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CARSON CASHION
406 MT Sports

Perhaps the biggest story of the 
Montana football team’s offsea-
son, after the departure of long-
time head coach Bobby Hauck, 
was the return of star running 
back Eli Gillman.

Retaining the Minnesota native 
was one of the top priorities in the 
early stages of Bobby Kennedy’s 
tenure as the Grizzlies’ first-year 
head coach. With 3,677 career 
rushing yards to his name, as 
well as 49 rushing touchdowns 
and 561 career receiving yards, 
Gillman has served as an anchor 
for Montana’s offense for three 
seasons.

As the window for transfer-
outs opened back up for 15 days 
following Hauck’s departure, in 
accordance with NCAA rules, 
Montana fans anxiously waited 
to see whether Gillman would 
be returning to Missoula. In an 
age of the transfer portal where 
FCS football programs often find 
their stars poached by the FBS, 
the concerns were fair.

For Gillman, staying with the 
Grizzlies was not as hard of a de-
cision as an outsider might have 
thought.

“I really just prayed about it,” 
Gillman told 406 MT Sports 
during preseason camp. “I’ve al-
ways wanted to finish here since 
I walked in here for the very first 
time, like this place has been 
nothing but great to me.”

As Montana begins its 2026 
campaign Saturday at Wash-
ington-Grizzly Stadium against 
Southern Utah, Gillman will be 
embarking on his last go-round 
with the Griz. He’s 393 yards shy 
of the all-time rushing record 
and three touchdowns shy of the 
rushing touchdown record. Sur-
passing those marks feels inevi-
table, assuming he has a healthy 
season.

Watching an all-time great in 

real time is a treasure for any fan, 
across any sport. It’s a treat Griz 
fans shouldn’t take for granted 
this football season. From Gill-
man’s perspective, though, he’s 
focused on staying in the mo-
ment.

All throughout fall camp, Gill-
man said he’s felt happier and 
more grateful for the experience 
than in past seasons.

“I should have had that per-
spective the whole time, to be 
honest,” he joked. “But know-
ing it’s your last one, you kind of 
naturally look at it differently.

“So yeah, I’ve been way hap-
pier.”

Much of the offensive staff 

that Gillman played for as a true 
freshman in 2022 has departed 
UM; running backs coach Justin 
Green now coaches at Washing-
ton State, then-offensive coordi-
nator Timm Rosenbach stepped 
away from calling plays in 2023 
before ending up at Cal Poly and 
the offensive line has been led by a 
rotating cast of position coaches.

Still in Missoula four years 
later is offensive coordinator 
and quarterbacks coach Brent 
Pease. At the time Gillman ar-
rived, Pease was a positional 
coach, leading the wide receiv-
ers, which he said allowed him to 
speak more freely about Gillman 
to his fellow coaches. Even from 

his redshirt season, from his first 
fall camp with the Grizzlies, Gill-
man’s strength and speed were 
evident to Pease.

“He maybe didn’t do it as pol-
ished as he does now after being 
around for a number of years,” 
Pease said, “but when the ball 
was in his hands, you knew he 
was going to either get the yard-
age needed, take the openings, 
block or hit the openings on time 
and run somebody over.”

The Grizzlies’ 2022 roster fea-
tured a strong running back room 
led by Nick Ostmo and includ-
ing Isiah Childs, Marcus Knight 
and Xavier Harris. That running 
back room, alongside the efforts 

of quarterbacks Lucas Johnson 
and Daniel Britt, led Montana to 
over 2,000 rushing yards. Burn-
ing Gillman’s redshirt as a true 
freshman was never a serious dis-
cussion, Pease said, but the true 
freshman still found opportuni-
ties to produce.

Gillman scored in his collegiate 
debut against Eastern Washing-
ton, running for 65 yards on eight 
carries across two appearances. 
By his redshirt freshman season 
in 2023, he was an 1,000-yard all-
purpose player.

One of his first signature per-
formances came in the memora-
ble FCS semifinal win over North 
Dakota State on Dec. 16, 2023. 
Gillman opened and closed the 
scoring against the Bison, tak-
ing an early 7-3 lead thanks to a 
goal-line rush and then breaking 
free for a 13-yard run in overtime.

Pease said he’s seen the most 
growth from Gillman in both his 
ability to find a second gear after 
breaking through gaps, allowing 
him to create enough space to 
score his home-run touchdowns 
that Griz fans have come to ex-
pect. He’s also seen growth in his 
general knowledge of the game, 
finding ways to combat what 
defenses can do to minimize his 
impact.

“You can be creative with him 
and he’s not a guy you need a lot 
of reps to do it with,” Pease added. 
“He’s like (former Griz wide re-
ceiver) Mike Wortham. Show 
him, make him take a rep, and 
he’ll figure it out.”

Gillman reached 1,000 rush-
ing yards in a single season for 
the first time as a redshirt sopho-
more in 2024, repeating the mark 
in 2025. His average yards-per-
attempt number has stayed north 
of six in both seasons, scoring 15 
and 21 rushing touchdowns in 
2024 and 2025, respectively. His 
21-touchdown campaign in 2025 
ranks third on the all-time single-
season rushing touchdown lead-
erboard for Griz football, helping 
earn him Big Sky Conference Of-
fensive MVP honors.

‘This place has been nothing but great’
Gillman closes in  
on Griz records as  
he enters Year 5

BEN ALLAN SMITH, MISSOULIAN

Montana running back Eli Gillman (10) celebrates a touchdown during the FCS semifinal playoff game against 
North Dakota State on Dec. 16, 2023, at Washington-Grizzly Stadium in Missoula. Gillman was named the FCS 
freshman of the year in the 2023 season.

Please see GILLMAN, Page 6
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FRANK GOGOLA
406 MT Sports

Brooks Davis is bigger — and 
potentially even better — head-
ing into his third year with the 
Montana football team.

