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INTRODUCTION

The Wharton County Junior College Athletic Hall of Fame recognizes former 
student athletes and college employees who made noteworthy accomplishments 
that elevated WCJC’s athletic programs, garnered success in their chosen careers 
and served their community. 

The inaugural group of inductees was chosen in 2021 by a selection committee 
comprised of WCJC athletics staff as well as select members of the faculty. 
Criteria included: (1) accomplishment in athletics during and after WCJC; (2) 
service to the college and WCJC athletics; (3) professional achievements; (4) 
personal integrity; and (5) service to the community. 

The 2021 inductees include:

Gene Bahnsen – Coach and Athletic Director, worked for WCJC 

from 1959 until 2019 

Trey Benton III – Rodeo, Class of 2012

Clifford Branch – Football and Track, Class of 1969

Charles Franklin Brown Jr. – Basketball, Class of 1952

Johnnie Frankie – Coach, worked for WCJC from 1948 to 1959

Venroy “Butch” Grant – Basketball, Class of 1972

Will Parker – Football, Class of 1968

Bonnie Sue Beard Pflughaupt – Volleyball, Class of 1984

Tyler Reves – Baseball, Class of 2005

Caleb Smidt – Rodeo, Class of 2010
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GENE BAHNSEN

A native of Vinton, Louisiana, Gene Bahnsen was a well-rounded athlete who earned 
All-Texas honors while playing football for North Texas State University in the mid-1950s. 
He came to WCJC in 1959 as a coach, initially helping mentor the college’s basketball, foot-
ball and track programs. At that time, WCJC had what Bahnsen deems “the most diverse 
junior college athletic program” in the country, offering baseball, basketball, football, 
tennis, track and volleyball. 

Bahnsen’s family inhabited the dormitory as one of the coach’s duties included supervising 
the athlete’s dorm. In 1965, Bahnsen was promoted to head football coach and athletic 
director, along with continuing his duties as coach of the basketball team. Bahnsen 
continued as WCJC’s athletic director for a remarkable six decades, retiring in 2019. 

During his tenure, Bahnsen guided WCJC’s athletes to numerous state championships and 
national playoff berths. He also served as the Football Commissioner of the Southwest 
Junior College Football Conference and spent decades officiating at the high school and 
senior college levels. He holds an honorary lifetime membership in the Texas Association of 
Sports Officials and was a member of the Texas High School Coaches’ Association for 
six decades.

In 2012, Bahnsen was inducted into the National Junior College Athletic Association’s Men’s 
Basketball Coaches Association Hall of Fame. In 2019, the WCJC gymnasium was renamed 
the Gene Bahnsen Gymnasium in his honor.

Bahnsen currently lives in Wharton with his wife, Jan. The couple has four children: Bonnie, 
David, Nancy and Billy. 

Bahnsen maintains that staying at WCJC for the bulk of his career was a wise decision.

“I had lots of other offers over the years but felt I needed to stay here,” he says. 
“I don’t regret that one bit.”



TREY BENTON, III

A resident of Richards, Texas, Trey Benton III was a force to be reckoned with in one of 
the most physically and mentally demanding sports imaginable: rodeo. Qualifying for the 
inaugural Junior High School National Finals in 2005, Benton would qualify for the High 
School National Finals twice, once in bull riding and once in calf roping, before joining 
WCJC’s rodeo team. 

Benton excelled at WCJC, named the 2012 and 2013 All-Around WCJC Cowboy for his 
achievements in bull riding, calf roping and team roping, and earning Southern Region 
Bull Riding Champion honors during the 2012 and 2013 seasons. He qualified for the 
College National Finals Rodeo in bull riding both years.  

Choosing WCJC was a logical choice, Benton recalled.

“It was close to home and I heard it was a great start for a young up-and-coming rodeo 
athlete,” he said.

WCJC’s tight-knit community was a good fit for the young cowboy. 

“I met a lot of great people while at Wharton,” Benton said. “This is a great school to get 
started on before you go to a university.” 

