
There’s more to a football coach than meets 
the eye, a side that doesn’t require tackling 

dummies or X’s and O’s. After getting to know 
the football coaches in Shawnee County, it is 

my honor to tell the stories of the men behind 
the playbook, the men under the lights.



under the

lights
By Nicole Stejskal



 Tradition comes in many forms 
and can take shape in all areas of 
life. What makes a tradition rare is its 
ability to transcend generations and 
impact a community in ways that ev-
eryday occurrences simply can’t do.
 For Seaman’s football program, 
the tradition of excellence bears a 
name: Pierce. The high school’s foot-
ball field pays tribute to the legacy of 
one Pierce while play-
ing host to another. 
And for Blake Pierce, 
it’s been an honor 
to follow in his father’s footsteps. 
 “The most proud moment in my 
coaching career was telling my dad 
that I was coaching at Seaman,” 
said Pierce. “After he passed away 
last year, that pride only increased.”
 With his father’s name on the 
field where he coaches, a wealth 
of expectations have poured in 
from patrons in the North Topeka 

community. However, Pierce has 
lived up to those expectations, re-
lying on advice from his father.
 “My dad always told me to trust 
people around you, and they will be 
consistent and fair in how they treat 
you,” said Pierce. “The North Topeka 
community has a small town feel, and 
while the expectations are high, ev-
eryone is considerate and respect-

ful at the same time.”
 With family and foot-
ball also comes a tra-
dition of community, 

one that all people involved with Sea-
man High School can be proud of.
 “We’ve developed a tradi-
tion that is more significant than 
wins and losses,” said Pierce. 
“That’s what I want people to re-
member about Seaman football.”

Blake Pierce
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Number of Years Coaching at Seaman High School: 7  High School Attended: Seaman High School  College Attended: Emporia State University
Win-Loss Record at Seaman High School: 38–34  Sports Played: Football & Basketball  Sports Played: Football

Tradition

Bill Arnold

 The influence a high school 
football coach can have on a 
group of young men is often more 
powerful than one may expect.
 After coaching the Hayden Wild-
cats to a state title in 2008, Bill Arnold 
felt a sense of gratification in winning, 
but it wasn’t for himself. Rather, Ar-
nold believed that taking home the 
trophy was his way of honoring his 
own high school 
football coach, 
who passed away 
from a heart attack 
at a very young age.
 “I go back in my mind and 
think, ‘He deserved a state cham-
pionship,’” said Arnold. “He was 
a great coach, and what he did 
with kids was phenomenal. He’s 
the one who got me into this gig to 
begin with through his influence.” 
 The impression Arnold’s 
coach left on him is now motiva-

tion for Arnold to influence his play-
ers through philosophies he’s ad-
opted from his main inspiration.
 “Coaching football needs to be 
based around a family-style atmo-
sphere, one where the players and 
coaches each do their part to make 
the team successful,” said Arnold. 
“The mentality a coach brings to his 
team is what he wants the team to 

stand for – hard work, 
dedication, tough-
ness, and above all, 
a sense of family.”

 With the tight-knit, faith-based 
environment at Hayden, Arnold be-
lieves he can create that kind of 
atmosphere and leave a lasting im-
pression on his football players.
 “I want to teach the game to 
the kids,” said Arnold. “I want to 
take them beyond levels they think 
they’re capable of getting to.”

Influence

Hayden Wildcats
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Number of Years Coaching at Hayden High School: 4  High School Attended: Holton High School  College Attended: Benedictine College
Win-Loss Record at Hayden High School: 42–10  Sports Played: Football, Basketball & Track  Sports Played: Football
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 There’s no denying C.J. Hamil-
ton’s success on the football field. 
With 35 years of coaching to his 
name and no sign of stopping 
soon, Hamilton has placed himself 
in the running to go down as one 
of the 50 winningest high school 
coaches in the nation’s history.
 With that kind of success, one 
has to wonder what Hamilton does 
differently to set him-
self apart from other 
coaches. For Ham-
ilton, it’s not about 
knowing which defensive formation 
to use or choosing to run the ball 
versus passing it. It’s about learn-
ing how to relate to the players.
 “After all these years, I still feel 
like I can reach kids,” said Hamilton. 
“I’ve adapted to changes to handle 
different generations, and it’s mo-
tivated me to continue coaching.”
 However, success hasn’t come 

Hamilton’s way without its share of 
challenges. Over the years, Hamilton 
has been approached with offers to 
take his coaching to the next level, 
an opportunity that could challenge 
any coach’s desire to stay. And even 
when heart bypass surgery threat-
ened to take him out of the game, 
Hamilton’s passion for coaching 
high school football never wavered.

 “During my down-
time, I realized that 
it wasn’t the right 
time to retire,” said 

Hamilton. “I had to get back to 
coaching. And coaching has giv-
en me a comfortable life. I have no 
desire to do anything different.”
 Now, in the midst of his suc-
cess, the only challenge Hamil-
ton faces with coaching is decid-
ing when to blow the final whistle.

