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‘From nothing to this’  

 

Lions are first community college team to qualify for national playoffs 
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MIDDLETOWN — Many of the 25 people that make up the Lord Fairfax Community College 

men’s rugby team have had their athletic successes in life, competing in sports like football and 

wrestling for strong programs. 

 

But playing for a team considered to be the best in the state for its size? Playing for a team with 

an opportunity to play for a national championship? 

 

Until they wrapped their hands around the Cardinals Conference championship trophy after 

winning the conference tournament on Nov. 17 at the Princess Anne Athletic Complex in 

Virginia Beach, it was hard for most of them to imagine that something like that would ever 

happen in their lives. 

 

And it certainly didn’t look like LFCC — the first community college team to ever win a rugby 

conference tournament and qualify for the national playoffs — was on the road to greatness 

when the program first began competing in official matches in the fall of 2011. 

 

“The best part was me and the four other veterans who were here the first semester, we all kind 

of had this group talk and said, ‘Everything that we’ve worked for, this is it. We finally made it. 

We finally brought this program from nothing to this,’ ” said Brad Oppy, a 2011 Sherando High 

School graduate and former Warriors football player,  
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The Lord Fairfax Community College rugby team has come a long way since the program was 

formed in 2011. The 18th-ranked Lions will take on No. 13 Mount St. Mary’s in a National 

Small College Rugby Organization qualifier at 1 p.m. today.  
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while observing his teammates practicing on a chilly Wednesday afternoon. “A lot of us come 

from high school programs where we rarely get to the state championship. It’s hard to get there.  

 

“It was the first time I had held up a championship trophy. It was the first time for a lot of guys. 

It was pretty awesome.”  

 

If LFCC can deliver a win today, the spring semester will provide some pretty awesome 

memories too.  

 

At 1 p.m. today on LFCC’s athletic field at its Middletown campus, the 18th-ranked Lions (5-2-1 

overall, 5-1 in conference play) will take on No. 13 Mount St. Mary’s (7-0 as champions of the 

Potomac Conference) in a National Small College Rugby Organization (NSCRO) qualifier.  

 



Though the Lions are technically already in the national tournament for Division 3 rugby teams, 

LFCC needs a win to advance to the Region 2 (Mid-Atlantic South) semifinals to take on 

Widener (9-0 in the East Penn Conference) in a game that will take place on March 29 at the 

University of North Florida in Jacksonville.  

 

The regional championship will take place the following day, and the winner of the Region 2 

tournament will advance to the NSCRO Final Four in Glendale, Colo., April 26-27.  

 

What LFCC — which won the only NSCRO conference featuring Virginia schools and is 

therefore considered state champions — has accomplished thus far is no small feat.  

 

Out of 54 teams in Region 2, LFCC is one of only seven that were good enough to advance as far 

as the qualifier stage. (Widener is the only conference champion in the region to automatically 

earn a Region 2 semifinal berth.) In total, there are 218 schools across four regions that compete 

in NSCRO.  

 

In short, LFCC men’s rugby — which is led by head coach Stuart Freakley and Aaron Painter 

(the school’s overall head rugby coach, who also oversees the women’s team) — is the little fish 

in the big pond.  

 

Sure, Mount St. Mary’s has a smaller student body than LFCC, but the Emmitsburg, Md., school 

has 14 teams competing in NCAA Division I. And because schools like Mount St. Mary’s and 

every other school LFCC faces are four year institutions, their rosters likely don’t change as 

much from year-to- year as LFCC’s. (Fortunately for the Lions, they return all but two players 

from the fall semester team.) The players hardly view themselves as underdogs, however.  

 

“I think Painter and I get [the significance of LFCC advancing this far],” Freakley said. “ But I 

think one of the great things about what’s going on here is that I don’t think the guys feel like 

they’re the small team that shouldn’t be there.  

 

“Maybe at one point we felt that way. But we had a good year last year, and we just steamrolled 

it this year. I think with the state win and the way that these guys have been playing out of 

conference, they feel like they belong now. I think they’re playing with an air of confidence.”  

 

Luis Salazar, a 2007 Handley graduate who serves as co-captain with Oppy and was on the team 

in the fall of 2011, agrees that LFCC doesn’t think about being a community college when it 

takes the field.  