Benton capitalized upon his success at WCJC, qualifying for the Wrangler National Finals 
Rodeo seven times between 2012 and 2021. In 2012, Benton was Resistol Rookie Bull rider 
and won 13 rodeos, seven of which were 90 point rides.  In 2017, he earned Reserve World 
Champion Bull Rider honors and would go on to win the George Paul Memorial Bull Riding 
rodeo in Del Rio three times, an achievement shared by only two other competitors in 
that event’s history. He won the Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association’s Salinas Rodeo 
(California) twice and the Red Bluff Rodeo (California) three times. In 2021, Benton’s career 
earnings topped $1 million. 

Benton and his wife, Reba, live in Richards, Texas, and have one son, Thomas Quade 
Benton IV. In his free time Benton works on the family ranch and trains horses. 



CLIFFORD BRANCH

A native Houstonian, Clifford Branch was an unbelievably gifted athlete, excelling in both 
football and track from an early age. With blazing speed and an indomitable will, Branch 
was a feared competitor who left many opponents in his wake both on the track and on 
the gridiron. He set records in the 100-yard dash his junior year of high school and was a 
state champion in the 200-yard dash and played football as a wide receiver. 

In 1967, Branch attended WCJC and quickly made his mark, taking top honors in the 
sprints and leaving defensive backs gasping for air on the football field. After WCJC, 
Branch attended the University of Colorado, leading the team to a No. 3 national ranking. 

He was drafted by the Oakland Raiders in the fourth round in 1972 and would play for more 
than a decade, leading the league in receptions and touchdown catches in 1974 and playing 
in three Super Bowls as well as four Pro Bowls. Branch’s 501 career receptions rank 14th on 
the NFL’s all-time list. He also ranks 10th in yards gained receiving with 8,685 and 12th in 
touchdowns with 67. He ended his career with 17.3 yards average per catch. 

Branch’s football jersey was retired by his high school (Worthing High School) and he was 
inducted into both the Texas Black Sports Hall of Fame and the Texas High School Hall of 
Fame in 2004. He was inducted into the University of Colorado Hall of Fame in 2019, the 
Prairie View Interscholastic League Coaches Association Hall of Honor in 2014 and the 
California Sports Hall of Fame in 2018. 

Branch passed away in 2019 at the age of 71. 

His sister, Elaine Anderson, said Branch always had fond memories of his time at 
Wharton County Junior College.

“He thought highly of WCJC and would tell others about Wharton,” she said. 
“He loved Wharton.”



CHARLES FRANKLIN BROWN, JR.

Charles Franklin Brown, Jr. was born in Galveston, Texas, and attended Texas City High 
School, where he played center on the basketball team. Brown helped his team win the 
State Basketball Championship his junior year and return to the State finals his senior year. 
For his efforts on the court, Brown earned Most Valuable Player honors. He was further 
named the Best All-Around Boy Student. 

Brown graduated high school in 1950, but had no plans to attend college. A friend, who 
had earned a basketball scholarship to WCJC, asked Brown to help him move in. While at 
the college, Brown participated in a pick-up basketball game, unaware that WCJC Coach 
Johnnie Frankie was observing the competition. Frankie offered Brown a full scholarship 
on the spot. 

“Charles hitchhiked back to Texas City, grabbed his clothes, and hitchhiked back to 
Wharton,” said Karen Hemingway, Brown’s sister. 

At WCJC, Brown earned All-American, All-District, and All-State honors. He was part of 
WCJC’s 1952 National Junior College Championship team, which boasted a record of 
34-4.  At the time, he was the seventh highest scorer among all junior college players 
nationwide. 

After graduating from WCJC, Brown transferred to Texas Christian University, where  
he majored in geology and went on to a successful career in the oil and gas industry. 

Brown passed away in 2011. He remained an advocate for WCJC his entire life. 

“Charles enabled several other students to attend Wharton and other colleges by 
offering scholarships,” Hemingway said. “Charles said that his two years at 
Wharton were two of the best years of his life.”