C.J. Hamilton
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Number of Years Coaching at Silver Lake High School: 35 High School Attended: Silver Lake High School College Attended: Washburn University
Win-Loss Record at Silver Lake High School: 332–80  Sports Played: Football, Basketball & Baseball Sports Played: Football & Baseball

success

Steve Buhler

 The intensity brought to the grid-
iron on game day comes from the right 
combination of two factors: team at-
titude and community support. With-
out a balance between the two, game 
day often feels like just another Friday.
 Despite coaching for a large 
high school in Denver, Steve Buhler 
never really witnessed that intense 
atmosphere. Buhler came to Ross-
ville High School 13 
years ago expecting 
a similar environ-
ment, underestimat-
ing the pride of a small community.
 “When I walked out of the locker 
room and saw the game day atmo-
sphere, I got excited about coach-
ing here,” said Buhler. “People 
here approach football in a special 
way, and football along Highway 24 
has a great tradition of success.”
 With the community behind 
Rossville football, it was Buhler’s 

job to match that intensity within 
the team’s dynamic. Two years into 
coaching the Bulldogs, Buhler came 
off a loss to Northern Heights feeling 
as though something was missing.
 “We didn’t seem to be doing 
as well as I thought we could,” said 
Buhler. “My wife’s first question to me 
was, ‘Are you having fun doing what 
you’re doing?’ and at that point, I re-

alized we needed 
to switch gears.”
 Through the 
help of a few talent-

ed players, Buhler changed up the 
team’s offense to something more 
fun for the players to run – a strategy 
that took the Bulldogs to the sec-
ond round of the playoffs and gave 
them the intensity they were missing.
 “We want to have fun with what 
we do,” said Buhler. “If we’re hav-
ing a good time, the kids will work 
harder, and success will follow.”

Intensity

Rossville Bulldogs

s
t

a
t

s

Number of Years Coaching at Rossville High School: 13  High School Attended: Regis Jesuit High School (Denver, Co.) College Attended: Benedictine College
Win-Loss Record at Rossville High School: 100–50  Sports Played: Football, Basketball & Baseball Sports Played: Football & Baseball
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 Moments that define a coach’s 
career don’t always involve hoisting a 
trophy in the air or marking down a W 
in the win column. Sometimes it’s the 
losses that shape a coach’s character 
and change his approach to the game.
 For Derick Hammes, it wasn’t 
the loss of a game at Center High 
School, but rather the loss of a foot-
ball player, that gave him the greatest 
perspective on 
coaching. After a 
freshman athlete 
went down dur-
ing a game and passed away from 
a heart attack, it made Hammes re-
flect on what is truly important in life.
 “It was a tough experience, but 
it made me appreciate things differ-
ently,” said Hammes. “After that, I 
became more of a player’s coach.”
 That mentality has helped 
Hammes shape the Washburn Ru-
ral football program into the suc-

cess it is today. He focuses on cre-
ating a sense of commitment in the 
players to not only become better 
athletes, but better people as well.
 “We want to develop characteris-
tics that will help the guys in day-to-
day life,” Hammes said. “If they dem-
onstrate attributes of commitment on 
the field, it will help them become 
good employees, good husbands 

and good fathers.”
 No one dem-
onstrates that kind 
of commitment 

better than Hammes. When it comes 
to accomplishing milestones in his 
career, his dedication to the program 
and the players goes above all else.
 “Personally, I don’t need 
to achieve anything,” Hammes 
said. “I want the players to ex-
perience the accomplishments.”

Derick Hammes
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Number of Years Coaching at Washburn Rural High School: 5 High School Attended: Nemaha Valley High School College Attended: Emporia State University
Win-Loss Record at Washburn Rural High School: 17–28  Sports Played: Football, Basketball & Track  Sports Played: Football

Commitment

Jason Swift

 Choosing a career path at a 
young age is not always an easy deci-
sion. Finding a career that will reward 
you with a sense of pride and satis-
faction can be even more difficult.
 For Jason Swift, the choice to 
pursue a career in education after 
college was made easier through 
the presence of role models whom 
he admired and appreciated – his 
teachers and coaches. 
Swift’s desire to follow in 
those people’s footsteps 
came from the ways in 
which they shaped him into a man.
 “They’ve always been people 
that I’ve looked up to and I’ve had 
a great deal of respect for them, 
so I thought it would be an honor 
to be in the profession,” said Swift.
 While developing a winning foot-
ball tradition at Shawnee Heights is 
important, nothing brings Swift more 
pride than having athletes come back 

and share their positive experiences 
playing Shawnee Heights football. 
Swift believes that making an im-
pression on athletes like his coaches 
made on him will ultimately leave more 
of a mark than any win-loss record.
 “Every day we want to win, but 
you also have to understand that 
coaches are in a position where 
they can make an impact to help 

kids, and that’s what is 
important,” said Swift.
 As Swift develops his 
athletes into young men 

with leadership and character, his 
greatest moments come from the con-
nections he creates with his players.
 “The opportunity to be around 
such great kids and develop relation-
ships and see them grow – that’s a 
defining moment for me,” said Swift.

