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Ian Happ made sure the 
Major League Baseball sea-
son started with a bang.

Happ sent the very first 
pitch of the season into the 
seats in Miami, and some-
where locally Cubs superfan 
Rob Nunley was probably 
smiling.

Happ’s homer was just 
one of many highlights 
during the MLB debut. 

Newest Yankee Giancarlo 
Stanton looked great in pin-
stripes, homering twice – 
leading some to wonder if 
New York should hold a sec-
ond retirement ceremony for 
Derek Jeter, once their 
beloved shortstop and now 
the Marlins owner who 
orchestrated Stanton’s trade 
to the Bronx Bombers.

The Atlanta Braves flirted 
with the first-ever 162-0 sea-
son when Nick Markakis 
completed a late rally with a 
walk-off, three-run homer at 
SunTrust Park. Sadly, the 
dream of perfection didn’t 
last 24 hours. After an 8-5 
victory, the Braves dropped 
a 5-4 decision in 11 innings to 
the Phillies. Maybe next year 
Atlanta.

Matt Davidson, previous-
ly unknown to 99 percent of 
baseball fans, even became a 
household name on opening 
day. The White Sox DH 
slugged three homers 
against the Royals, putting 
him on pace to blow away 
Barry Bonds’ record of 73 
homers in a season. Odds 
are though, Davidson won’t 
stay on his pace of 486 ding-
ers, but there’s always a 
chance.

Thursday also marked the 
first time I’ve watched more 
than a few innings of open-
ing day since Jason Heyward 
debuted in 2010. I thought 
he was going to be the next 
Ken Griffey Jr. He may have 
made as much money as the 
Kid, but that’s probably 
where the comparisons will 
end.

I've been closed off to 
baseball for a long time. 
There was no local team and 
I usually gravitated to for-
mer Vols in the pros. Sadly, 
there was no Peyton 
Manning equivalent in the 
MLB (sorry Todd Helton).

Also, I got cut from the 
baseball team when I was a 
freshman in 2000 and I start-
ed watching Spurs games 
from October to June for the 
last 18 years. Pick any of 
those three reasons. 

I decided to give America’s 
Pasttime another chance this 
season. Well, more like 
America’s fantasy Pasttime.

I joined a fantasy baseball 
league with friends, which 
immediately made me real-
ize I have no idea who is 
good anymore. I ended up 
drafting Bryce Harper with 
my first pick, mostly because 
he’s the only name I recog-
nized.

I also ended up with 
Marcell Ozuna and Christian 
Yelich, which I found out 
later were key components 
to a 77-win Marlin team.  So 
I got that going for me, 
which I guess is nice.

Hopefully the highlights 
keep rolling. I promise to 
keep paying attention, at 
least until Kawhi Leonard 
plays basketball again.

Learning 
to love 
MLB again

Christian Wilkinson grew up 
imagining what it’d be like to roam 
the sidelines at Neyland Stadium. 
Now, he gets to find out for real.

The former Pioneer quarterback is 
a football manager under first-year 
coach Jeremy Pruitt, a volunteer job 
that keeps him involved in the sport 
he grew up loving.

“It was always my dream to be a 
part of the Tennessee football team. 
Playing didn’t work out for me, but 
I still wanted to do something so I 
could be on the sidelines and travel-
ing,” said Wilkinson, now a sopho-
more at the University of Tennessee.

Wilkinson enrolled at UT in the 
spring of 2017, a semester after he 
spent the fall playing football at 
Centre College in Kentucky. Hanging 
up the cleats wasn’t easy, but the 
lifelong dream of being on The Hill 
continued to call Wilkinson.

Once enrolled, he wasn’t going to 
stop until he was on the field.

“I got (the position) by checking in 
as much as I could with the head 
equipment guy until he had a spot 
open,” said Wilkinson.

Spring practice has put Wilkinson 
to work, mentally and physically. 
Wilkinson works primarily with 
receivers coach David Johnson, who 
is also in his first year after spending 
several seasons at the University of 
Memphis. 

Wilkinson has a litany of tasks, 
including working the jugs machine, 
throwing to receivers, setting up 
drills, working the chain gang and, 
even in some portions, running 
routes.

“In two different periods, me and 
some other guys run routes for 
coach Pruitt for defensive recogni-
tion of formations and their assign-
ments,” said Wilkinson. “I was pret-
ty exhausted after the first few days 
of practice.”

The opportunity gives him some 
extra insight on the Vols, a first-hand 
view usually hidden from most fans.

A volunteer Vol
by JEFFERY SIMMONS
Sports Editor for the Southern Standard
(McMinnville, Tennessee)
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Christian Wilkinson stands on 

the sideline at the uT practice 
field during spring practice.

Former Pioneer now UT manager
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File photo
Christian Wilkinson was the starting quarterback for the 

pioneers in 2014, helping Warren County to a 4-6 record.

Jeffery Simmons photo
Brooks Helton, pictured in a previous game, had 12 strikeouts Friday in a win over smyrna. Helton also had an rBi single 

during a five-run seventh inning to propel the pioneers to their fourth straight victory.

Pioneers win fourth straight
Something seems to be 

clicking for the Pioneers.
After falling to an 

unexpected 2-6 mark 
after two weeks, the 
Pioneers have rattled off 
four straight wins. The 
latest victory came 
Friday, when Warren 
County beat Smyrna 6-2 
in the Warrior Spring 
Classic held in Rutherford 
County.

Warren County (6-6) 
got a great performance 
from Brooks Helton on 
the mound and timely 
hitting in the seventh to 
take down the Bulldogs 
on their home field. The 
junior, making his first 
start of the season, was in 
complete command, 
blowing the Bulldogs 
away with 12 strikeouts. 
Helton mixed in an over-
powering fastball with 
strong off-speed pitches 
to limit Smyrna to just 
two hits – and one run – 

over five innings of work.
Unfortunately for 

Helton, the Pioneer bats 
didn’t get in a groove 
until he was already out 
of the game, leaving him 
with a no decision.

The game went into the 
seventh inning knotted at 
1-1 and tension grew 
with every pitch. Any 
blunder could be costly, 
as the Bulldogs found out 
in the final frame.

Warren County got in 
business quick, with 
Brandon Hennessee put-

ting the first pitch in play 
to third. Hennessee was 
able to reach on an error, 
giving the Pioneers a 
much-needed boost at 
the plate.

With Hennessee on sec-
ond following the error, 
Will Cantrell tried to 
move his teammate over 
with a bunt. The plan 
worked well, even better 
than hoped when Cantrell 
beat the throw to first to 
put runners on the cor-
ners with no outs.

Cantrell took second 

on a steal, but had to hold 
there when a flyball 
didn’t get past the short-
stop for the first out.

Cole Estes tried the 
shortstop again, only this 
time drilling a 2-2 pitch 
hard on the ground. 
Hennessee broke to the 
plate on contact, but 
there was no play to be 
made. The booted ball 
allowed the Pioneers to 
take the lead, and Estes 
to reach third.

by JEFFERY SIMMONS
Sports Editor for the Southern Standard
(McMinnville, Tennessee)
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