JOHNNIE FRANKIE

Johnnie Frankie started his coaching career in the Houston area, coaching at San Jacinto 
High School and Milby High School before relocating to College Station to coach football 
and basketball at Texas A&M University. 

Frankie came to WCJC in the Fall of 1948 and guided the Pioneers to several successful 
football seasons, with WCJC teams appearing in the Junior Rose Bowl, the Oleander Bowl 
and the Hospitality Bowl. He also coached the basketball team, leading the Pioneers to a 
National Junior College basketball championship in 1952 in a game played in Hutchinson, 
Kansas.

Leaving WCJC in 1959, Frankie took over Rice University’s basketball program. The year
he arrived, the Owls were next to last in the Southwest Conference. By the end of 
Frankie’s third year, the Owls had risen to second place in the conference.

Frankie and his wife, Dorothy, had three children: Jenny Banker, Jay Frankie and Tony 
Frankie. Frankie earned his bachelor’s degree from Rice University and his master’s 
degree from the University of Houston.  

He passed away in 1963 but his legacy lives on through the coveted Johnnie Frankie 
Award, an honor bestowed since 1964 upon a single WCJC athlete who exhibits 
outstanding abilities or character. The WCJC men’s dormitory also bears the name 
“Frankie Hall.”



A New York native, Venroy “Butch” Grant experienced the culture shock of a small Texas 
community when he was recruited by Coach Gene Bahnsen to play basketball for WCJC 
in 1970. It was a shock of the best sort.

“This place has always been kind to me,” Grant recalled. “I had the best time in Wharton. 
People really took care of me and were so nice.”

Grant excelled at WCJC, winning the Johnnie Frankie Award in 1971, being named “Mr. 
WCJC” in 1971, and posting enough points to become the college’s all-time leading scorer 
during his two-years of playing for the Pioneers. In 1971, Grant was the third leading scorer 
in the nation at the junior college level.

After obtaining his associate degree from WCJC, Grant continued his basketball career at 
Prairie View A&M University, where he was named team captain. He graduated from Prai-
rie View in 1975 with a bachelor’s degree in education. Grant put his degree to immediate 
use as a basketball coach and math and science teacher for Aldine Independent School 
District. His junior high team won the district championship in 1975 and had an 
undefeated season. 

Grant changed careers in 1979, joining the Houston Police Department (HPD). He worked 
for HPD for the next 25 years while continuing to showcase his skills on the court, helping 
the HPD Basketball Team win the 1982 International Police Olympics. Grant retired from 
the department in 2004 and currently resides in Houston.

From 1980 to 2000, Grant served as Director of Security for Houston Radio Station Majic 
102.1 FM. He also worked as Director of Team Security for the Houston Rockets from 2002 
to 2012. 

Grant credits WCJC with providing the necessary foundation for such an interesting and 
successful life. 

“I cannot imagine where I would be today without the education I received from WCJC,” 
Grant said. “To me, it all started right here at WCJC.”

VENROY “BUTCH” GRANT



WILL PARKER

Born in Baytown, Texas, Will Parker moved to Wharton in the 8th grade and soon earned 
the reputation as a gifted all-around athlete, excelling on the gridiron, the track and the 
basketball court. After graduating from Wharton High School in 1967, he received a foot-
ball and track scholarship at WCJC. 

As a Pioneer, Parker continued his athletic achievements, making 1st Team All-Conference 
and being named an All-American in football. He was further named WCJC’s 1968 Most 
Valuable Player for football, often playing both ways.

“Attending WCJC was by far the best educational and athletic decision I could have made,” 
Parker said. “The WCJC experience helped me grow up.”

From WCJC, Parker headed to the University of North Texas (known as North Texas 
State University at the time) where he continued to play football and participate in track, 
throwing the discus and shot put. In 1969 and 1970 Parker was named an All Missouri Valley 
Conference Offensive Lineman and chosen as an NCAA All-American. In the 1971 draft, 
Parker was drafted by the San Francisco 49ers in the third round. He would go on to play 11 
seasons in the National Football League (NFL) on the offensive line, first for the 49ers and 
then for the Buffalo Bills.  

