
in a little bit.” That wasn’t 
the case before this game. 
Staley went to bed at 10:30 
p.m., awoke at 1 a.m. for 30 
minutes, awoke again at 3, 
then fell back asleep until 6.

“As I get older, I can’t 
sleep very well. I’ve been no-
ticing that the whole entire 
season,” Staley said. “I just 
get anxious for games now.”

That passion to play in 
high-stakes games drove 
four 49ers back from in-
jury to start against the Vi-
kings — defensive end Dee 
Ford, linebacker Kwon Alex-
ander, safety Jaquiski Tartt 
and right guard Mike Per-
son.

“That’s what we look 
like when we’re healthy,” 
cornerback Richard Sher-
man said of a full-squad 
defense.

With Dalvin Cook lim-
ited to 18 rushing yards, 
the Vikings didn’t fare 
much better in the air with 
Kirk Cousins, who got in-
tercepted by Sherman and 
got sacked six times, in-
cluding twice by rookie 
Nick Bosa.

The sold-out crowd of 
71,649 went silent and 49ers 
defenders took a knee while 
trainers tended to Bosa af-
ter he got hurt on a third-
down sack with 12:50 re-
maining in the game. Not 
even a minute later, Bosa 
bounced up smiling and 
cheered on the crowd as he 
ran to the sideline rather 
than the medical tent.

“Just got the wind 
knocked out of him,” Sha-
nahan said. “I thought he 
sat and milked his injury 
for a little bit to hear the 
crowd chant his name. Nah, 
he’s been a stud on and off 
the field.”

Bosa called the mo-
ment, in which the sta-
dium shifted abruptly from 
nerves to relief, “A lot of 
fun...really cool.”

The 49ers now return 
to the NFC Championship 
Game where they made an-
nual visits in the 2011-13 
seasons, winning only in 
2012 en route to a Super 
Bowl defeat. They are 6-9 
all-time in NFC finals.

Studs
DEFENSIVE FRONT FOUR >> 
The 49ers finally got their 
top four linemen back to-
gether and each produced 
a sack (in order: Arik Arm-
stead, Ford, Bosa, DeFor-
est Buckner). Ford’s return 
from essentially a six-game 
hiatus was highlighted by 
a third-down sack. “I have 
been nursing injuries all 
year so it’s a good feeling 
to persevere and help my 
team get to the next week,” 
Ford said.

Bosa came out strong af-
ter halftime with a solid 
tackle then a pass breakup 
(then an illegal hit against 
right tackle Brian O’Neill 

on a Sherman interception 
return). Then came Bo-
sa’s pair of fourth-quarter 
sacks.

Armstead’s first-down 
sack early in the second 
quarter pinned the Vikings 
near the goal line. Buckner, 
who had a tackle-for-loss 
on the first series, joined 
the sack parade midway 
through the fourth quarter. 
Anthony Zettel also had a 
fourth-quarter sack.
RB TEVIN COLEMAN >> He 
emerged from the shadows 
with a season-high 22 car-
ries for 105 yards and two 
touchdowns, after produc-
ing just one score the previ-
ous nine games. His second 

score, a 2-yard run, came 
after a physical, 11-yard run 
courtesy of blocks by Per-
son and George Kittle. Cole-
man scored the 49ers’ sec-
ond touchdown on a 1-yard 
run behind the left side and 
Kyle Juszczyk’s lead block.
QB JIMMY GAROPPOLO >> He 
won his first career play-
off start via a red-hot start, 
an oopsy-daisy interception 
and an effective finishing 
effort. He had season-low 
totals in completing 11-of-19 
passes for 131 yards, includ-
ing just 3-of-6 for 26 yards 
after halftime.

It all began with a touch-
down drive, going 5-of-6 for 
57 yards, with the lone in-

completion slipping off Kit-
tle’s outstretched hands. 
Kendrick Bourne’s 3-yard 
touchdown catch over the 
middle came with corner-
back Xavier Rhodes trail-
ing in coverage and Garop-
polo dropping the ball over 
safety Anthony Harris.