He has noticeably bulked up to 
180 pounds in his 6-foot frame 
this offseason as he prepares for 
his second season of suiting up 
in college games. He broke out 
last year at 174 pounds after he 
redshirted at 168 as a freshman 
in 2024.

Davis earned Freshman All-
America recognition and an All-
Big Sky honorable mention nod 
last season. He even set the UM 
freshman record for receiving 
yards with 698. It was just his 
third season of playing in games 
at any level because he was late to 
football, joining as a high school 
junior.

He’ll look to take his play to an-
other level following his physical 
growth and continued maturation 
as a player. He’s trying to do that 
under new receivers coach Eric 
Price, who was on staff last year 
as an offensive analyst and was 
hired for his current role after 
Bobby Kennedy was elevated to 
head coach.

The season opener will be Da-
vis’ first time in a game since he 
left with an apparent left leg in-
jury in the 2025 finale in Decem-
ber. He returned for spring camp, 
had an undisclosed injury in sum-
mer player-run practices, he said, 
but was back making highlight-
reel catches during fall camp in 
August.

“He’s gotten a little bit stron-
ger,” Price said. “He was kind of 
skinny last year. Well, now he’s 
put on a little muscle. He’s prob-
ably got some more endurance 
because he can run through some 

things and he can make the con-
tested catch.

“Now that he’s played so much, 
he knows what to do, so now he’s 
trying to take that to the next level. 

We can move him around differ-
ent positions now, try to get him 
the ball and have him make some 
plays for us. But I think changing 
his body has helped him a lot and 

that’s going to keep him healthy.”
Davis spoke with the media 

during fall camp prior to No. 2 
Montana’s season opener against 
Southern Utah at 7 p.m. Saturday 

in Washington-Grizzly Stadium. 
This interview has been edited for 
clarity and brevity.

Davis ready to be WR1
California native is 
back after Freshman 
All-America season

BEN ALLAN SMITH, MISSOULIAN

Montana wide receiver Brooks Davis (3) makes a break down the sideline past Montana State linebacker Cole Taylor on Nov. 22 at Washington-Grizzly 
Stadium in Missoula. Davis was a Freshman All-America selection in 2025.

Please see DAVIS, Page 7
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BILL SPELTZ
406 MT Sports

Unlike the Montana football 
team, Southern Utah didn’t 
undergo a dramatic coach-

ing transition in the offseason.
That’s worth noting as the 

second-ranked, new-look Griz-
zlies make final 
preparations for 
their home de-
but against the 
unranked Thun-
derbirds Saturday 
night. Southern 
Utah won its last 
six games in 2025 
and is most cer-
tainly not coming 
north simply to 
enjoy a Missoula 
sunset.

Included on the 
list of consecutive 
wins for SUU in 
late October and 
through Novem-
ber were home 
triumphs over 
then-13th-ranked 
Abilene Christian 
and then-22nd-
ranked Austin 
Peay. Perhaps 
even more im-
pressive was the 
road performance 
the Thunder-
birds turned in 
just prior to their 
six-game streak, 
losing a shootout 
at then-third-
ranked Tarleton 
State, 52-42.

Put all that in-
formation in one 
hand and a puff-
ball in the other 
and they weigh 
about the same. 
But it should serve 
as a reminder to 
Montana first-
year head coach 
Bobby Kennedy 
and his troops that 

the Thunderbirds are capable of 
ruining the Grizzlies’ debut.

Southern Utah coach Coach 
DeLane Fitzgerald has four 

seasons under his belt and you 
could argue he has a lot riding on 
this season. The Thunderbirds 
finished 7-5 in each of their past 
two campaigns and 6-5 in 2023. 
One has to wonder how long the 
powers that be at SUU will put 
up with barely over .500.

Like the Grizzlies, the Thun-
derbirds have a dynamic dual-
threat at quarterback in Will 
Burns. The redshirt junior ap-
peared in 11 games last season, 
rushing for 380 yards and four 
touchdowns while averaging 
nearly 7.8 yards per carry. The 
Griz will no doubt dare him to 
beat them through the air since 
he has limited passing experi-
ence, completing 22 of 31 at-
tempts for 272 yards last season.

In the end, my guess is South-
ern Utah will have trouble 
keeping up with the Grizzlies, 
who boast a standout senior 
quarterback in Keali’i Ah Yat and 
stellar fifth-year running back 
Eli Gillman. Both teams will put 
up some points but Montana’s 
crowd will be a disruptive factor 
as the Thunderbirds try to find a 
rhythm offensively.

Here’s a look at this weekend’s 
Big Sky Conference games:

SATURDAY
Southern Utah at No. 2 

Montana, 7 p.m. TV: Scripps 
Sports. The new-look Grizzly 
defense has a lot to prove. Ques-
tions abound. Will it be better 
than the Montana defense that 
gave up 38 points at Idaho State 
last October and 48 at Montana 
State in December? Will it be far 
worse? Any longtime fan of col-
lege football knows weird stuff 
happens on opening day. College 
teams do not play exhibition 
games like NFL teams. They have 
to hit the ground running and 
sometimes there’s some stum-
bling and falling down. Look for 
a close game through the first 
three quarters before Montana 
pulls away. The Griz may have 
an unproven offensive line, but 
Ah Yat and Gillman are special 
and they’ll find a way to rack up 
a lot of points — with help from 
their friends. Speltz: Montana 

38, Southern Utah 30. Cashion: 
Montana 38, Southern Utah 20. 
Gogola: Montana 42, Southern 
Utah 21. Flores: Griz 41, SUU 24.