 

“When we beat universities, they probably see it like, ‘Man, we just got beat by a community 

college,’ ” said Salazar, a former Judges football player. “But I just see the team we’re facing as 

just another team, and after the game we’re looking forward to the next team ahead.  

 

“But when you do look back on it, it does seem like a pretty big deal. A community college, 

within the first three years as a program, contending for a national championship.”  

 

It’s a lot easier to compete at a higher level when you have enough players to hold a decent 



practice — and you don’t have to borrow players from the other team to compete in a game.  

 

Humble beginnings  
 

Currently, LFCC has no problems with rugby participation. The sport is played with 15 players, 

and they’ll suit up the maximum 23 allowed for today’s contest against Mount St. Mary’s.  

 

But when LFCC men’s rugby — which was initially formed in the spring semester of 2011 

before playing its first official matches in the fall of 2011 — first got going, well, you didn’t 

have to worry about getting enough playing time.  

 

“We would sometimes only have five guys come out to a practice, and maybe eight guys on a 

good day,” Salazar said. “For games we didn’t have a total of 15 players, so we’d have to borrow 

players from other teams. It was pretty rough.”  

 

Borrowing players is standard practice in rugby, a sport that places a great deal of emphasis on 

camaraderie, respect and sportsmanship. (A perfect example of that was when Hampden- Sydney 

drove out to pick up LFCC’s players when their van broke down about a mile and a half from the 

Tigers’ stadium and pushed the start time back for their Nov. 2 game.) But naturally, it’s better to 

play with people you’re familiar with.  

 

“This is great compared to what it used to be,” Oppy said. “We had to struggle to get 10 guys out 

here, and now we get 20 people easily for each practice.”  

 

The Lions’ roster features names that are both familiar — to name a couple, former Clarke 

County state finalist wrestler Robert Wallace (2010 graduate), the older brother of two-time state 

wrestling champion Ben Wallace, and former Millbrook 300- meter hurdle state qualifier 

Rodney Culbreath (2011 graduate), the older brother of all-state basketball player Rze Culbreath 

— and foreign, like Dylan Roberts, a native of rugby- loving South Africa who is in his first year 

with the program.  

 

In addition to Oppy and Salazar, others from the fall of 2011 who are still with the team are 

Derrick Hayes (nicknamed “Tas ” as an homage to the Tasmanian Devil because “he has a spin 

move like no other,” Oppy says), Tyler Long and Nick Matsko.  

 

No matter their age and no matter where they come from, Freakley said the thing that’s been 

most noticeable about the 2013-14 players is their commitment level.  

 

“They’ve actually taken ownership,” said Freakley, who is in the middle of his second full year 

as coach. “Before, Coach Painter and I felt like we were riding guys to get out to practice.  

 

“The captains and the older guys kind of took it upon themselves to rally the younger guys and 

the newer guys, and make sure everyone is accountable.”  

 

LFCC’s level of preparedness had Roberts impressed when he first arrived in the United States. 

Unlike most of his teammates, Roberts had actually played the sport before arriving at LFCC, 



and he had done so extensively.  

 

“They worked hard, guys put the time in, and the coaches invested a lot of time in us,” he said. 

“There was great team spirit.”  

 

Taking the next step  
 

Though the work ethic is great, the influx of talent has been just as important to LFCC in 2013-

14.  

 

The Lions were extremely strong last year when they were involved in their former league, the 

Virginia Rugby Union (VRU), tying for the regular- season title with Christopher Newport 

University but losing out on the automatic berth to the national playoffs because they lost to 

CNU head- to-head. (There was no tournament to decide the champion of the VRU.) But 

Freakley said there’s only about eight people left from the 2012-13 team, so LFCC needed an 

edge to make up for the loss of experience.  

 

“The amount of talent, just the raw talent, is phenomenal, because of all the guys coming from 

great football and great wrestling programs around here,” Oppy said.  

 

Players in those types of sports are typically pretty big, but Salazar notes that one of things that 

attracted so many people to rugby is that — much like LFCC as a school — you don’t have to be 

the biggest guy on campus to make it in rugby.  

