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Stat of the week
Senior distance runner Ashley Brown won the 1,000-meter run at 
the Darius Dixon Invitational at Liberty University on Saturday. 

NOAH FLEISCHMAN
Sports Editor

Jamal Brunt sat in the Randolph-Macon 
basketball office stuffing envelope after en-
velope, packing recruiting letters and other 
written materials the athletic department 
wanted sent out. 

Although it wasn’t the most glamorous 
task, Brunt did the job as a part of his work 
study his junior year. He was in the office 
more often, and he began talking with and 
watching assistant coach Miles Wilson, ab-
sorbing information about the other side of 
the team: coaching. 

Brunt’s senior year rolled around, and he 
began thinking about what he was going to 
do after basketball. At first, he didn’t know. 
Then, he thought he was going to join the 
staff as a volunteer assistant, coaching part-
time. 

“After he graduated, he thought he was 
just going to go back to Baltimore and get 
a job,” coach Mike Rhoades said. “I said, ‘I 
think you’re going to be a heck of a coach.’”

Rhoades recruited Brunt as a part of 
his first recruiting class at the helm of the  
Yellow Jackets. 

Wilson moved on to The Citadel, and 
Rhoades knew who to ask to fill the vacant 
spot on his coaching staff. 

“Before I graduated, coach [Rhoades] 
told me that he was going to hire me,” 
Brunt said. “The rest is history.”

Brunt and Rhoades are just two of the 
four coaches on the VCU men’s basketball 
coaching staff who coached in Ashland —  
assistant coach J.D. Byers and Director of 
Operations Jimmy Martelli also made stops 
at Randolph-Macon. 

FIRST-YEAR HEAD COACH

Randolph-Macon is a small liberal arts 
college about 20 miles north of Richmond 
with an enrollment of 1,543 undergraduate 
students. Its basketball program has a rich 
history and tradition of winning, making 
14 NCAA tournaments and a Division III 
Final Four appearance. 

In 1996, the small D-III school hired a 
young Rhoades right out of college as an 
assistant. Three years later, he was named 
head coach at 25 years old. 

“It was a great experience for me,” Rhoad-
es said. “And then getting the job at 25 at the 
time was a huge surprise, but what an awe-
some opportunity. I made a lot of mistakes, 
but boy we had a lot of fun doing it.”

Rhoades said he put a lot of pressure on 
himself in his first head coaching job, and 
that hasn’t changed throughout his career. He 
learned to deal with the pressure through trial 
and error while coaching the Yellow Jackets. 

“You want to win so bad. You don’t want 
to let your players down, you don’t want to 
let the people around you that are support-
ing you down,” Rhoades said. “So, every day 
was so darn important to me, but it was 
awesome because I learned so much.”

The Mahanoy City, Pennsylvania, native 
said he learned patience and how to moti-
vate his players in his early years at Ran-
dolph-Macon.

“Probably the biggest thing to me is 
finding different things to motivate and 
reach your players,” Rhoades said. “At Ran-
dolph-Macon, that was really important to 

me. I wanted to find ways to motivate each 
guy, and we still do that today.”

In his 10 years leading the Yellow 
Jackets, Rhoades posted a 197-76 record, 
making four NCAA tournaments and two 
D-III Sweet 16 appearances.

FROM PLAYING TO COACHING

Brunt starred on the court at Ran-
dolph-Macon, starting all four years as a 
point guard for Rhoades. The Yellow Jack-
ets made both Sweet 16 appearances with 
Brunt at the point and were the No. 1 team 
in the country during the 2002-03 season. 

When he accepted the coaching job from 
Rhoades, Brunt was coaching players who 
were his teammates the year before. He said 
the transition from player to coach was easier 
than expected because he was a captain for 
three years and was a leader on the team. 

“I had to create a separation there — no 
more hanging out off the court and stuff like 
that,” Brunt said. “When I did make the ad-
justment to being a coach and instructing 
those guys, it wasn’t as foriegn to them.”

Brunt coached alongside Rhoades for 
the first two years of his career, and he no-
ticed quickly how detail oriented Rhoades 
was. Brunt said Rhoades expected his play-
ers to pay close attention to detail and ex-
pected the same from his assistants. 