No. 1 Montana State at Utah 
Tech, 8 p.m. TV: The Spot-
MTN. Utah Tech had one player 
named to the Preseason All-Big 
Sky Conference team and he is, 
drumroll please, senior punter 
Ryan Marks. Not exactly the sort 
of impressive nugget that’s go-
ing to make the Bobcats shake 
in their shoes. Better to have a 
punter that’s anonymous and 
rarely seen. Montana State’s 
punter may not make hardly 
any appearances in his team’s 
road debut. Utah Tech is coming 
off a 2-10 season and managed 
just two touchdowns in its last 
three games (all losses). There 
was, however, one UTU home 
game last season that should 
serve as a warning for defending 
FCS champion Montana State. 
It came on opening night in St. 
George, Utah. The Trailblazers 
nearly knocked off then-sev-
enth-ranked UC Davis, squan-
dering a three-point lead in the 
final 13 minutes in a 31-24 loss. 
This year’s opener for Utah Tech 
could also be close if Montana 
State shows up over-confident. 
But that’s highly unlikely. 
Speltz: Bobcats 41, Trailblazers 
10. Cashion: Montana State 45, 
Utah Tech 10. Gogola: Montana 
State 49, Utah Tech 6. Flores: 
Cats 48, Utah Tech 7.  

No. 6 UC Davis at Portland 
State, 1 p.m. TV: ESPN+. 
Portland State has a new coach 
this year in Chris Fisk, who 
posted a 48-22 record in seven 
seasons with Division II Central 
Washington. He has a tough hill 
to climb with his all-new staff. 
The Viks went 1-11 last season, 
with their only win coming in a 
shootout at Cal Poly. The Aggies 
are rock-solid across the field, 
featuring all-Big Sky and All-
American players in all phases. 
Leading the way on offense is 
Walter Payton Preseason Watch 
List senior Samuel Gbatu, Jr. 
The 2025 Big Sky leader in re-
ceptions, receiving yards and 
receiving touchdowns is back for 

his fifth season in Davis, Califor-
nia. Speltz: Aggies 44, Viks 13. 
Cashion: UC Davis 31, Portland 
State 10. Gogola: UC Davis 35, 
Portland State 9. Flores: Davis 
38, PSU 10.

Eastern Washington at No. 
25 Northern Arizona, 2 p.m. 
TV: ESPN+. Lumberjacks quar-
terback Ty Pennington received 
special recognition last week 
when he was included on the 
Panini Senior Bowl Top 300 list. 
He is one of 25 quarterbacks on 
the watch list for the preeminent 
college football all-star game 
and the only quarterback from 
the FCS. On top of that, he is 
one of only two FCS players at 
any position receving the Senior 
Bowl salute. With Pennington at 
the controls, NAU is capable of 
big things this season — as long 
as he gets some blocking and the 
Jacks improve defensively. The 
Jacks allowed an average of 31.25 
points per game last season. 
Eastern’s defense also struggled 
last season, and offensively the 
Eags averaged just 23.42 points 
per game. They’ll need to kick it 
up a notch to stay with NAU in 
the Walkup Skydome. Speltz: 
Jacks 48, Eags 27. Cashion: 
Northern Arizona 31, East-
ern Washington. 20. Gogola: 
Northern Arizona 34, Eastern 
Washington 24. Flores: NAU 31, 
EWU 21.

VMI at Idaho State, 4 p.m. 
TV: ESPN+. The Bengals are 
picked to finish fifth in the Big 
Sky and that reflects the league-
wide respect coaches and media 
types have for ISU fourth-year 
skipper Cody Hawkins. Idaho 
State had the Montana Grizzlies 
in serious trouble in Pocatello 
last year before letting the Griz 
off the hook. Virginia Military 
Institute (VMI) was picked to 
finish last in the Southern Con-
ference in the preseason coaches’ 
poll. The Keydets were 1-11 last 
season, with their only win 
coming at home in September 
against the Division II Ferrum 
College Panthers. Look for ISU 
to steamroll. Speltz: Bengals 
60, Keydets 16. Cashion: Idaho 
State 52, VMI 14. Gogola: Idaho 

State 56, VMI 14. Flores: ISU 52, 
VMI 17.

FRIDAY
Weber State at Northern 

Colorado, 7 p.m. TV: ESPN+. 
Both teams are picked to fin-
ish in the bottom half of the 
conference. The Bears appear 
to be a program on the rise un-
der fourth-year head coach Ed 
Lamb. His team finished the 2025 
season 4-8 overall and 2-6 in Big 
Sky play — the program’s most 
conference wins since 2022 and 
the most overall wins since 2016. 
Lamb led Southern Utah for 
eight seasons, where he guided 
the Thunderbirds to a pair of 
conference championships. You 
could argue he’s among the best 
head coaches in the league based 
on his resume. Weber State 
looked to the high school ranks to 
find its new coach last December. 
His name is Eric Kjar. Speltz: 
Bears 27, Wildcats 12. Cashion: 
Northern Colorado 28, Weber 
State 24. Gogola: Northern Col-
orado 31, Weber State 21. Flores: 
UNC 28, Weber 14.

Idaho at Cal Poly, 8 p.m. 
TV: ESPN. The Vandals are 
picked to finish seventh in the 
Big Sky and the Mustangs are 
picked to finish outside the top 
10. Both teams ended up 2-6 
in league play and 4-8 overall 
last season, which may surprise 
some folks. Cal Poly has a new 
head coach in Tim Skipper. You 
may recall he started the 2025 
season at UCLA as special as-
sistant to the head coach before 
being elevated to interim head 
coach following the Bruins’ 0-3 
start. Under his direction, the 
Bruins went 3-6 with wins over 
Penn State, Michigan State and 
Maryland. I’m going to show 
some faith in Skipper this week. 
Speltz: Mustangs 21, Vandals 
20. Cashion: Cal Poly 31, Idaho 
28. Gogola: Idaho 28, Cal Poly 
17. Flores: Idaho 24, Cal Poly 
20.