 

Salazar — who was 5 feet, 6 inches and 150 pounds as a senior on the Handley football team — 

said he didn’t get much playing time during his one year of football, but size wasn’t much of an 

issue when he started doing rugby.  

 

“When I came in, I fit right in at scrum half, which is usually a smaller, shorter, faster, quicker 

person,” Salazar said. “You have different types of people and different types of athletes, and 

there’s that certain position for each individual athlete, no matter what your size or your speed.”  

 

Right from the start the current LFCC roster proved to be a good mix, defeating rival CNU 43-20 

on Sept. 14 in a Cardinals Conference game. (The other three active members of the Cardinals 

are Hampden- Sydney, Washington & Lee and Roanoke.) “It shocked me,” said Oppy of the 

CNU match. “There were so many new guys, and we just blew them away.  

 

“ It was crazy to me. I was so used to us just struggling as a team toward the beginning of the 

season.”  

 

Two weeks later the Lions lost a non-conference matchup to Richmond 32-7, but rebounded to 

beat Washington & Lee 22- 14 and Roanoke 85-10. LFCC then lost at Hampden- Sydney after 

their bus broke down 30-28 in their regular season finale on Nov. 2. (The Lions lost that match 

without a coach present — Freakley couldn’t attend for personal reasons, and Painter had to stay 

with the van.) That defeat allowed Hampden-Sydney to grab the top seed for the Cardinals 

Conference tournament held Nov. 16 and 17 in Virginia Beach.  



 

In the semifinals, the second seeded Lions showed they meant business by holding CNU 

scoreless until the final two minutes of a 20-7 win.  

 

“After losing to them last year, to get that little revenge was awesome,” Oppy said. That 

appetizer set up the main course — the championship game against Hampden-Sydney, and 

another chance for revenge.  

 

It was everything they could have wanted. It was both a test of mental and physical will, and they 

came out on top 21-17.  

 

“We ’ve never had to play big games like that back-to-back,” Op py said. “I’ve never seen the 

guys play so hard before while so tired, myself included. I was cramping by the end of the first 

half. I think everybody had bumps and bruises. I know I had a knot in my temple the size of a 

golf ball after getting kicked. But we played with heart and drive.”  

 

Painter said the players probably don’t realize how much of an impact they’ve had with their 

success.  

 

Painter says Wake Tech Community College in North Carolina has contacted LFCC about 

starting up its own program, and he said LFCC’s website gets hits from people all over the world 

just because they’re rugby fans — South Africa ( as evidenced by Roberts’ presence), New 

Zealand, Australia, the United Kingdom, and states out west like Colorado, California and 

Hawaii.  

 

“It’s good that we get to be the people that open the door and say anybody can come in and play 

rugby, ” Painter said. “ To know that high schoolers are looking at us and talking about playing 

for us in the future, I’m excited about that.”  

 

Another big test  
 

LFCC hopes it can follow its conference championship up with another big effort today.  

 

It hasn’t been easy to prepare for this matchup against Mount St. Mary’s. The snowy winter has 

often made their field unplayable, so the Lions have only been able to practice about 30 times 

since December. LFCC has also played only one game since the Cardinals Tournament, a 12-12 

tie with Virginia Commonwealth University on Feb. 1.  

 

Freakley said his team is ready though.  

 

“The guys are very excited, especially these past couple of w ee ks ,” he said. “ They ’ve been 

very focused on preparing for the match.  

 

“With the way that we’ve been practicing and focusing, I’m hoping we can have one of those 

inspired games. It’s going to be a tough match, but we’re going to give them everything we’ve 

got, and we expect them to come out firing on all cylinders.”  



 

LFCC hopes its fellow students are ready to support them too. The Lions have been placing 

posters around school promoting the match, and the school held a rally for the team on 

Wednesday so they could meet the team and learn more about the rules of rugby.  

 

“Competing for a national championship, that’s an opportunity I never would have had if I didn’t 

join this team,” Salazar said. “Hopefully we can go far. It’s crazy we’re doing this.”  

 

— Contact Robert Niedzwiecki at r niedzwiecki@winchester star.com Follow on Twitter 

@WinStarSports1  

 

 
 

 

 

Former Handley football player Luis Salazar (right) is one a number of local high school 

graduates who have found a home on the Lord Fairfax Community College rugby team.  
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