw a team who liked playing at a frenzied pace and responded with a 82-72 win to garner their first win of the season.  Next on the schedule was Western Oklahoma State, a team that came into the season with little fanfare.  However, WOSC was committed to send a message in their match-up with the Chaparrals and despite a 23-point, nine rebound performance by freshman post player, Nathan Jawai, the Pioneers handed MC their first loss of the season in an 82-80 game.

Without much time to lick their wounds, the Chaps packed their bags for Hutchinson, KS to play in the Hutchinson Community College Classic.  Hutchinson, the site of the NJCAA National Men’s Basketball Tournament, would not be the most welcoming environment in which to compete.  Their two opponents in the classic, host Hutchinson Community College and Barton County Community College, appeared less than impressed to play the top-ranked Chaps.  The Chaps suffered two heart-breaking losses; a one-point defeat by Hutchinson CC and a 27-point loss to Barton CC.  

After going 1-3 in the first four games of the season, the Chaps needed a win to help right the ship.  That win came in the form of Wayland Baptist University’s JV.  MC defeated WBUJV 110-75 to win its first game in 13 days.  The win over Wayland spurred the Chaps to record six straight wins over the likes of Pima CC, AZ; Monterey Tech, Weatherford College, Western Oklahoma State and Abilene Christian University’s JV to improve their record to 7-3 on the young season.    

Next on the horizon was a neutral site game versus Grayson Community College.  Grayson, a team that played a methodical style, hoped to keep the Chaps in check by keeping the score in the 60’s and in the process steal a win over the Chaps.  Grayson was successful in both goals, winning the game 65-62 in overtime.  

Following the Grayson loss, the Chap coaching staff was successful in regrouping and motivating their talented team to play up to its lofty expectations.  Coaches McCasland and Brooks both turned their attention to finding the proper chemistry for the team.  They knew that most early games served as an opportunity to tinker with line-ups as well as various offensive sets and different defenses in order to find what would work best with the personnel they had assembled.  

Coming out of the Grayson game, the Chaps put together two of their best performances of the season versus Weatherford College on the road and at home versus North Lake College, 89-67 and 81-48 respectively.  The Chaps entered the holiday break with a record of 9-4, but with a renewed sense of purpose and reason for optimism.

Following the semester break, the Chaps would have several days of practice and one game, with Kingwood College, prior to entering the conference wars.  In the Kingwood College game, MC received strong performances from Houston natives Brooks and freshman Darris Santee who both chalked up 20-points in the contest to spur the Chaps to a 97-54 win to go to 10-4 on the season.

Midland, the preseason selection as the WJCAC champion, would face Howard College the conference’s preseason selection for the second spot in the standings.  The game was played at the Dorothy Garrett Coliseum on the campus of Howard College was the first match-up for the two teams since the 2005 NJCAA Region V championship game.  Like most games between the two teams, it was an intense, high-energy contest that would be settled at the wire.  Midland College continued it winning ways defeating the Hawks 71-70 with freshman Ty Appleton leading the way with 24 points in the game.  

The next conference game, with South Plains College, was also anticipated to be a stern test for the Chaparrals.  Fortunately for Coach McCasland and the Chaps, the contest would be played in the friendly confines of the Chaparral Center.  Unlike the previous game against Howard College, this time the Chaps would seize control from the opening tip and cruised to an easier than expected 88-67 win over SPC.  

Their next two games would be against teams from the “Land of Enchantment”, New Mexico Junior College at the Chaparral Center and New Mexico Military Institute on the road at Roswell, NM.  The Chaparrals won both games with relative ease, 78-57 over NMJC and 75-58 over NMMI to move its record to 14-4 overall and, more importantly, 4-0 in the WJCAC.  

The next three contests would have the Chaps on the road versus Clarendon College, at home versus Western Texas College and at home against Odessa College.  The road game against Clarendon served as a reminder that there are traps and pitfalls in every schedule, every year.  Despite strong performances from freshman Appleton and sophomores Jordan Brooks and Rodrigue Mels, the Chaps lost a disappointing game 81-80 to Clarendon.  McCasland was able to regroup the Chaps to wins over Western Texas (73-55) and Odessa College (79-48) with an always tough Frank Phillips College team looming on the horizon in Borger, TX.  