Garoppolo came up limp-
ing a bit on his rebuilt left 
leg after completing a 16-
yard prayer to Bourne on 
the second possession, but 
all looked OK with his knee 
and ankle afterward. Even 
more impressive: a pseudo-
pancake block he threw on 
Deebo Samuel’s 6-yard re-
verse to the Vikings’ 35 in 
the second quarter. “He 
came to me, he was like ‘I 
got my first pancake.’ I was 
like ‘Sure you did’,” Kittle 
laughed. “But he did. I was 
pretty impressed.”

“It felt good. Sometimes 
you’ve got to remember 
you’re a football player, not 
just a quarterback,” Garop-
polo said.
CB RICHARD SHERMAN >> 
With the 49ers leading 17-
10, Sherman made his third 
career postseason intercep-
tion (the other two were in 
2014). He picked off a Cous-
ins pass intended for Adam 
Thielen in the third quar-
ter. The 49ers’ converted 
that turnover into Cole-
man’s second touchdown 
and a 24-10 lead. “I knew 
what the route was and I 
beat him to the spot,” Sher-
man said. “Kirk threw a 
very catchable ball.”
OVERALL DEFENSE >> The 
49ers defense set its tone 
by forcing a three-and-out 

to open the game. Through 
three quarters, the Vikings 
had just 90 yards, including 
15 rushing yards, and four 
first downs; the 49ers had 
264 yards (143 rushing) and 
20 first downs.

Duds
CB AHKELLO WITHERSPOON 
>> Benched late in the regu-
lar-season finale at Seattle, 
Witherspoon got pulled ear-
lier this game, after just two 
series. He was sent back in 
for the final two minutes 
after they pulled Sherman. 
Witherspoon earlier got 
tagged for a pass-interfer-
ence penalty, then came a 
12-yard catch by Thielen on 
third-and-2, then a 41-yard 
TD catch by Stefon Diggs — 
also on third-and-2. Once 
pulled, Witherspoon sat on 
a cooler away from the de-
fensive backs on a bench 
and defensive coordinator 
Robert Saleh went over to 
give what looked like a pep 
talk.
RB MATT BREIDA >> Ball secu-
rity issues resurfaced with 
1:39 remaining, as he got 
stripped of the ball after a 
fourth-and-1 conversion at 
midfield. He also lost a fum-
ble in last month’s home 
loss to Atlanta.
VIKINGS RB DALVIN COOK >> 
He had just 18 yards on nine 
carries as the Vikings had 
to turn to a passing attack 
in their comeback attempt.
VIKINGS QB KIRK COUSINS >> 
He finished 21-of-29 for 172 
yards with one touchdown 
and one interception, and 
95 of those yards came in 
the final 4 1/2 minutes.

49ers
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‘Well if you come, we can 
win.’ It’s all about having 
talent. It’s like the chicken 
or the egg.”

Newton’s plan, as it 
turned out, was right on 
schedule. As of Saturday, 
Butte (14-5, 0-1 GVC) has al-
ready won more games than 
any of its previous nine sea-
sons. The Roadrunners’ last 
winning season — also the 
last time they won a confer-
ence title — was in 2010-11 
when they finished 22-7.

Williams, with a redshirt 
year in between that for-
gettable 2017-18 season, re-
turned to the fold this sea-
son along with sophomores 
Samantha Caires and Ely-
ana Croninger, a Chico 
High alumna who earned 
all-conference honors as a 
freshman. Their return co-
incided with a recruiting 
class of 10 newcomers, in-
cluding Pleasant Valley 
High alumna Chloe Mayer, 
guard Chardonnay Jones 
and Aleia Milano, a soph-
omore transfer from Siski-
yous.

“I’ve never felt so good 
about a team,” Williams 
said. “I’m not saying I didn’t 
feel good about my teams in 
the past, but it’s just, we’re 
all on the same page. And 
when we’re all playing on 
the same page, we’re un-
defeated. We can play any 
team — in our league, in the 
state, we’re good.”

The grind
The expectations were 

established in the summer, 
beginning in June when 
the Roadrunners had their 
most involved offseason 
regiment in recent mem-
ory. Newton ran a basket-
ball class through the col-
lege that players signed up 
for, and for three days per 
week, they spent time be-
tween 5-on-5 scrimmages, 
individual drills, condi-
tioning and and the weight 
room.