Bill Speltz is Missoulian sports 
editor. Contact him at bill.
speltz@406mtsports.com or on 
Twitter @billspeltz
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No. Name Yr. Pos. Ht. Wt. Hometown
0 Monte Gillman Jr. RB 5-8 167 Dassel, Minn.
0 Gabe Stroud Jr. CB 5-11 185 Tyler, Texas
2 Hunter Haines Jr. S 6-2 212 West Linn, Ore.
2 Landon Ransom-Goelz Sr. WR 6-1 188 Trophy Club, Texas
3 Brooks Davis Jr. WR 6-0 180 Brentwood, Calif.
3 Jeilani Davis Jr. CB 6-0 201 Inglewood, Calif.
4 Luke Flowers Jr. QB 6-1 191 Rigby, Idaho
4 Dane Parker Jr. S 6-1 180 Puyallup, Wash.
5 Ian Finch 5th WR 6-3 210 Missoula, Mont.
5 Hudson Schrader Fr. S 6-2 194 Los Gatos, Calif.
6 Chris Johnson II Jr. CB 6-1 190 Fort Worth, Texas
6 Legend Lyons So. WR 6-2 185 Covina, Calif.
7 Weston Adams 5th WR 5-11 192 Shell, Wyo.
7 Kash Goicoechea Jr. S 6-1 199 Kalispell, Mont.
8 Keali’i Ah Yat Sr. QB 6-1 210 Kaneohe, Hawaii
8 Adama Fall Gr. S 6-3 210 Dakar, Senegal
9 Jordan Dever Sr. WR 6-0 175 Spokane, Wash.
9 Kougar Kappel Fr. S 6-0 178 Red Lodge, Mont.
10 Eli Gillman 5th RB 6-0 215 Dassel, Minn.
10 Styles Goodman So. LB 6-2 230 Austin, Texas
11 Cameron Gurnsey Sr. WR 6-1 195 Butte, Mont.
11 Jayden Nicholas Fr. CB 6-0 168 Concord, Calif.
12 Elijah Brady Sr. CB 6-1 176 Seattle, Wash.
12 Gage Sliter Sr. QB 6-1 199 Kalispell, Mont.
13 Brock Beaner So. S 6-0 202 Anacortes, Wash.
13 Lekeldrick Bridges Jr. WR 5-11 175 Cedar Hill, Texas
14 DeAnte Gentry So. CB 5-11 170 Fort Worth, Texas
14 Korbin Hendrix Sr. WR 6-3 190 McKinney, Texas
16 Brady Jay Fr. QB 6-1 177 Moses Lake, Wash.
16 Braeden Orlandi Sr. S 6-1 200 Valley Springs, Calif.
17 Kade Boyd Sr. S 6-0 198 Billings, Mont.
17 Bridger Smith So. WR 6-1 178 Kalispell, Mont.
18 Devin Dunn 5th DB 5-10 190 Chandler, Ariz.
18 Cody Schweikert Jr. QB 6-3 217 Columbia Falls, Mont.
19 Drew Price So. QB 5-10 179 Jacksonville, Fla.
19 Rodney Weatherspoon Fr. CB 6-0 170 Forth Worth, Texas
20 Sage Salopek So. CB 6-0 171 Seattle, Wash.
21 Ashton Paine Sr. DB 6-1 193 Tumwater, Wash.
21 Courtney Rogers Fr. RB 6-2 211 Blytheville, Ark.

23 Dane Kellner Fr. S 5-11 170 Honolulu, Hawaii
23 Dylan Paine Gr. RB 5-9 198 Tumwater, Wash.
24 Justin Eklund 5th LB 6-2 235 Rocklin, Calif.
25 Brady Beaner So. S 6-0 191 Anacortes, Wash.
26 Chase Cook So. RB 5-11 197 Red Lodge, Mont.
27 Nohi Casco Fr. CB 5-11 195 Lahaina, Hawaii
28 Hashim Jones So. RB 6-0 200 Hartford, Conn.
29 Tanner Huff Gr. S 6-0 208 Butte, Mont.
30 Kade Cutler 5th S 6-0 207 Phillipsburg, Mont.
31 Tanner Williams Jr. LB 6-1 218 Orange, Calif.
32 Peyton Wing 5th LB 6-0 225 Sumner, Wash.
33 Taylor Jones So. LB 6-1 210 Missoula, Mont.
34 Parker Link Fr. S 5-10 191 Missoula, Mont.
35 Cooper Neer Fr. LB 6-3 202 Kennewick, Wash.
36 Garrett Speer Jr. DB 6-0 195 Sherwood, Ore.
37 Clay Oven Sr. LB 6-2 225 Billings, Mont.
38 Nai Mose 5th LB 6-0 225 Euless, Texas
39 Fynn Ridgeway Sr. RB 6-1 208 Whitefish, Mont.
40 Colton Lentz So. LB 6-3 223 Nooksack, Wash.
41 Ryder Barinowski Jr. K 6-0 203 Whitefish, Mont.
42 Giovanni Pifferini Sr. DL 6-4 230 Placerville, Calif.
43 Cooper Cyphers Fr. DL 6-2 253 Fort Worth, Texas
44 Titus Rohrer 5th TE 6-7 235 Bryan, Ohio
45 Wyatt Redding 5th KP 6-1 212 Sumner, Wash.
46 Jo Silver 5th KP 6-0 221 Fremont, Ohio
47 Jace Eastlick Jr. LS 6-3 222 Coeur d’Alene, Idaho
48 Isaac Keim Jr. DL 6-4 280 Kalispell, Mont.
49 Elijah Rincon Fr. DE 6-3 226 Hacienda Heights, Calif.
50 Sam Merriman So. LB 6-0 230 Seattle, Wash.
51 Spencer Tripp So. DL 5-11 268 Missoula, Mont.
53 Mac Olsen Fr. DL 6-4 253 Manti, Utah
54 Evan Pyron Fr. DE 6-3 244 Missoula, Mont.
55 Austin Buehler Sr. OL 6-5 295 Helena, Mont.
55 Zaiden Wallace Jr. DL 6-4 300 Ewa Beach, Hawaii
57 Jake Mason Sr. DL 6-2 265 Ferndale, Wash.
58 Solomon Tuliaupupu Gr. LB 6-3 260 Pomona, Calif.
59 Nui Tovey So. DE 6-3 250 Lake Oswego, Ore.
60 Wyatt Sandford 5th OL 6-4 298 Coeur d’Alene, Idaho
61 Lincoln Hoefer So. OL 6-6 306 Everson, Wash.
62 Lincoln Senter Fr. OL 6-5 240 Great Falls, Mont.