In the FPC game, Midland College played determined basketball only to come up short.  The final score in the Frank Phillips contest, 81-80, in a game that seemed reminiscent of the Clarendon contest eleven days earlier.  Returning to the Chaparral Center, Midland College again defeated Howard College in a very tough overtime game 90-87.  The following game would be the second WJCAC game against South Plains College, a team MC had defeated by 21 points in January.  With leading scorer Brooks nursing an injured ankle, the Chaps played one of its worst games of the season.  South Plains paid back the earlier loss with an 88-66 game over MC.  The South Plains loss was another game that forced the Chaps to pull together in order to secure a post-season berth.  

Over the next six games the Chaps would go 5-1, with only an overtime loss to Frank Phillips College as a blemish over that span.  The conference season concluded with the Chaps sporting a season record of 22-8 record, including 12-4 in conference.  

What transpired over the next fifteen days will go down in the annals of Midland College sports history.  Starting with the NJCAA Region V Tournament in Belton, TX, where the Chaps drew a familiar Northern Conference opponent, McLennan Community College of Waco, TX.  For the third year in a row, MC would face the Highlanders, coached by Kevin Gill, in the regional tournament.  McLennan was a high energy and well-coached team that always brings out the best in the Chaparrals.  The game itself lived up to its promise with both teams making plays and getting defensive stops.  In the end the Chaps prevailed 78-73 to move to the second round.  

The Chaps second round opponent was conference nemesis Frank Phillips College, a team that had twice during the season defeated MC in close contests.  Again this game proved to be a fantastic competition between two teams determined to keep their respective seasons alive.  With 13 seconds left in the game and the Chaps ahead 84-83, FPC scorer Josh Jenkins was fouled and went to the charity stripe shooting a one and one.  Jenkins coolly made both shots to move the Plainsmen ahead 85-84.  MC’s McCasland made an offensive play call for the Chaps as Appleton dribbled down the court.  With time ticking down, Appleton inadvertently dribbled to the left and passed the ball to fellow freshman Adrian Van Buren.  The play called by McCasland was designed to go to the right and through postman Nemanja Calasan.  Van Buren faked a three-point shot and passed the ball back to Appleton who dribbled towards the lane and lofted a short jumper towards the rim as time ticked closer to zero.  Appleton’s shot caromed off the rim and with everyone battling for position under the basket, sophomore guard Rodrigue Mels crashed the boards from the free throw line, heaved himself into the air and with one hand dunked the rebound into the basket just as the buzzer sounded.  What ensued afterwards was pandemonium with the entire MC team all piling on Mels at half court and Coach McCasland attempting to get his reserves back onto the bench and off the court to avoid a technical foul call.  The referee positioned at half court ran towards the scoring table, motioning that the basket was good and with that the Chaps moved into the regional finals with an 86-85 win over the Plainsmen.  

In the regional finals, Midland College would face another familiar team from the WJCAC conference, South Plains College.  Led by 22 points by Mels and Brooks, the Chaps won the 2007 NJCAA Region V Championship over South Plains College by a score of 90-82 to advance to the 2007 NJCAA National Basketball Championship Tournament in Hutchinson, KS.  

The return to “Hutch” marked the third appearance in four seasons for the Chaparrals, having made it in 2004 (Shanon Hays), 2005 (McCasland) and again in 2007 (McCasland).  The tournament appearance gave McCasland a distinction shared with legendary former MC coach Jerry Stone.  Stone and McCasland are the only two coaches in the history of Midland College men’s basketball to make more than one appearance at the national tournament.  

The Chaps would find, as its first round opponent, a team in Aiken Technical College, SC that coaches McCasland and Alvin Brooks, III had difficulty finding information on.  The process of readying a team for the trip to Hutchinson is a stressful one, especially when the opponent is a virtual unknown.  However through diligence and many phone calls, the staff was able to secure some video, which allowed them to craft a scouting report for the Chaparrals.  