pride

Shawnee Heights Thunderbirds
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Number of Years Coaching at Shawnee Heights High School: 8 High School Attended: Blue Valley High School College Attended: Emporia State University
Win-Loss Record at Shawnee Heights High School: 38–38 Sports Played: Football, Basketball & Baseball Sports Played: Football & Basketball
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 The challenges that come with 
pursuing a career in education are 
often unmatched by other profes-
sions. In order to succeed, one must 
have the passion and desire neces-
sary to take on the responsibility of 
teaching and coaching our youth.
 Despite playing sports through-
out school, Tom Brian didn’t see 
himself in a teaching and coach-
ing career when 
he started college.
 “Originally, I was 
going to be an en-
gineer or an architect,” said Brian. 
“Then I got to college and realized I 
missed it so much that I really want-
ed to make that my career choice.”
 The passion Brian has brought 
to his career since then is evident 
in his personal coaching philosophy 
– coach them hard, love them hard.
 “I want to be tough on them, 
but I think the kids that play for me 

know that I care about them, and 
I love them,” said Brian. “I make 
sure to tell the kids that I’m here for 
them, and I’m committed to them.” 
 To be passionate about coach-
ing, it often takes more than just 
teaching the kids how to snag a re-
ception or block a tackle. It takes a 
desire to build young men into ma-
ture men. Through Brian’s four-part 

football program at 
Topeka West, the 
coaches emphasize 
strong work eth-

ic, personal responsibility, coura-
geous leadership and living for 
something greater than yourself.
 “I believe that if we focus on 
those things, our kids are go-
ing to be successful on the field 
and off the field,” said Brian.

Tom Brian
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Number of Years Coaching at Topeka West High School: 1 High School Attended: Crosbyton High School (Crosbyton, Texas) College Attended: Baylor University
Win-Loss Record at Topeka West High School: 0–9  Sports Played: Football, Basketball, Track & Golf Sports Played: N/A

Passion

Walt Alexander

 From time to time, every high 
school football program struggles 
with success. The challenge that of-
ten comes with these encounters is 
finding someone with the strength 
to build a program back up again.
 Luckily for Topeka High, Walt 
Alexander has been in the business 
of turning football programs around. 
After the school’s football team went 
33 years without a 
winning season, Al-
exander came to 
Topeka High and 
helped the program to back-to-back 
winning seasons in his first two years.
 In his time at Topeka High, Al-
exander has focused on imple-
menting a powerful strength pro-
gram within the school’s athletic 
department, a factor he attributes 
to the football team’s success.
 “Hard work breeds success, and 
with a strength program at the core 
of what we do, it creates results that 

transfer to the field,” said Alexander.
 The strength of Topeka High’s 
coaching staff has also added an 
element of success to the football 
program. With the coaches’ long 
history in football and little staff 
turnover, the group has created a 
sense of family that is making To-
peka High football competitive again.
 “With the kids, it’s all about get-

ting them to buy into 
the program again, 
which takes time,” 
said Alexander. 

“We’ve got a great coaching staff 
that loves the kids, and we’re focus-
ing on coaching them at every level.”
 Despite having turned the 
program around at Topeka High, 
Alexander doesn’t plan on leav-
ing the capital city any time soon.
 “There’s not a better league in the 
state to coach in,” said Alexander. “I 
plan to stay here until I’m finished.”

strength

Topeka High Trojans
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Number of Years Coaching at Topeka High School: 5  High School Attended: Beloit High School  College Attended: Kansas State University
Win-Loss Record at Topeka High School: 21-26  Sports Played: Football, Basketball & Track  Sports Played: Football
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 No matter how experienced 
a coach may be, entering a new 
school to take over the football pro-
gram can be a daunting task. Add 
to that the challenge of finding sup-
port for one of the school’s less 
dominant sports, and one can be 
certain that a tough road lies ahead.
 However, for Nick Cummings, 
it’s all about channeling his motiva-
tion to the right 
place. As the 
new head football 
coach at Highland 
Park, Cummings understands 
the importance of getting kids 
to buy into the football program.
 “If you motivate the kids to work 
hard and show them that sports 
can be a stepping stone for col-
lege, then they can ultimately get 
what they deserve,” said Cummings.
 Getting kids to step outside of 
the one-sport mentality is also moti-

vation for Cummings to find support 
for football. By showing them the 
value of competing on multiple lev-
els, Cummings hopes to prove that 
playing football is not a waste of time.
 “When you look at All-Ameri-
can athletes, they don’t just play 
one sport,” said Cummings. “They 
stay active all-year round and then 
have the opportunity to choose 

which sport they’ll 
play in college.”
 Aside from 
everything else, 

Cummings’ personal motivation 
comes from the moment when past 
players return to share their ac-
complishments after high school.
 “I want the kids to be successful, 
and I want to make them into better 
people,” said Cummings. “I want them 
to see that if they want something, all 
it takes is the motivation to go after it.”

Nick Cummings
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Number of Years Coaching at Highland Park High School: 0 High School Attended: Hayden High School  College Attended: Washburn University
Win-Loss Record at Highland Park High School: 0–0  Sports Played: Football, Basketball, Wrestling & Track Sports Played: Football

Motivation
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