“The thing about Randolph-Macon, and 
even to this day, everything is done with such 
a high-level attention to detail,” Brunt said. 
“I had worked so hard, and the attention to 
detail was so high, that when I made the 
transition to Division I, it was easy for me.”

Detail-oriented tendencies weren’t 
Rhoades’ only ask of his assistants; he need-
ed them to be competitive, too. 

“He was always such a competitive lead-
er, and you want that in your assistants too,” 
Rhoades said of Brunt. “When they go to 
do the scouting report, it’s so competitive 
and personal to them.”

Brunt left Randolph-Macon to join Rich-
mond’s coaching staff as the director of oper-
ations for two years before becoming an as-
sistant. After a stop at Miami, Brunt reunited 
with Rhoades on Broad Street last year. 

He said returning to Rhoades’ coaching 
staff was a good fit because of the experience 
they gained as coaches together. Brunt said 
it was also different from their days at Ran-
dolph-Macon because now he’s married with 
three children; both have grown and matured.

“I think that’s what made both of us 
better, and I think that’s why he wanted 
me to come back,” Brunt said. “That’s why 
I was excited to come back, because I think 
I knew I could bring value, and he saw the 
value I could bring.”

‘IT REINFORCED ALL THE REASONS 
WHY I WANTED TO COACH’

A former point guard from Lebanon Val-
ley College, just like Rhoades, Byers coached 
in Ashland for three years and two with 
Rhoades. He said coaching the Yellow Jackets 
solidified his reasons for pursuing coaching.  

“It gave me a good idea of how a big-
time program should be run. They did every-
thing first-class,” Byers said. “The experience 
brought to light what I wanted to do. It rein-
forced all the reasons why I wanted to coach.”

With Byers as an assistant, the Yellow 
Jackets won 66 games in his three years, 
including a trip to the Division III Final 
Four in 2010. 

Byers said Randolph-Macon was the 
biggest game of the season for the opposing 
teams, something he has experienced while 
coaching at VCU. 

“As people say all the time, it’s all rel-
ative. It’s tough for our guys every single 
night. It doesn’t matter who we’re playing or 
where we’re going,” Byers said. “I use things 
that I learned at Randolph-Macon every 
single day here, and I will the rest of my 
coaching career.”

Byers rejoined Rhoades at Rice after 
stops at St. Francis (Pa.) and Radford, mak-
ing the move to VCU in 2017. 

A JACK OF ALL TRADES

As director of operations, Martelli is a 
self-described Main Street of the basketball 
staff. Anything related to the team has the 
potential to come across his desk before he 

passes some tasks on to the next person.
“From travel to budget to academics 

to anything under the sun, there’s a lot of 
things that need to happen for a successful 
program to continue moving forward, and 
a lot of those things hit my desk,” Martelli 
said. “I’m kind of directing what’s going on 
and making sure it gets to the right places.”

Martelli was an assistant coach under 
Rhoades at Randolph-Macon in 2006, and 
he said that experience has helped him with 
his current position at VCU.  

“The experience was invaluable just 
from a job duty standpoint,” Martelli said. 
“From managerial duties, to administra-
tive duties, to the business side of things. 
So just having a holistic view of a success-
ful program and how it ran and all the 
details that went into it was immensely 
beneficial for me.”

After his one-year stint at Ran-
dolph-Macon, Martelli was an assistant 
at Robert Morris for three years and at 
Rutgers for another three. He returned to 
college basketball for the first time in four 
years at VCU when Rhoades was named 
coach in 2017. 

JUST LIKE FAMILY

When Rhoades left Randolph-Macon to 
become an assistant at VCU in 2010, part of 
him stayed with his coaching staff in Ash-
land. He was always in touch with Byers, 
talking about recruiting and basketball as 
a whole. Byers said it helped him to have a 
mentor like Rhoades. 

When Rhoades was starting off as head 
coach in the late ’90s, it was just him and 
his wife, Jody, at home. He wanted his as-
sistant coaches to be like family. Rhoades 
surrounded himself with coaches he trusts 
in Richmond, calling the selection process 
a “no-brainer.”