63 Kaikoa Kanakaole So. OL 6-5 295 Kapa’a, Hawaii

64 Matt Hilden Jr. OL 6-6 304 Santa Rosa, Calif.

65 Dylan Jemtegaard Gr. OL 6-4 296 Yelm, Wash.

66 Ezra Meyer So. OL 6-5 292 Missoula, Mont.

68 Torin Jeske Jr. OL 6-6 295 Bozeman, Mont.

69 Trevor Steinbach Jr. OL 6-5 300 Sammamish, Wash.

70 Josiah West Fr. OL 6-6 317 Prosser, Wash.

71 Quinlan Hyatt So. OL 6-7 295 Spokane, Wash.

72 Jack D’Ambra Gr. OL 6-3 303 Wildomar, Calif.

74 Owen Liechti Fr. OL 6-7 250 Ankeny, Iowa

75 Dyllan Drummond Jr. OL 6-4 315 Tyler, Texas

76 Campbell Vandiver Sr. OT 6-8 285 Nashville, Tenn.

77 Carter Bowen Sr. OL 6-7 305 Dawson, Minn.

78 Lucas Freitas Sr. OL 6-6 310 Snoqualmie, Wash.

80 Malaki Davis Fr. TE 6-5 230 Tacoma, Wash.

81 Mariano Birdno Jr. TE 6-5 255 Flagstaff, Ariz.

82 Merek Fisher Fr. TE 6-6 238 Billings, Mont.

83 Dawson Hammond Fr. WR 6-0 176 Malta, Mont.

84 Grady Walker Jr. TE 6-4 235 Missoula, Mont.

85 Wesley Ehret Fr. WR 6-2 190 Belgrade, Mont.

86 William Snell Fr. WR 6-4 189 Billings, Mont.

87 Everett O’Donnell Jr. P 6-2 199 Melbourne, Aus.

88 Reese Brooks So. TE 6-4 230 Round Rock, Texas

89 Danny Sirmon Jr. TE 6-6 265 Missoula, Mont.

90 Tyler King Sr. DL 6-5 252 Happy Valley, Ore.

91 Cooper Buffington So. DL 6-4 275 Winfield, Iowa

92 Zekiel Seumalo Sr. DL 6-0 265 Kent, Wash.

94 Cole Harpole So. DL 6-3 240 Gunter, Texas

95 Manase Tupou Jr. DL 6-1 315 Kihei, Hawaii

96 Logan Knaevelsrud So. DL 6-4 252 Snoqualmie, Wash.

97 Hayden Schwartz 5th DL 6-4 245 Jacksonville, Fla.

98 Derek Opitz Fr. DT 6-3 244 Helena, Mont.

99 Braydon Bailey 5th DT 6-2 302 Kona, Hawaii

No. Name Yr. Pos. Ht. Wt. Hometown
2 Amarion York Sr. S 6-1 200 Fairfield, Calif.
3 Floyd Chalk R-Sr. RB 5-8 205 Mission Hills, Calif.
3 Sean Mays Jr. CB 6-3 180 Fort Worth, Texas
4 Ran Sawyer So. RB 5-9 185 St. George, Utah
4 Lincoln Tuioti-Mariner Sr. LB 6-1 215 Las Vegas, Nev.
5 Mark Bails R-Sr. WR 6-3 200 Rahway, N.J.
6 Devin Downing R-Jr. WR 6-1 200 American Fork, Utah
6 Mason Stromstad Sr. LB 6-3 220 Tempe, Ariz.
7 Will Burns R-Jr. QB 6-2 215 Mission Viejo, Calif.
7 Tim Christian R-Sr. CB 5-10 190 Akron, Ohio
8 Joshua Acord R-Sr. TE 6-2 245 N. Salt Lake, Utah
8 Khaleb Hampton-Purifoy R-Jr. LB 6-3 215 Berkeley, Calif.
10 Noah Lugo R-So. QB 6-2 195 Haslet, Texas
11 Myles Amey R-Sr. DE 6-3 240 Phoenix, Ariz.
11 Anson Kraut R-Sr. WR 6-0 190 Beaumont, Calif.
12 Kasahn Johnson R-Fr. N 5-11 180 Los Angeles, Calif.
12 Jaydyn Sisk R-Jr. QB 5-11 200 Desoto, Texas
13 Jakobi Spence R-So. CB 6-0 190 Phoenix, Ariz.
14 Jack Fairchild R-Sr. WR 6-3 205 Irvine, Calif.
15 Tim Malo Gr. S 6-0 200 Bellingham, Wash.
15 David Spjut R-So. WR 5-11 190 Kaysville, Utah
16 KJ Jones R-Sr. WR 5-10 185 Beckley, W.Va.
17 Zachary Dodson-Greene R-Sr. WR 6-2 190 Salem, Ore.
18 Deon Jackson II Fr. N 6-1 180 Westmont, Calif.
18 Hubert Thomas R-Fr. RB 6-0 185 Nederland, Texas
19 Lee Norman-Lester Fr. QB 6-1 180 San Diego, Calif.
20 Camury Reid R-Sr. RB 5-11 200 Gastonia, N.C.
21 Niko Alailefaleula R-Jr. RB 5-11 225 Anchorage, Alaska
22 Tylik Burton Jr. WR 5-8 175 Houston, Texas
22 Parker Vance R-Fr. S 6-2 200 El Cajon, Calif.
23 Kaden Williams Fr. S 5-10 185 Chandler, Ariz.
24 Christian Sampson R-Jr. N 6-0 195 Altadena, Calif.
25 Talmage Brown Gr. RB 5-10 210 Bluffdale, Utah
26 Isaiah Hemmings R-Jr. RB 5-9 200 South Jordan, Utah
28 Latrell Cannon Jr. S 6-0 185 Carson, Calif.