Aiken Tech would be a stubborn opponent for the Chaps and the game itself was a significant challenge.  In a theme that would reveal itself several times over the course of the tournament, Rodrigue Mels led the Chaps in scoring with 18 points and Jordan Brooks recording eight assists in the 81-75 opening round victory.  

In the second round Midland College would draw Seminole State College, OK and their hot shooting guard Robert Jarvis.  Jarvis scorched top seeded Indian Hills College, IA to the tune of 34 points, in SSC’s opening round game at Hutch.  With the offensive potential of Jarvis at the forefront of their collective minds, the Chaps set out to survive what promised to be a tough contest.  Coach McCasland would tap freshmen guards Adrian Van Buren, PJ Hill and Tyrone Appleton to lead the defensive effort against Seminole State.  The talented trio was very successful at disrupting the rhythm of SSC and Jarvis, eventually winning with relative ease 78-50.  Jarvis who was frustrated by stifling pressure all night was held to 10 points in the game.  Once again the Chaps benefited from the hot shooting hand of Mels who scored 23 followed by Calasan who scored 13 and Kyle Victoria’s 12 point performance.  Additionally, the Chaps tied a team record with 13 three-point shots made in the contest.  

Midland College’s third round opponent would be the favorite of the partisan Kansas crowd, Coffeyville Community College of Coffeyville, KS.  Playing on a high level of self-confidence the Chaps quickly deflated the enthusiasm of the audience, cruising to a low scoring, but resounding win over CCC 57-34.  By this time in the tournament, the play of the Chaparrals had gone from a secret to the talk of the tournament.  Never before had their three tournament opponents witnessed such a high level of play on both ends of the court.  The win over Coffeyville moved the Chaps into its first finals appearance in over 20 years.  

In an ironic twist the Chaparrals would face highly favored Chipola College, FL.  Chipola was picked as the pre-season #2 ranked team in the NJCAA behind Midland College.  Chipola entered the tournament with an impressive 30-2 record while the Chaps made it to Kansas with a more modest 25-8 record.  However, the play of the Chaparrals had gotten the attention of the fans, the teams and many coaches in attendance.  

With the 2007 season ending as it began, Midland College and Chipola College emerged from a crowed field to become the finalists in the national championship tournament.  Chipola was led by 6’5” scorer Jamarcus Ellis and a rather robust (6’8” 300 lbs.) Deandre Thomas, both Indiana University signees.  

With a strong contingent of fans in tow, the Chaps set out to win its first basketball championship since 1982, a 25-year span.  

From the outset the Chaps went nose to nose with the highly touted Indians who were not prepared for the brand of defensive intensity employed by Midland College not to mention the sharp shooting of the MC guards Mels, Brooks and Appleton in concert with the strong post play of Calasan.  With Chipola’s Thomas scoring the first basket of the game, the Indians moved out to an early lead.  However the Chaps were determined to impose its will on CC and quickly moved ahead of the Indians.  

In the first half the Chaps led by as much as 12 points 27-15 over Chipola and by halftime Midland College had moved to a 46-37 lead.  Despite the outstanding play of Midland College, many in attendance believed it was only a matter of time until the Indians would assert it dominance.  Many who held that opinion would find themselves disappointed and perhaps surprised by the focused execution of McCasland’s Chaparrals.  

Going into the second half MC continued its success formula against Chipola and continued to lead in the contest.  Again the sharp shooting Chaps continued its hot streak.  With 13 minutes left in the game, Chipola mounted a comeback eventually whittling the MC lead to 2 points (62-60) with 10:27.  However in true Chaparral fashion and heeding the many lessons of the Chap coaching staff, Midland College reasserted itself to extend the lead over the final 10 minutes of the contest.  Each time the Indians threw a punch, the Chaparrals countered.  

After the final two points of the game were recorded, a two-point basket by Jordan Brooks, the Chaps emerged victorious and were crowned 2007 NJCAA Men’s Division I National Champions!!!

In what seemed at times during the season, as unlikely and perhaps highly improbable, the Midland College players and coaches McCasland and Brooks forged themselves into a cohesive unit, a band of brothers and more significantly a “Team Together”.

