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Despitebackpain,HamlinshinesatWatkinsGlen
BY JONATHAN INGRAM
THE SPORTS XCHANGE

One way to get Denny
Hamlin to victory lane is to
have him
drive hurt.
S u f f e r i n g
from back spasms, the Joe
Gibbs Racing driver finally
won his first road course vic-
tory in the Sprint Cup at
Watkins Glen, succeeding
where teammates Carl Ed-
wards and Kyle Busch
squandered opportunities.

Last year, despite suffer-
ing from a torn ligament in a
knee injured in a basketball
game, Hamlin won the first
round of the Chase at the
Chicagoland Speedway.

Even when he broke his
back in a crash at the Auto
Club Speedway in 2013 and
missed four races, Hamlin
managed to come back and
win the season finale at the
Homestead-Miami Speedway
to sustain his streak of at

least one win every season
since joining the Sprint Cup
full time in 2006.

Another way to get Ham-
lin fired up is to suggest he
might have to leave the
Gibbs team, which continues
to be the dominant force in
the Sprint Cup with 10 wins
this year and where Hamlin
has all 28 of his career wins.
Although it was subsequent-
ly extended through 2017,
Hamlin entered 2016 as a con-
tract year and won the Day-
tona 500 with a brilliant
move on the final lap.

In June, Hamlin lost at the
Sonoma Raceway on the last
lap to Tony Stewart, losing
the lead in the final corner
while in pursuit of that elu-
sive road course win. This
time, he made the right
moves at the right time and
it was Busch and Team Pen-
ske driver Brad Keselowski
who overcooked corners,
handing the opportunity to
Hamlin.

“I felt like Sonoma was a
heartbreak to go to the last
corner and lose the race out
there on a road course,” said
team owner Joe Gibbs.
“Then to bounce back and
come back here and race like
he did today, they were big
hitters up front that were
great road racers. For him to
come out on top here, I think
that says a lot about Denny.”

Hamlin took the lead when
front row starters Busch and
Keselowski ran wide at Turn
1 on a restart with 10 laps to
go. Initially, it appeared that
Hamlin might not have been
able to start the race due to
the back spasms, apparently
a holdover from his head-on
meeting with the wall inside
Turn 4 at the Auto Club in
2013, which had no SAFER
barriers at the time.

“I got the text this morn-
ing when he woke up,” said
crew chief Mike Wheeler.
“He was in trouble. He said
it. It was like, you know, not

something you really want to
hear (the morning of the
race). You know you got good
cars, good teammates, track
position to start.

“But end of the day I know
(Denny) mans up when he
needs to. I almost want to say
if he knew he didn’t have a

winning car, he might do
something different. But I
know he definitely gets that
attitude going in the car
when he has a winning car,
can run up front and tough it
out.”

Hamlin said he would not
have gotten in the car had it

been a practice day.
“No doubt if it was Friday

or Saturday, no question I
wouldn’t have turned one
lap today,” he said. “It was
by far the worst conditions
I’ve ever had to drive in,
over the knees, anything
else. This was by far the
worst pain-wise I’ve had to
go through.”

One of the question marks
hanging over this season was
where Erik Jones, the
20-year-old sensation from
Michigan, was going to fit
into the scheme at JGR,
which put Hamlin on the hot
seat among the team’s four
veteran drivers due to his
contract situation. That
question was answered on
the morning of the race at
the Glen when it was an-
nounced Jones would drive a
second Toyota for Denver-
based Furniture Row Rac-
ing, which is in its first year
as an affiliate with the Gibbs
team.

NASCAR

TIMOTHY T. LUDWIG | USA TODAY

Sprint Cup Series driver Denny Hamlin celebrates a win at
the the Cheez-It 355 at Watkins Glen International on Sun-
day.
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them make plays in space,”
said Coen. “They have to be
better decision-makers and
distributors.”

Collins and Belcher know
what is expected of them,
and they know what they
need to improve in order to
win the job.

“I need to get better all-
around,” said Collins. “I
hold myself accountable for

everything I’ve done the
past two years.

“I’ve forced some balls,
I’ve tended to settle back
on my arm strength and
stuff like that. I’ve got to
concentrate more on accu-
racy, and I also have to
work on pre-snap stuff. I
have to know what the de-
fense is doing so I’ll be able
to make checks [audibles],”
he said.

Belcher said he need to
keep improving as a passer.

“We have a new offense,
so I have to master it and

work on my footwork so I
can become a better passer,”
he said.

Both quarterbacks said
the Black Bears will be less
predictable on offense this
season.

“We’re definitely going to
be more imaginative,” said
Collins.

That could help the Black
Bears in several areas.

UMaine was last in the 12-
team conference in red zone
touchdown conversion and
mustered just 13 touch-
downs in 33 forays into the

red zone (inside the oppo-
nents’ 20-yard line).

“That has been our No. 1
focus this spring and in
training camp,” said Coen.
“We have to think touch-
downs. We need to be explo-
sive. We need to be special
with the ball in our hands.

“We can’t just catch a
hitch pass and fall down.
That’s not good enough. My
little cousin can do that.
After we catch a hitch, we
need to go score. That will
come with confidence,” said
Coen.

A hitch pass is when a re-
ceiver takes a some quick
steps downfield before
abruptly stopping and turn-
ing back, facing the quarter-
back, who delivers him the
ball.

“And we need to game
plan in those situations bet-
ter,” said Coen, who intends
to use a variety of different
looks in the red zone to con-
fuse the defense.

“We need to put more
points on the board in those
situations,” said Collins.

“We will demand more of
ourselves.”

The quarterbacks will
benefit from a more experi-
enced offensive line and re-
ceiver corps.

Wide receivers Micah
Wright and Jordan Dunn
said the team feels both
of them can get the job
done.

“We’re definitely confi-
dent with either one of
them,” said Wright.

“We’re comfortable with
either one,” said Dunn.

Arizona football player dies in his sleep
THE SPORTS XCHANGE

Arizona Wildcats coach
Rich Rodriguez announced
Monday that offensive
lineman Zach Hemmila
died in his sleep sometime
Sunday night or early
Monday. The cause of
death was not immediately
known.

Rodriguez made the tear-
ful announcement along
with Arizona athletic direc-

tor Greg Byrne, who said the
school was notified of the
death of the 22-year-old
Hemmila on Monday morn-
ing.

“The only thought on my
mind right now is with Zach
Hemmila’s family,” Rodri-
guez said. “We lost a great,
young man. Everybody in
our program is hurting. I
don’t know any of the de-
tails.”

Hemmila and Rodriguez

had spoken just after a meet-
ing Sunday night. The Chan-
dler, Arizona, native played
in all 13 games last season,
including six starts at left
guard, and was considered
the favorite entering fall
camp to win the starting
center job.

The Wildcats practiced
Monday morning, with play-
ers informed of Hemmila’s
death at the conclusion of
practice. Rodriguez said he

had spoken with Hemmila’s
father, Joel, and that grief
counselors would be made
available to players and
coaches.

“As Coach said, he’s a
great young man,” Byrne
said. “We’re just so deeply
saddened. Our deepest
thoughts and prayers go out
to his family and friends, the
team, his teammates, the
coaches and everybody in-
volved.”