29 Markhi McKinnon R-So. RB 5-11 215 Goodyear, Ariz.
30 Izzy Foza R-So. S 6-0 185 Phoenix, Ariz.
30 Jonathan Landry R-Jr. CB 5-11 180 Vancouver, Wash.
31 Romin Gates Jr. LB 6-1 225 Pleasanton, Calif.
32 Cooper Cowan R-Fr. S 6-0 190 Saratoga Springs, Utah
32 Jace Doman Fr. WR 5-11 165 Pleasant Grove, Utah
33 Sean Brooks R-Fr. CB 6-0 175 Los Angeles, Calif.
34 Wyatt Humphrey Jr. S 6-1 190 Syracuse, Utah
35 Koy Mortensen Jr. LS 6-1 220 Ventura, Calif.
36 Ty Pringle Fr. CB 5-10 170 Manti, Utah
37 Trey Johnson R-Fr. CB 5-10 175 South Jordan, Utah
38 Kealamaikahiki Loo R-Fr. DE 6-3 225 St. George, Utah
39 Colin Hague So. N 6-1 190 Riverton, Utah
40 Elijah Sherbin-Fox So. WR 6-2 210 Sicklerville, N.J.
41 Keenan Eck R-Sr. DE 6-4 220 Apple Valley, Calif.
42 Jayden Rogers R-Jr. K 5-10 170 Phoenix, Ariz.
43 Manasa Pela So. LB 6-2 215 Salt Lake City, Utah
44 Joey Garza R-Sr. TE 6-3 255 Nipomo, Calif.
44 Logalima Lesa So. LB 6-2 225 Provo, Utah
45 Jesse Garza R-Sr. LB 6-2 235 Nipomo, Calif.
46 Tavian Edwards So. S 6-0 185 Lehi, Utah
47 TJ Hudson Jr. S 5-10 175 Las Vegas, Nev.
48 Derrick Hart R-Fr. CB 5-11 170 Temecula, Calif.
50 Rocky Shields Jr. DT 6-3 280 Littleton, Colo.
51 Gabe Ofisa Jr. OL 6-3 305 Herriman, Utah
52 Matthew Villa-Rowe R-Jr. DT 6-0 220 Cedar City, Utah
53 Jake Alles Fr. OL 6-5 275 Millville, Utah
54 Parker Andrus Jr. DT 6-2 285 St. George, Utah
55 Seni Tuiaki Gr. DT 6-1 290 Salt Lake City, Utah
56 Sal Avila R-So. LB 6-0 190 Oceanside, Calif.
57 Colin Raibert Fr. OL 6-5 255 Poway, Calif.
58 Adam Stephens Fr. OL 6-4 285 Lehi, Utah
61 Santiago Amezcua R-Fr. K 5-11 180 Beaver, Utah
62 Mene Vaaalii Jr. DT 6-1 290 Utulei, American Samoa
63 Sirri Kandiyeli R-Jr. OL 6-3 280 Mesa, Ariz.
64 Boston Willden R-Fr. OL 6-3 305 St. George, Utah

65 Jack Beardall R-Fr. OL 6-2 290 Sammamish, Wash.

66 Krush Sowers R-So. OL 6-3 300 Phoenix, Ariz.

67 Nesta Crowell R-Fr. OL 6-4 280 Honolulu, Hawaii

69 AJ Dutchover R-Jr. OL 6-3 295 Gilbert, Ariz.

70 Siale Uluave R-Jr. OL 6-5 390 Northridge, Calif.

72 Tanner Emery Fr. OL 6-4 265 Safford, Ariz.

73 Kauai Victorian Jr. OL 6-6 275 Los Angeles, Calif.

74 Elijah Harvey R-Jr. OL 6-5 320 Fresno, Calif.

75 Ethan Wagner R-Fr. OL 6-5 285 Apple Valley, Calif.

76 Brigham Rasmussen Fr. DT 6-5 290 Thatcher, Ariz.

77 Jalani Liva R-Jr. OL 6-3 300 Rancho Santa Margarita, Calif.

79 Josh Morin Fr. OL 6-5 245 Mesa, Ariz.

80 Antonio Walton R-Fr. WR 5-10 160 Los Angeles, Calif.

81 Exavier Williams R-So. WR 6-1 170 San Diego, Calif.

82 Logan Dunfield Fr. TE 6-5 240 Riverton, Utah

83 Bryson Bennett R-Fr. LS 5-11 220 Cedar City, Utah

83 Bryson Waterman R-Jr. WR 6-0 185 Bakersfield, Calif.

84 Khalil Rucker Fr. DT 6-4 250 Rancho Cucamonga, Calif.

85 Caden Lettis R-Jr. WR 6-3 205 Erie, Colo.

86 Gabe Ashworth R-Fr. TE 6-4 230 Spanish Fork, Utah

87 Chance Arbon R-Sr. WR 6-2 210 Moab, Utah

88 Hayden George R-So. TE 6-4 245 Lebanon, Ore.

89 Connor May R-Jr. TE 6-3 240 Glendora, Calif.

90 Zevon Shipman Fr. DT 6-1 280 Morgantown, W.Va.

93 Isaiah Blinkinsop Fr. DE 6-1 220 Sparks, Nev.

93 Jace Little R-Fr. DT 6-4 250 Paragonah, Utah

94 Spies Tia Fr. DE 6-4 250 Magna, Utah

95 Parker Kucifer R-Jr. K 6-3 215 Cedar City, Utah

96 Aiden Hall Sr. DE 6-4 250 Sparks, Nev.

97 Colten Swanson Jr. DE 6-3 250 Chandler, Ariz.

98 Jayden Wells R-So. DL 6-2 285 North Bend, Wash.
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The running back has accrued 
a catalogue of big-time runs. He 
scampered for 85 yards in the 
fourth quarter against UC Davis 
in 2023, a game-winning touch-
down that still holds as the lon-
gest run of his career. With two 
minutes to go against Tennes-
see State in the fourth-quarter, 
he took a run outside to the left 
59 yards to the house to ice the 
ballgame. Some of Pease’s favor-
ite runs from Gillman, though, 
aren’t necessarily the longest.