“We wanted coaches that we enjoyed 
being around, and we wanted coaches that 
were going to work so hard for us like we 
were for them,” Rhoades said. “What 
happened was we found some really 
good young ones that have turned into  
great assistants.”

A COACHING BREEDING GROUND: 
coaching staff infused with Randolph-Macon ties
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Stat of the week
Redshirt-senior guard Marcus Evans logged his 
2,000th career point against Richmond Tuesday night.

Lionel Bacon sits on the bleachers at the Virginia Home for Boys and Girls with his three sons: Landon, 8, Leyton, 5 and Logan, 3. Photo by Megan Lee

NOAH FLEISCHMAN
Sports Editor

His life changed forever because of 
three things: God, his mother and the gift 
of being able to play basketball. Thanks to 
those factors, Lionel Bacon was able to go 
to college.

Growing up, Bacon was the youngest 
of 12 children — six brothers and five sis-
ters — living in the projects of Louisville, 
Kentucky. Bacon, who played basketball at 
VCU from 1986-1990, said he was inspired 
by the way he grew up in Kentucky to help 
others in similar situations. For the past 
two decades, he’s made helping others into 
a career.

“There were a lot of my friends who if 
only they had had someone to talk them 
through just life and experiences, things 
could have turned out very different for 
them,” Bacon said. “I enjoy being that per-
son for other people.”

After earning his bachelor’s degree, Bacon 
went straight to graduate school at VCU and 
earned a master’s degree in athletic adminis-
tration. Then he worked for the YMCA for 
20 years, helping others in Richmond as well 
as Cleveland and Houston. 

Bacon worked in the VCU Athlet-
ics department for three years after leav-
ing the YMCA. He then returned to 
the Virginia Home for Boys and Girls  
to help others as the vice president for 
philanthropy.

The Virginia Home for Boys and Girls 
is a nonprofit organization that helps 
children in crisis, providing transitional 
living services, specialized education and  
therapeutic resources. 

“I’ve always enjoyed feeling like I was 
impacting somebody else’s life positively,” 
Bacon said. “Especially someone who might 
be in a similar situation or just needed help.”

Bacon never let basketball go after his 
career in Richmond was over. He was asked 
to coach his son’s AAU basketball team, and 
he quickly realized that the practices were 
being held all over Richmond in different 

gyms — some in Chesterfield and others in 
Richmond. Then he thought of a solution to 
the issue: his workplace. 

Bacon realized he could use the Virginia 
Home for Boys and Girls’ gym to help not 
only the AAU team but any kid who want-
ed to excel at basketball. The gym, marked 
by painted white and blue walls, provides 
a way for children to train with others and 
improve their basketball skills individually. 

At first, it was just Bacon and his three 
sons training with him, but the program 
grew quickly. They invited their friends, who 
invited more friends, and soon afterward 
Bacon was running full practices for free 
with more kids than he envisioned. At any 
given practice, there are anywhere from 15-
30 kids, Bacon said. 

TJ Gwynn, who played basketball at 
VCU from 2006-2009, has helped Bacon 
run the clinics since May. Before helping 
with the practices, Gwynn took his son to 
them and watched from the bleachers. That’s 
when Bacon approached him and asked him 
to help out. Ever since, Gywnn has been a 
staple at the clinic assisting Bacon. 

Gwynn was impressed with Bacon and 
how he’s given back to the basketball com-
munity with the free clinics. 

“Everybody’s not built for that. It takes 
a really special human being to want to do 
the things that Lionel is doing,” Gwynn 
said. “You see how Lionel is working with 
the kids, but he’s not charging the kids.  
He’s just doing it out of the kindness of  
his heart.”

The free clinics occur twice a week for 
kids who want to improve their basketball 
skills. Although the sessions are free, Bacon 
said the players owe him three things before 

they can touch a basketball: a handshake 
for each coach, eye contact and telling them 
their full names.

