BRIGHTON FOOTBALL: J.T. Strong feature

Brighton Lineman Lives Up to His Name

By Bruce Smith
MatchupUT.com

The Brighton Bengals
might reminisce about the
2009 season for what might
have been. For J.T. Strong, he
became what he wanted
during the year.

Strong, the Bengals’
two-year starter at offensive
tackle, spent countless hours
in the Brighton weight room
in preparation for his senior
year.

He was 6-foot-2 and
200 pounds, but seemed
small on Brighton’s offensive
line when standing next to
teammate Ricky Heimuli (6-4,
295). Still, Strong made up for
it by living up to his name.

The team set several
weightlifting records and
Brighton’s offense improved,
too, when compared to the
previous year. The Bengals
running game added almost
500 yards while playing one
less game. Brighton runners
averaged a one yard more
(5.2) per carry than in 2008.

Strong and his good
friends — Heimuli, Bryan
Carter, Nate Layton and
Bradley Corser — made a big
difference.

J.T. Strong (right) joins teammates Nate Layton (No. 8) and Jace Felix (No. 7)

as they head onto

“We were more
unified,” said Strong. “We
knew what we had to do to
be better.

“When we played to
our potential, we were a lot
better than last year. We
built a lot of momentum.”

That was noticeable
immediately, when the
Bengals started the season
with blowout wins over Davis,
Taylorsville and Hunter.

Going to school during
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the field prior

that time was a pleasure.
“Everyone (other
students) was patting us on
the back. It was a lot different
from last year. People were
saying we were ‘way good.” It
was great to be there.”
Running backs Sosaia
TaKai and Darren Later were
the biggest beneficiaries to
Brighton’s offensive line.
TaKai finished with 1,050
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yards rushing and Later had 241 yards before
being injured early in the year.

Having a running game that was only
rarely bottled up gave Brighton an offense that
averaged 27.0 points per game, more than
double what it gave up.

It also played a
big role in its most
precious victory —a
21-10 throttling of
defending 5A state
champion Alta.
Brighton rushed for
almost 200 yards in
that game.

“They had put
a big beating on us the year before,” Strong
recalled. “That was the greatest feeling after we
won that game. That was when we hit our
peak.”

Strong remembers the rest of the season
having its highs and lows, ending with the 35-30
loss to Jordan on a cold, snowy late October
evening. Ironically, one of Strong’s high points
came when Stephen Robinson returned the
opening kickoff for a score.

“1 had a nice block on that play and we
scored.”

Afterward, he said he had to relive “what
might have been” several times. The whole
team probably did, too, after noticing the
Bengals had beaten three of the four teams that
eventually reached the 5A semifinals.

“And two of them we shut out,” Strong
said. “We probably could have won Regions 1
and 2 the same way (eventual state champion)
Bingham did ... by blowing everyone out.”

J.T. Strong

Sosaia TaKai (left) gets behind his lineman J.T. Strong
(No. 56) and Ricky Heimuli for a big gain against Alta.

Ironically, Brighton would have played
Bingham in the first round of the 5A playoffs if it
would have beaten Jordan.

“We would have matched up well with
them,” he said. “We both like playing smash-
mouth football.”

But nobody will ever know. The Bengals
had to battle injury problems throughout the
season. The biggest ones was when LB Alex
Whittingham was lost for the season in the first
game, and then Heimuli was out for two games
— both losses.

“We battled back pretty well,” Strong
said. “It would have been nice to have them
around the whole time.”
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