“I’ve seen some of his toughest 
runs against Montana State when 
he made a gain of 3 or 4 yards,” 
Pease said.

Much has changed for Gill-
man in the time it took to amass 
over 3,500 rushing yards, 53 all-
purpose touchdowns, a Big Sky 
Freshman of the Year nod, mul-
tiple All-Big Sky selections and a 
Walter Camp FCS All-American 
pick.

What he thinks has changed 
the most, though, is his maturity.

“I feel like I’m naturally be-
coming like a leader,” Gillman 
said. “You can see your people 
look at you for direction once 
you get older, and I feel like that’s 
kind of starting to happen with 
me. I just feel like I’ve kind of 
gotten more mature as the years 
have gone on, with both football 
and life.”

That maturity becomes evi-
dent in Gillman’s perspective on 
his decision to stay at Montana 
for the 2026 season.

Five running backs were named 
to the Stats Perform All-Amer-
ican lists after the 2025 season, 
including Gillman. Aside from 
Yale’s Josh Pitsenberger, who 
graduated and moved on to pro 
football, the remaining three 
besides Gillman all transferred 
to FBS schools. First-team selec-
tions Joshua Dye (Southern Utah) 
and Rodney Nelson (Monmouth) 
went to Ole Miss and Miami 
(OH), respectively, and fellow 
second-team selection alongside 
Gillman, L.J. Phillips Jr. (South 
Dakota), transferred to Iowa.

Gillman’s decision is a unique 
one in today’s world, Pease said, 
and it reminds him of a player 

from his past in Ian Johnson. 
Johnson was a running back at 
Boise State while Pease served as 
the wide receivers coach in 2006, 
scoring the game-winning two-
point conversion play for the 
Broncos over Oklahoma in the 
Fiesta Bowl.

Johnson stayed at Boise State 
and was named an All-American 
by Sports Illustrated. Gillman 
will leave the same kind of legacy 
to the Griz as Johnson did to the 
Broncos, Pease said.

“He (Johnson) understood 
what he became in his town, his 
community, and how they looked 
at him,” Pease said.

“I’ve always told kids that 
coming to school here is not a 
four-year decision, it’s a 40-year 
decision in your life. I think he 
understands what that 40-year 
decision is.”

Gillman said that money was 
never going to be the primary 
motivator in leaving Missoula. 

The parts of Zootown, and the 
University of Montana, that have 
made him fall in love with being 
a Grizzly would always outweigh 
potential financial gains from 
higher-level programs.

“Money comes and goes, 
there’s opportunities (to make 
money) everywhere,” Gillman 
said. “I knew if money was my 
main reason for trying to leave, 
then that I was doing something 
wrong.”

Gillman said Kennedy quickly 
reached out to Gillman to begin 
talking about how the future of 
Grizzly football would look. The 
biggest point of emphasis, Gill-
man said, was reassurance that 
the brand and culture of Montana 
football he had come to know 
wasn’t going anywhere.

By the end of the 15-day trans-
fer portal window, Gillman, along 
with the rest of his team, was 
staying put. Zero players trans-
ferred out in the additional portal 

window.
“He says ‘The family you 

choose,’ like he says that a lot, but 
you can actually feel it,” Gillman 
said. “Not only just from him, but 
from the team as well.”

Both Kennedy and first-year 
running backs coach Dominic 
Daste have complimented Gill-
man’s work through fall camp. 
The running back is on a “pitch 
count,” Daste said, in terms of his 
workload through practices, but 
his leadership has been a high-
light.

“In terms of how he is as a 
leader in our meeting room, and 
how he does without the ball in 
his hands, and all those things 
where he’s not necessarily in 
contact but how he leads by effort 
and everything else, he’s doing a 
really good job,” Daste said after 
a practice earlier this month. “In 
terms of intelligence and football 
I.Q., he’s one of the highest guys 
on the team in that regard.”

Kennedy emphasized combat-
ing complacency with Gillman, 
as well as the rest of the team, as 
they work through fall camp and 
continue to strive for improve-
ment.

“I’ve seen that (effort) out of 
Eli,” Kennedy said after practice 
earlier this month. “To be quite 
frank, til’ about mid-season last 
year, I didn’t really know him that 
well, and I see some really posi-
tive things out of him. In terms of 
leadership, in terms of how he’s 
working, how he’s finishing runs, 
I really like where he is, but once 
again, if he thinks that’s good 
enough, then he’s not going to 
be as good as we know he can be.”

Gillman trails Lex Hilliard (50) 
and Chase Reynolds (52) in the 
all-time rushing touchdowns re-
cord book. For rushing yards, he’s 
behind Hilliard (4,018), Reynolds 
(4,067) and Yohance Humphrey 
(4,070).

Gillman downplays these re-
cords, saying that he obviously 
thinks about them as any human 
would but is instead focused on 
his team’s success and letting 
those dominoes fall as they may. 
If there’s one person that does 
care about those records, though, 
it’s his play-caller.

By the time Gillman calls it a 
career, he should be the best run-
ner to ever do it for the Grizzlies, 
Pease said.

“I got to do my job,” Pease said. 
“I’m not afraid to put that thing 
in his hands, and I want him to 
achieve those, I really do.”