It was easier for those 
from the area — Williams in 
Oroville, Mayer, Croninger, 
Nyla Jackson and Adrian-
nie Servin-Smith in Chico 
— to stick around for the 
summer. But others from 
further away committed to 

staying too, getting jobs to 
pay rent while balancing 
basketball and school.

Caires worked at a local 
pizza parlor, sometimes be-
fore practice, sometimes 
after practice to save up 
enough money to stay. Mi-
lano put in 25 hours per 
week working at PetSmart, 
all while taking enough 
units to maintain her finan-
cial aid. Jones commuted 
several times per week from 
Sacramento.

All those sacrifices, to 
work on their own games 
and mesh as a team.

“We came in having a 
standard and we set that 
standard pretty high,” Cron-
inger said. “And our fresh-
men have really stepped up 
to it.”

Early success
The grueling summer 

was met with a challenging 
stretch of games to open the 
season, namely, the Sierra 
College Crossover in mid-
November. In their first-
round game Nov. 14, the 
Roadrunners drew defend-
ing state champion Diablo 
Valley College, which was 
in the midst of a 33-game 
win streak.

On paper, DVC was the 
heavy favorite. But the 
Roadrunners pounced 
early, building a massive 
43-18 halftime lead, and 
held off the Vikings’ second-
half rally to win 76-72. The 

win moved Butte to 4-0, 
but the weight of it meant 
so much more to the play-
ers and coaching staff.

“I felt like it gave us a 
sense of confidence,” Caires 
said. “So when we walk into 
a gym and we see a team 
that we’re about to play, 
we know we’re here to win, 
we’re here to do what we 
do.”

Milano said she cried 
for hours after the game. 
She thought back to the 
summer when the team 
was in the middle of two-
a-days, getting up as early 
as 4 a.m. for the first ses-
sion, before an after-
noon spent in the weight 
room in between an eve-
ning practice. She thought 
about being so sore that 
she opted to take an el-
evator to get around the 
campus dining hall rather 
than walk the stairs.

“It was a huge win, and I 
was happy for the girls be-
cause I feel like when you 
win a game like that, it val-
idates your hard work,” 
Newton said. “If you don’t 
have moments like that 
throughout a season, it can 
get to be a grind, and you 
don’t really see why you’re 
grinding. It really validates 
hard work.”

Ten days later, Butte re-
turned to Cowan Gym for a 
three-game homestand, in-
cluding a matchup against 
top-10 ranked Sierra. The 

end result, a thrilling, 86-
85 win, provided the Road-
runners with another mon-
umental moment just a few 
weeks into the season.

“When we got those wins 
over Sierra and DVC, it was 
just like, ‘OK, that’s what 
was for,’” said Milano about 
the summer and preseason. 
“So now when I come here, I 
hate 5 a.m.’s, but I embrace 
them.”

No quit
Even the losses, though 

there haven’t been many, 
provided the Roadrunners 
lessons and clarity.

One night after the mem-
orable DVC triumph, the 
Roadrunners saw a win 
slip through their fingers 
against Fresno City, an-
other top-ranked program, 
and lost 72-69.

DVC then visited Butte 
on Dec. 6, seeking revenge 
on the team that ended its 
streak, and won in over-
time, 86-78. Twice, the 
Roadrunners dug them-
selves significant holes — 
down double-digits in the 
first half, before rallying 
back to a halftime tie. Then, 
Butte clawed back from 18 
points down in the fourth 
to force extra time.

“I really notice that this 
team doesn’t give up,” Cron-
inger said. “We have a grit 
about us. It makes me re-
ally proud looking back on 
it and seeing that the girls 

don’t give up and we want 
it.”

So where does that atti-
tude come from? Players say 
it starts with Newton.

“Say we’re not doing good 
in a drill, he’ll stop us and 
make us run for it,” Mayer 
said. “But like, we still got 
to keep going. He never lets 
us stop and just get down 
on ourselves. We always 
got to keep going, keep the 
pace up, because we know 
in games you’re not going 
to be able to just quit and 
stop.”