The clinics breed competition between 
every player, no matter the age. While 
they’re mainly for those between the ages 
of six and 12 years old, Bacon’s youngest 
son, Logan, who is 3 years old, participates 
in all of the drills as well. 

“Some of the drills, I try to make them 
fun, yet competitive at the same time with 
a little bit of pressure,” Bacon said. “It’s al-
most like a relay race, but they’ve got to get 
through cones because anybody can stand 
still and dribble a ball.”

The drills have paid off, and Gywnn was 
impressed by the progress some of the kids 
have made from attending the clinics each 
week. He said he’s seen kids go from not 
being able to dribble two basketballs at the 
same time to crossing over two basketballs. 

Gwynn’s goal is to teach the kids to build 
relationships and friendships through the 
sport, which he said was the most important 
piece of the game for him.

“I love the game of basketball, I guess 
it’s just hard for me to not teach the kids 
the right way of basketball,” Gwynn said. 
“From my eyes, that’s what I want to give 
to the kids. I want to touch a kid from the 
eyes of playing the right way.”

During any drill at the clinics, Bacon’s 
smile is contagious, spreading throughout 
the gym and onto the faces of the children. 
High-fives are passed around throughout 
the workouts between him and the children. 

“I can get my sons in there anytime,” 
Bacon said. “But it ’s helping so many 
other kids learn the game that changed  
my life.”

Basketball alum draws from childhood hardships 
to guide youth with free practice clinics

Lionel Bacon runs free basketball clinics 
for children two days a week.  
Photo by Megan Lee
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On the outside of their hands, just under 
the pinky finger, is a tattooed acronym: 

“TG4L.” The phrase is more than just 
ink on the skin — it’s a connection that 
two men’s basketball players share on and  
off the court. 

For sophomore guard Bones Hyland 
and freshman guard Ace Baldwin, 

“TG4L,” or “Tressi gang for life,” ex-
emplifies a brotherhood that extends  
beyond basketball. 

“It stands for the three sign, but it goes 
deeper than that,” said Hyland, a perime-
ter shooter with a knack for knocking down 
deep shots. “I met Ace through basketball, 
but we clicked like we knew each other our 
whole life.”

Baldwin echoed Hyland’s sentiment.
“He’s like my brother,” Baldwin said. “It 

really goes deep.”
Being as close as family was the topic 

of discussion for the two guards during a 
short meeting on Zoom. They laughed and 
sat together in the Basketball Develop-
ment Center’s locker room after a practice 
last week, prepping for the Nov. 26 season 
opener against Charlotte. 

The two are close with each other’s fam-
ily, especially their mothers.

“If I need something from his mom, she’s 
always there,” Hyland said. “If he ever called 
on my mom, she’d be right there for him.”

Assistant coach Jamal Brunt, who went 
to the same high school as Baldwin and re-
cruited him to VCU, said the mutual respect 
the players have for each other allowed 
them to grow closer. 

“I think they’ve been good friends, and 
they’ve always supported one another 
through tough times,” Brunt said. “For 
them, they really are like family.”

Brunt said Baldwin and Hyland’s daily 
interactions with each other show their re-
lationship is on a deeper level. 

“They’re very, very connected off the 

floor,” Brunt said. “The way they hang out, 
the way they talk, the way they interact with 
one another, you can tell there’s almost a 
genuine relationship deeper than just a 
friendship level.”

At practice, the two aren’t afraid to call each 
other out during drills or workouts, Brunt said. 

“They’re always pushing one another to 
be better,” Brunt said. “They’re always hold-
ing each other accountable to be at their 
best. As a coach, that’s what you want.”

The duo first met on a basketball court, 
playing on opposite teams in an AAU tour-
nament in New York. 

Hyland, who played with Team WeR1, 
said he didn’t know Baldwin before the 

game. Afterward, the Wilmington, Del-
aware, native left stunned that Baldwin 
dropped 30 points in the game. 

“I was like ‘who the hell is that?’” Hyland 
said. “He comes in, he’s not even that tall, 
but he can score. He was out there torching 
them. After the game, I was like, ‘damn he 
just milked us.’”