The lone specific goal Gill-
man cited for the year speaks to 
his team-first and family-first 
mentality. His younger brother, 
Monte, has played for the Griz 
alongside Eli for two years now. 
The two have shared the field, 
Eli blocking for Monte on runs — 
“I’m always telling him he’s mak-
ing the wrong cut and stuff,” Gill-
man joked — but he wants to find 
pay dirt alongside his brother.

“This year we’re gonna get 
one,” Gillman said. “We’re gonna 
get in the end zone together for 
sure.”

Carson Cashion is a sports writer 
for 406 MT Sports. Follow him on 
X @CarsonCashion or contact him 
at carson.cashion@406mtsports.
com.

BEN ALLAN SMITH, MISSOULIAN

Montana running back Eli Gillman (10) runs the ball during the FCS quarterfinal football game against South 
Dakota on Dec. 13, 2025, at Washington-Grizzly Stadium in Missoula. Gillman has been inching closer to 
breaking multiple program records.

Gillman
From 2
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Q: It’s your third year 
here at Montana. How’s 
everything going so far 
this camp?

A: It’s been fantas-
tic transitioning from 
spring. Kind of coming 
off an injury from PRPs 
(player-run practices) in 
the summer, finally get-
ting out here in the heat 
and competing, it’s been 
great.

Q: Coach has talked 
about some of your 
physical transforma-
tions you kind of went 
through this offseason. 
Can you speak to what 
your goals were and 
what you tried to do 
to change your body a 
little bit? 

A: I’d just say get in the 
best condition as possi-
ble. Gaining weight, mus-
cle so I can take some of 
those hits and just kind of 
build my game all around. 
So just getting bigger, 
faster and stronger every 
day.

Q: With the trio 
of you, Eli Gillman, 
Keali’i Ah Yat leading 
this offense, can you 
speak to being one of 
those guys leading this 
group as someone who 
was a big part of last 
year’s offense and now 
you guys are bringing 
some new faces along, 
too?

A: It’s an honor being 
looked at that way. That’s 
kind of what I worked for. 
I’m very grateful and hon-
ored to be in this position. 
And bringing the young 
guys along because I was 
in that position coming 
in. So, yeah, it’s an honor.

Q: Last year, you 
were kind of the break-
out guy. This year, a lot 
of defensive coordina-
tors are probably going 
to have your number 
circled on their game 

plan. Knowing the ex-
pectations continue to 
rise in this offense for 
you, just how do you 
tackle a challenge like 
that?

A: Just take one play 
at a time. Perfecting the 
basics, never getting tired 
of the basics. Perfecting 
my craft. It’s an honor. 
Coaches looking out for 
me, that’s my goal. I al-
ways want to be the top 
of the depth chart. So just 
competing in every single 
rep.

Q: You got Landon 
Ransom on the oppo-
site side of the field 
with you. What’s that 
chemistry been like? 
How’s the connection 
been building up early 
on this season? How 
excited are you to pair 
up with him this year?

A: It’s been dope. He 
lives near me in the same 
apartments, so we’ve 
been hanging out, going 
over the plays, just kind 
of making each other bet-
ter and competing off the 
field and just becoming 
good friends, so it’s been 
really good.

Q: You’ve gotten to 
work with Jordan De-
ver, Korbin Hendrix, 
Lekeldrick Bridges for 
a couple years now. 
How have you seen 
those guys grow this 
year as they’re trying 
to work their way into 
a potential starting 
spot?

A: I feel like everyone’s 
doing great. Everyone’s 
getting better. Learning 
from each other’s mis-
takes. All just compet-
ing on the field, trying to 
push each other, become 
better every single play.

Q: With Eric Price 
taking over in the wide 
receiver room there, 
how have you seen 
him challenge or try to 
motivate your group of 
guys?

A: We had a really good 

connection with him last 
year, so him bringing that 
with BK kind of having 
the same philosophy of 
going 100 percent, no 
wasted plays, just making 
each other better.

Q: That connection 
with Keali’i, how have 
you seen that grow 
from last year, offsea-
son, this year? How 
have you guys maybe 
built that even more?

A: It’s been growing 
from last season. I think 
all the work that we’ve 
been putting in over the 
summer, spring and last 
year, I think we’re just 
getting better and better 
every day. So, it’s going to 
be a great season.

Q: In terms of tech-
nical, like route run-
ning, timing, anything 
like that, where did you 
maybe want to hone in 
and focus on? Where 
can you see yourself 
improving the most?

A: I feel like I can get 
better at every aspect of 
my game. Every single 
day just trying to take one 
step forward. Perfecting 
the basics.

Q: Working with Mi-
chael Wortham last 
year, was there any-
thing you took away 
from that season with 
him that you’re going 
to carry over to try to 
help yourself improve?

A: The football experi-
ence. He was so smart on 
the field and especially 
off the field in the film 
room, weight room. Kind 
of just picking his brain. 
I’d say the biggest thing 
was him having the ball 
in his hands, like I’m try-
ing to take stuff from his 
bag that he had last year.

Frank Gogola is the 
Senior Sports Reporter 
at the Missoulian and 
406 MT Sports. Follow 
him on X @FrankGogola 
or email him at frank.
gogola@406mtsports.com.

SHANNA MADISON, MISSOULIAN

Montana wide receiver Brooks Davis (3) runs the ball during the college football game 
against Idaho on Sept. 27 at Washington-Grizzly Stadium in Missoula. Davis was an All-Big 
Sky honorable mention in 2025.

Davis
From 3
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Believe in a world of wellness
knowing Blue Cross and Blue Shield
of Montana is lighting the way for
your health and wellness journey.
Always helping your story shine
through by keeping you at the
center of everything we do.

Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Montana, a Division of Health Care
Service Corporation, a Mutual Legal Reserve Company, an Independent
Licensee of the Blue Cross and Blue Shield Association

A local partner
makes a world
of difference.
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