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Home run
hitters

.....
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Local champions were crowned in home-run derbys held at McMinn-

ville Civic Center this summer. The 12U champion is Baler Melton, left,

and the 14U champion is Kayden Coates. Both are pictured with Parks
and Recreation athletic director Terry Beard.
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Softhall success

BUILT TO GET MORE DONE.

Jeffery Simmons photo
Nathan Bailey helped Sheer Madness win the co-ed softball league

championship. Sheer Madness downed Ramirez Transport 25-13 in the

tournament finals held at McMinnville Civic Center Wednesday.

KNOXVILLE (AP) —
Two former University of
Tennessee football play-
ers were acquitted Friday
of the aggravated rape
charges they had been in-
dicted on nearly 3 % years
ago.

A jury of seven women
and five men deliberated
for almost 1 % hours Fri-
day afternoon before find-
ing AJ. Johnson and Mi-
chael Williams not guilty
on all counts.

"We prayed, trusted in
God," Johnson said after-
ward. T just knew God
was going to take care of
it."

Johnson, 26, embraced
friends and relatives as
soon as the jury departed.
The 25-year-old Williams
gave a big hug to his law-
yer, David Eldridge. The
woman who said both men
raped her left the court-
room as the not-guilty
verdicts for Johnson were
announced and before the
jury foreman had even
read the decision on Wil-
liams.
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"I am so grateful to the
jury for their work and
their service to our com-
munity, and I'm grateful
for their seeing the truth,
(that) Michael Williams is
not guilty and has never
been guilty of this crime,"
Eldridge said. "He's look-
ing forward to moving on
with his life."

Johnson and Williams
were indicted on February
2015 after a woman said
both men raped her during
a party at Johnson's apart-
ment in the early morning
hours of Nov. 16, 2014.
Johnson and Williams
were suspended from the
team less than 48 hours
after the party and nev-
er played for Tennessee
again. Johnson had been a
star linebacker, while Wil-
liams was a part-time start-
er in the secondary.

Prosecutors made the
Tennessee football pro-
gram's clout and Johnson's
local celebrity status ma-
jor elements of their case.
During her closing argu-
ment Friday afternoon,
Knox County Assistant
District Attorney General
Leslie Nassios described
the defendants as "entitled
men, used to getting their
way, coddled, idolized
men who weren't used to
hearing the word, 'No."

Eldridge countered that
Williams and Johnson were
being prosecuted despite a
lack of evidence because
they are former Tennessee
football players. Stephen
Ross Johnson, who rep-
resents Johnson but isn't
related to him, said Nas-
sios made an "emotional"
argument 'because they
don't have evidence."

Defense lawyers argued
that the woman had con-
sensual sex with both men
at the same time and then
lied, claiming she had been
raped. Stephen Ross John-
son said the woman was
"locked into a lie" that had
spun out of control.

"She regrets it," Eldridge
said. "Ladies and gentle-
men, regret isn't rape.”

The woman said she was
with a friend visiting from
out of state that night and
that they went up to John-
son's room with the two
defendants. The woman
has acknowledged having
consensual sex with John-
son on two occasions prior
to the night in question.

The woman said that
Johnson immediately start-
ed having sex with her and
that it shocked and scared
her. Her friend testified
that Williams was attempt-
ing to force her into sexual
activity around the same

Two former Vols
acquitted of rape

time before she got away
and left the room, though
the friend opted against
pressing charges.

But the charges against
Johnson and Williams
stemmed from what the
woman says happened af-
ter her friend left the room.
The two defendants took
turns raping her at first be-
fore both raped her at the
same time, she said.

Defense lawyers cit-
ed a lack of a rape kit or
other physical evidence,
inconsistencies  between
what the woman said in
court and what she'd told
investigators earlier and
discrepancies between the
testimony of the woman
and her friend. They men-
tioned how the woman and
her friend both replaced
their phones around the
same time without pre-
serving social-media com-
munications, preventing
the defense from obtaining
that information.

And they noted how
the woman initially told
police she didn't want the
defendants arrested. The
woman testified she was
initially reluctant to press
charges because she feared
she wouldn't be believed.

Nassios questioned why
anyone would think the
woman would lie about
something like this. She
noted the woman had "lost
everything that mattered
to her" through this situa-
tion.

"How would you think
(she) was ever locked in a
lie?" Nassios said. "How
many steps has she had
in her life since this has
happened — 3 % years —
to stop if she wanted to?
Where is the motivation to
perpetuate a lie?"

Johnson's star power
around Knoxville resulted
from his status as a four-
year starter at Tennessee
whose 425 career tackles
rank second among any
Volunteer since the school
started keeping track of
the statistic in 1970. John-
son was considered a pro
prospect, but his invitation
to the 2015 NFL scouting
combine was rescinded af-
ter his indictment.

Now he appears interest-
ed in reviving his football
career. Johnson referred
to comments from prose-
cutors and witnesses this
week that he'd lost weight
since the night of the party.

"I've been staying ready,
staying in shape," Johnson
said. "They were saying...
that I'm smaller now than I
was back then, but actual-
ly I weigh 255 and I'm still
ready to go."
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