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Rocky TopVIEW from

The Big Horse jumps de-fense

Channing Fugate, 46, makes the solo tackle late in the Dish Network Orange & White game in Neyland 
Stadium.  Playing on the defensive side of the ball for the first time, Fugate had no less than seven 
tackles.  Fugate asked to be switched to the defensive side of the ball earlier this year.

Channing Fugate converts to linebacker 
for Volunteers after two years at fullback

Channing was on the field, along with all the Volunteers prior to 
the game, signing autographs and posing for pictures.  As it turns 
out, these two young fans are distant relatives, as their grandfa-
ther determined after doing a little research.  

Channing gets the assist on this tackle from his weak inside linebacker position

Family and friends spend time on the Neyland turf prior to the game.  (l-r) Derek Fugate, Channing’s 
dad Condy Wayne and mom Wilhelmina, girlfriend Keesha Watts, and long-lost relative Chris Fugate 
with his kids, Cade and Hayden. About 30 fans from E. Ky. showed up to show their support.

     If the level of success is 
measured by the number of 
times your name is called by 
the public addresser or by the 
number of times your picture 
is shown on the stadium 
jumbotron, then Channing 
Fugate had an admirable 
performance in Tennessee’s 
Dish Network Orange & 
White football game. 35,421 
orange-clad fans showed up at 
Neyland Stadium in Knoxville 
on Saturday, April 21, for the 
annual game which capped off 
the Volunteers’ spring practice.   
     The intra-squad scrimmage, 
comprised of equally divided 
teams, is the third such for 
Breathitt County’s former 
football star; however, in one 
big way it’s a first for Fugate.  
In his freshman and sophomore 
campaigns, Channing lined up 
in the fullback position.  This 
spring the Big Horse jumped 
the fence and is playing on 
the other side of the ball as 
linebacker.
     In some ways playing 
defense is not the first rodeo 
for Fugate; after all, Channing 
is one of only a few Kentucky 
high school football players 
who have earned first-team 
all-state honors offensively 
as well as defensively.  But 
in other ways, according to 
Fugate, “It’s like starting all 
over again.”  In high school 
Fugate played safety and 
was free to go after the ball 
carrier or receiver basically 
unchecked.  In his new position 
at linebacker, Fugate will have 
to fend off 300-pounders to 
even see the ball carrier, and 
then he’ll be asked to race 

Fugate is presently listed as No. 2 WLF on the depth chart. 

Fugate has trimmed down to 223 pounds and is UT’s quickest 
linebacker, sideline to sideline. 

down SEC running backs 
which are blessed with world-
class speed.  Welcome to the 
best league in all of college 
football.
     Physically, Fugate appears 
to be up to the task after 
shedding a few pounds, which 
has given him a quicker step.  
From sideline to sideline no 
linebacker at Tennessee has 
more speed than Channing, 
which has given him some 
advantage; however, the 
Volunteer’s linebacking 
corps is one of its strongest 
components comprised of some 
of the program’s best athletes.  
Even though he’s going against 
teammates who’ve played the 
position throughout their high 
school and college careers, 
Fugate, 6-1, 223, is more than 
holding his own in regard to 
playing time.  After a rigorous 
spring practice, Channing 
earned a starting spot at weak 
inside linebacker in the Dish 
Network Orange & White 

game and basically stayed on 
the field.  It’s a testament to 
hours of preparation off the 
practice field poring over an 
encyclopedia of a playbook. 
It’s also a testament to healthy 
eating and time spent in the 
weight room.       
     The idea of going to the 
defensive side of the ball was 
Fugate’s, but UT’s defensive 
coaches are pleased with his 
decision.  The Volunteers have 
a new defensive coordinator in 
Sal Sunseri, who has coached 
for Alabama and the NFL’s 
Carolina Panthers. Considering 
the complexity of everything 
the Vols are trying to take in 
this spring, Sunseri has been 
pleased with the progress. 
“They’ve responded,” Sunseri 
said. “They’ve done a lot of 
good things. They’re trying 
to work hard. It’s a lot of new 
language for them. They’ve 
given me everything they 
have. I’m extremely pleased 
with their effort. I’m extremely 
pleased with the way that 
they’re trying to come learn 
it. Are they going to learn it 
overnight? No, they’re not,” 
said Sunseri. 
     After a disappointing 
sophomore season, which 
saw the team struggle with 
numerous injuries, coupled 
with a minimized fullback role, 
Channing weighed his options.  
With help from a football rich 
family, including his dad, 
Condy Wayne, and brothers 
Chase and Colby, Channing 
was determined to find playing 
time and contribute wherever 
he could.  Possibly, the idea 
of going defense was planted 
last year as Fugate proved 
highly successful on the kick-
off special team; oftentimes he 
was first to the ball carrier after 
charging downfield leveling 
blockers along the way.  It 
may’ve been an omen of things 
to come.
     Regarding the switch, 
Fugate had this to say, “As 
a fullback I’d have certain 
people to block depending on 
the play we were running, but 
as a linebacker, I go after the 
ball.  But, it’s not that simple; 

there are so many options, and 
it’s really complex; knowing 
which way to go, who to cover, 
and it’s all unfolding in a matter 
of seconds—there’s so much to 
learn.” Apparently Channing’s 
a quick learner, having no less 
than seven tackles in the spring 
game; one of which was a 
touchdown saver. Fugate has 
also found the field in a variety 
of other ways; from what I 
witnessed, being a member of 
all special teams.     
     The Big Horse’s bolt to 
the defense at Tennessee will 
only serve to enhance his 
resume.  After having played 
four years in the country’s 
most prestigious league, going 
against the best college football 
players in America, with two 
years on the offensive side 
and two on the defensive side, 
Fugate will have well-prepared 
himself for a variety of options 
down the road.  Sunseri knows 
the importance of preparation 
as well as he recently stated, 
“I don’t want these kids just to 
come to school to play football. 
I’m not interested in that. I 
want them to come developed 
as a man. Your football career 
is only going to last so long. It 
happened to me. I got drafted 
by the Pittsburgh Steelers. I 
blew my knee out early. Thank 
God that I had somebody 

telling me that ‘You have to get 
your degree.’ If you’re lucky 
to go to the NFL and you’re 
lucky to play for eight years, 
that’s a long time before you 
have to retire. Get educated, 
do what you want to do and 
be a successful man. We’re 
preparing you and developing 
you for life after football.” 
     In the game of football, as 

well as the game of life, it’s 
much about weighing options, 
finding a place to contribute, 
finding a place to fit in, 
learning how to not only finish 
but to how to finish strong.  
Hard work leads to success; 
it leads to hearing your name 
called…Saturdays in Neyland 
Stadium…who knows where 
down life’s pathway.       
             