Baldwin caught Hyland’s attention that 
day, and Hyland said he knew they would 
be like brothers soon after meeting the Bal-

timore native. 
Standing at 6 feet tall, Baldwin be-

came an elite high school player in 
Maryland. He averaged 14 points and 
six assists during the 2018-19 sea-
son at St. Frances, leading the team 
to Maryland Interscholastic Ath-

letic Association A Conference and 
Baltimore Catholic A-League cham-

pionships. He was also named the 
2019 All-Metro Player of the Year by  

the Baltimore Sun. 
The bond that the two players have on 

and off the court led to Hyland committing 
to VCU in June 2019 — two months after 
Baldwin announced his commitment. 

“I really only came because of Ace. I 
was not going to come,” Hyland said. 
“I just wanted to hoop with broski. 
Bro is talented and I just wanted to  
play with him.”

The way Baldwin plays is something 
unique, Hyland said. 

“Everything is him being him and 
you can’t take that away from him,” Hyland 
said of Baldwin. “A lot of players nowadays 
try to mimic their game after somebody else 
because they don’t have that confidence in 
them. He’s got it himself.”

For Hyland, having Baldwin in Rich-
mond brings joy to him each day. 

“I show up to practice with a smile on 
my face every day just because my broth-
er is here with me,” Hyland said. “There’s 
another connection with me and him. It’s 
something that I look forward to.”

The duo will compete as collegiate team-
mates for the first time this season on Nov. 
26 as the Rams travel to Knoxville to play 
Charlotte and Tennessee. 

‘He’s like my brother’:  
Two men’s basketball guards share unique bond

Sophomore guard Bones Hyland and freshman guard Ace Baldwin pose together during 
VCU basketball’s media day. Photo courtesy of VCU Athletics

They’re very, very con-
nected off the floor.  
The way they hang out,  
the way they talk, the 
way they interact with 
one another, you can  
tell there’s almost a  
genuine relationship 
deeper than just  
a friendship level.”
Jamal Brunt, assistant coach
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VCU Athletics will trim the capacity for men’s 
and women’s basketball games to accommo-
date Virginia’s new COVID-19 restrictions, 
the department announced on Tuesday. 

The Stuart C. Siegel Center, which 
holds more than 7,000 fans, was set to host 
1,000 spectators to start the season. Vir-
ginia’s coronavirus guidelines allowed up 
to 1,000 fans in sporting events, but that 
cap dropped on Monday to 250 spectators. 

“We regret that we cannot have our usual 
full capacity to start the men’s basketball 
season,” said Ed McLaughlin, director of 
athletics. “Our loyal, dedicated fans make 
our home games the best environment in 
college basketball and we will miss everyone 
who cannot attend in person.”

A statement from the department said 
a limited number of tickets will be made 
available to VCU students and guests of 
student-athletes. Approximately 175 seats 
will be reserved for season ticket holders. 

Season ticket holders will receive notice 
by Wednesday, Nov. 18 if they qualify for 

the updated capacity model. Those who 
don’t qualify can transfer their season tick-
et donation to a Ram Athletic Fund gift or 
request a refund.

Seating will be socially distanced, and 
a buffer zone in the front rows will create 
distance between spectators and players.

Arena restrictions were part of Gov. 
Ralph Northam’s response to rising 
COVID-19 case numbers in the common-
wealth. Bars and restaurants must stop serv-
ing alcohol by 10 p.m. and close by mid-
night. The state’s gathering limit for indoor 
and outdoor events is now 25 individuals, 
but the cap does not apply to gyms, church-
es or sporting events.

Men’s basketball has sold out more than 
150 straight games, dating back to the 2011 
season. The streak is not in jeopardy as the 
university will recognize sellouts with the 
reduced attendance.

VCU Athletics said if guidance from the 
state changes, then it will adjust accordingly. 

Men’s basketball’s home opener is Dec. 5 
against Mount St. Mary’s at 2 p.m. and will 
be televised on ESPN+. 

COVID-19 guidelines reduce Siegel Center capacity, again

Men’s basketball fans cheer in the student section at the Stuart C. Siegel Center during 
the 2018-19 season. CT file photo




