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After a decade as a defensive lineman, Nitro High's coaches took
junior Mark Burch, stood him upright five yards back, and made him an
inside linebacker. 


But in his first game at the position against Herbert Hoover, Burch
played like he never left his four-point stance. He was relentless,
aggressive ... and over-pursuing. 


"I was really nervous and tried to make too many plays," he said. "I
rushed to the ball too quick, and they could cut back for big, long
runs." 


His fellow Wildcat defenders were equally anxious, and the Huskies
eventually racked up 369 yards on 38 carries, scoring seven touchdowns
on the ground. 


Pursuit was part of the problem. So was fatigue, as Hoover ran for
scores of 70, 48, 45 and 33 after halftime. 


"After we watched the film, everyone agreed we were tired," said Coach
Little Burdette. "We would have long drives, and then they put
together back-to-back 1-play drives with long scores while we had most
of the same kids in there. Before we could regroup, they would bust
another long one. 


"And, there was plenty of poor tackling." 


So in last week's 27-14 victory over Hurricane, Burdette decided to
play about 30 players on defense instead of rotating 16 or 17. 


"We had young kids we were unsure if we wanted to play," he said. "But
I felt fresh, young were better than experienced kids who were tired." 


Nitro stuffed the Redskins for 2.5 yards per carry (56 yards on 22
rushes), but Burdette maintains the turnaround hasn't been as
dramatic. 


"We got to the quarterback a couple of times, and that negative sack
yardage counts on their rushing," he said. "Plus, Hurricane had
several big gains nullified by penalty." 


The 5-foot-8, 200-pound Burch said the defense, filled with mostly new
starters, settled into the proper roles with a week's experience. 


"We hustled to the ball more," he said. "And the coaches helped me by
showing me how to hesitate and read more before I go chasing the
ball." 


The Wildcats' improved rush defense must try to contain George
Washington (2-0) tonight at Laidley Field. The Patriots, ranked third
in the Daily Mail Poll, are averaging 200 yards rushing, led by junior
Cortez Lacy's 133 per game. 


Burch, who sometimes shares a pew with Lacy at church, now has the
task of trying to discard GW's aggressive run-blocking line to tackle
his friend. 


"I've watched the video at least 15 times and you see them coming out
on your pretty quick, so I'm going to have to shed them quick" he
said. "Both of their backs run hard. (Fullback Joey) Spano is a big
ole boy who will run you over." 


A repeat of the Hoover tackle-whiffing could leave Nitro blown out. 


"This is the biggest test on our schedule," Burch said. "GW has the
passing offense, the good running offense ... they have it all. We
have to play mistake-free football in order to come close to winning
this game."