Mayer, the starting point 
guard, who leads the team 
averaging 17.4 points per 
game while shooting 50 
percent from the floor, and 
a 42 percent clip from deep, 
knew this about Newton 
before coming to Butte. He 
coached Mayer at PV dur-
ing her sophomore sea-
son, before he was hired 
months later at Butte. It’s 
part of why Mayer wanted 
to come to Butte, and why 
Newton wanted to reunite 
with a player he believes 
was only scratching the 
surface of her potential in 
high school.

“He puts in everything 
that he has,” Mayer said. 
“He cares so much, he puts 
in more hours than any-
body I know into the game, 
into watching film, into 
getting practice plans. Just 
everything at the highest 
level possible. So when you 
have a coach that cares that 
much and is willing to do 
whatever, players start to 
jump on board with that.”

Milano felt the same way. 
Newton recruited both her 
and Caires, teammates at 
Lower Lake High, with 
Caires heading to Butte and 
Milano to Siskiyous. But 
midway through Milano’s 
freshman season, she felt 
she needed a bigger chal-
lenge, and reached out to 
Newton.

“I wanted to be pushed 
in areas that I wasn’t be-
ing pushed in,” Milano 
said. “Ultimately, I love 
basketball and I’ve always 
loved basketball. I’ve al-
ways embraced being the 
hard worker, the one who 
loves the game more than 
anyone else. That’s kind 
of my thing. I knew that 
I needed to perform at a 
higher level. I’m a shooter 
and I can shoot anywhere, 

but I knew I needed to ex-
cel at my weaker areas to go 
to the next level and be im-
pactful. And I knew if any-
one was going to do it, it 
was Tyler.”

What comes next
The influx of newcomers 

this season would suggest 
the Roadrunners are well-
positioned for the future. 
Newton puts it this way — 
they have a good head start, 
but at the junior college 
level, a roster can change 
often.

The current one looks 
different than what they ex-
pected coming into the sea-
son. Three players changed 
their mind about joining 
the team, one quit and 
Newton dismissed another 
player once thought to be 
returning, he said.

“The thing about junior 
college, man, is …” Newton 
trails off. “I need my own 
reality show, to be honest 
with you, because I swear 
we would be more popu-
lar than the Kardashians. 
There’s so many things that 
go into this.”

Newton is the first to ad-
mit he’s not an easy coach 
to play for, “because I de-
mand everybody’s best ev-
ery day,” he said. His ap-
proach doesn’t work for ev-
eryone.

With this early run, New-
ton will continue to push. 
Butte is no longer an un-
derdog, and expects to give 
everyone’s best shot on a 
nightly basis.

“That’s also a huge target 
on our back,” Williams said. 
“Of course, it’s great for us 
because we’re ready for the 
challenge. We just have to 
come and be ready to play.”

Aside from Butte, ranked 
No. 5 in the North Region 
by the California Commu-
nity College Women’s Bas-
ketball Coaches Associa-
tion, four other teams in the 
GVC are ranked in the top 
15. Now, it’s up to the Road-
runners to test their mettle 
even further.

“Every night is going to 
be a dogfight,” Croninger 
said. “It’s going to be a bat-
tle and we have to come to it 
with a mentality that we’re 
playing for a state champi-
onship. Every game counts.”

Contact reporter Will 
Denner at 530-896-7774.
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MATT BATES — ENTERPRISE-RECORD

Butte College’s Aleia Milano drives past a defender during the Roadrunners’ game against 
American River on Nov. 20 in Butte Valley.

ANDA CHU — BAY AREA NEWS GROUP

The San Francisco 49ers’ Arik Armstead (91) heads in for a sack against Minnesota 
Vikings quarterback Kirk Cousins (8) in the second quarter of their NFC divisional playoff 
game at Levi’s Stadium in Santa Clara on Saturday.

TONY AVELAR — THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Minnesota Vikings wide receiver Adam Thielen (19) is 
tackled by San Francisco 49ers defensive back Emmanuel 
Moseley (41) during the second half of an NFL divisional 
playoff game Saturday in Santa Clara.
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