The Rise of a Gridiron Great

Saguaro High School head football coach John Sanders, a three-time Arizona 4A-1 State Champion and former owner of a 37-game winning streak, has seen a lot of great players in his 30-plus years of coaching. Buffalo Bills starting quarterback Ryan Fitzpatrick, former Tampa Bay Buccaneer and Oakland Raider Marquis Cooper, and current Raider Chad Shillings, among others, Sanders says, all possessed a similar drive and intangible commitment to being excellent. A coach at the NFL, USFL, NCAA and high school ranks, he says while a lot of kids use their size to get by in high school, the ones who make it to the next level work to get better day in and day out. 

“Having been in the league and having kids in the league,” Sanders said. “I know Cyrus Hobbi is one of those kids that has the work ethic, size, strength, ability and athleticism to play on Sundays.”

Hobbi, a 6-foot-4-inch, 285-pound lineman from Saguaro High School in Scottsdale, Ariz., is one of the top offensive line prospects in the nation and has been deemed a pre-season all-American in nearly every poll. A prominent member of the latter two of the Sabercats’ three consecutive state championships and the first underclassman captain in Sander’s tenure at the school as a junior last year, he has been asked to carry more of the workload this season, playing offense, defense and special teams. 

“We’ll go about as far as Hobbi takes us,” Sanders said. 

A big smile comes across the head coach’s face when talking about Hobbi’s statistics if he played only one-way, something he hasn’t done in two seasons. Selected to play in the Under Armour All-American Game Jan. 7 in Orlando, Sanders said Hobbi is the focus of all opposing coaches’ game plans and is “never left one-on-one” on offense and defense. In order to free up the all-state stud, Sanders says, the team runs packages that move him all around, from left guard to right guard to tackle, and they even switched his number last year in the playoffs. 

As a first-year player in 2007, Hobbi was a part of the Sabercats perfect 14-0 record and their second state championship in a row. The next season, Saguaro became the first high school in Arizona history to finish as a Maxpreps.com top-30 team in the country following an undefeated 2008 season and a 38-0 drubbing of rival Chaparral in the title fight. After an exodus of the big, physical lineman that have come to define Saguaro football, the team went 10-3 last year and lost in the state semi-finals, toppling expectations that had them ranked fourth in the Desert Sky Region. However, Hobbi says once those black and gold uniforms go on, anything less than being the best is unacceptable. 

“I don’t just want a championship,” Hobbi said. “I want to go undefeated. One loss is too many.”
Hobbi became a starter on offense as a sophomore in 2008, and being one of the few young guys out there competing with nine future Division-1 players, including current Sun Devils Max Smth and Kody Koebensky, he said he was “extremely scared” and took a beating on the field “almost every day.” He had the unfortunate spot of lining up at defense tackle, nose-to-nose with Army recruit Derek Bisgard and current Arizona Wildcat Chris Merrill, and spent the entire fall getting his helmet ripped off and laying on his back. 

“I got the crap kicked out of me on the field as a freshman,” Hobbi says. “But at the same time, you learn so much because they know what they’re doing and they’re trying to teach you what they’re all about.”

When alumni come back to watch a game or just to check in, Hobbi says he thanks them for being so hard on him on the field because it has made him the player he is today. He still stays in touch with a lot of them, keeping tabs on their accomplishments and getting advice about life at the top-collegiate level from past Sabercats such as Joe Kellogg, a guard, and Justin Jungblut, a defensive lineman, both at Boise State. While playing major college football sounds busy and Hobbi will once again more than likely find his helmet separate from his head, he says they’ve all told him “it’s the greatest thing” and more importantly, the food is not only delicious, but also plentiful. 

One player Hobbi is especially close with is former Sabercat Kody Innes, who is now a freshman on UCLA’s football team. Innes and Hobbi lifted a total of 650 pounds and tied for 1st Place in the first-ever Power Plus 2 National High School 4A-1 Two Man Bench Press Championships in April of 2009. Hobbi, who fondly remembers hitting the gym the Monday after the state championship game two years ago, says lifting weights is something the whole team participates in and gives everyone a chance to bond in the off-season. 

In order to take his mind off the approaching battle for a moment last season, Hobbi and teammate D.J. Foster would say a short prayer before and after every game for Foster’s sister, who passed away earlier that year. This season, he listens to music, takes a short nap and eats a light snack, such as a bagel or noodles, for his pre-game meal after eating Chipotle the year before and promptly throwing it back up on the field.  

His pre-game approach isn’t the only thing that has changed this year for the Sabercats. Hobbi says the grandstands were sparsely populated in 2009 even though the team was one win away from competing for the state championship, but after four games in 2010, the fans have been present and wildly supportive, even traveling to a Sept. 17 bout in Peoria. The team is also much closer, he says, in part because there were only two seniors last season. The closeness of a strong core of senior buddies, who have been together throughout high school, trickles down and infects the team, Hobbi says, and has resulted in the whole squad hanging out on the weekends.

Expectations are high, both personally and as a team, for Hobbi and the Sabercats, but the top-ranked recruit says the added pressure makes him “play harder and go harder.” The pool-basketball aficionado says he looks at the recruiting process as a challenge and doesn’t mind the constant phone calls and emails, because once these top schools express interest in you, he says, scouts, recruiters and schools have a stake in you and everyone expects great things.

 “I still have to play my best ball,” Hobbi says. “Not just because I want to, but for the other people who expect things from me.” 

He says he hasn’t let the recruiting process distract him too much and tries to get back to inquiring coaches, but it can be difficult, especially on a heavy homework night or after a practically hard practice. Putting his focus on the season at hand, Hobbi is taking most of his visits after the season, save for his trip to Oregon State in late August with teammate Brock Haman. 

Sanders says one thing that separates Hobbi from the other preeminent players he has coached, like former All-American and current Sun Devil Corey Adams, are the offers Hobbi has received from college powerhouses that usually don’t recruit in the Valley of the Sun, such as Alabama, Louisiana State and Tennessee.   
While he acknowledges it is “every kids dream” to play in the NFL, Hobbi has a back-up plan in case his fantasy doesn’t pan out. The self-appointed top performer at the team camp’s skit night each year, he says he wants to get into acting after football, even though coach Sanders laughs, and lists Gladiator and any Robert de Niro or Martin Scorsese movie as his all-time favorite flicks. 

Due to Arizona’s weight restrictions on football in elementary and middle school, Hobbi has only been playing the sport since freshman year, when he was a 6-foot-3-inch, 200-pound youngster with dreams of becoming a linebacker or tight end. Then he was introduced to the offensive-line coach, added 80 pounds of muscle, grew an inch and the rest is history.  

“I was so excited to play tackle football,” Hobbi said. “I loved football before I even played football.”