In 2013, the University of North Texas (UNT) celebrated a century of playing football by 
selecting 32 players from its 100 year history to be named to the UNT All-Century Team. 
Parker was selected as the All-Century Offensive Center. Then in 2004, he was selected to 
the UNT Hall of Fame. After retiring from the NFL, Parker spent 40 successful years in the 
Refining and Petrochemical industry, serving as Senior Vice President of Sales for a nation-
ally known general contractor. Parker retired in January 2020.

Parker said his years at WCJC were defining moments for him both athletically and per-
sonally. After his freshman year, he married his high school sweetheart, Gail Whitley of 
Wharton, and the couple has been married now for more than 53 years. 

“I highly recommend WCJC to further your education and opportunities,” Parker said. 



TYLER REVES

Born and raised in Orange, Texas, Tyler Reves fell in love with baseball at an early age but had a 
rather difficult time turning his dreams into a reality. After high school, Reves attempted to play ball 
for McLennan Community College near Waco, Texas, but was told by the coach that he was not good 
enough to make the team. Reves returned home in the middle of the semester. 

The following year he tried again, this time for Angelina College and WCJC. Reves said Angelina 
offered a preferred walk-on (a spot on the team but no scholarship) while WCJC offered a 
“half” scholarship. 

“I chose Wharton because I needed to be on the field and get school paid for while doing it,” 
Reves said. 

But things didn’t quite work out as well as Reves had planned. Turns out he didn’t have enough 
credit hours to qualify for a scholarship so he had to be a walk-on anyway. It was yet another setback, 
though it thankfully proved to be short-lived. After stacking his fall schedule with classes and having 
a solid off-season, Reves was finally offered a full scholarship the next year. It seemed his luck had 
finally changed. 

Playing two seasons at WCJC from 2004 to 2005, Reves distinguished himself as an outfielder and 
power hitter. His freshman year, he hit a .365 average with 12 homeruns, 18 doubles and a host of RBI. 
He made First Team All-Conference, All-Region and Team Most Valuable Player and was invited to the 
junior college all-star game. The Pioneers Baseball Team won the 2004 conference championship. 

His sophomore year, Reves hit an astonishing .487 average, with 12 homeruns and 15 doubles 
and won the regional batting title for the National Junior College Athletic Association’s 
Southwest Region. 

Such accolades attracted the attention of the pro leagues and Reves was drafted by the Tampa Bay 
Devil Rays. He turned down the offer, deciding instead to transfer to Texas Tech University in 
Lubbock. At Texas Tech, Reves hit a .300 average with 13 homeruns and ended up getting drafted in 
the 4th round of the 2006 draft by the Chicago White Sox.

Reves spent the next two years in the minor leagues before his career came to an end in 2008. 

He said he will be forever grateful for his time as a WCJC Pioneer.

“For my two years at WCJC I had a great time and would not be able to replace that part of my life 
for anything,” he said. 



BONNIE SUE BEARD PFLUGHAUPT

With her volleyball skills, El Campo, Texas, native Bonnie Sue Beard Pflughaupt could have gone 
just about anywhere after high school graduation, but she chose WCJC. It was a logical choice.

“It was an easy decision after high school to choose WCJC because it was close to home,” 
Pflughaupt said. 

Pflughaupt had been interested in the sport from an early age, fascinated by her mother’s 
stories of playing volleyball at the Crescent, Texas, gymnasium. Although her high school team 
did not achieve a lot of success, Pflughaupt’s own skills flourished – so much so that Harold 
Shilk, WCJC’s volleyball coach at the time, recruited her to play for the Pioneers. 

During her two years in Wharton (1982 to 1984), Pflughaupt made All-Conference twice, 
All-Region twice, was named All-American her second year, made the All-Tournament Team at 
Nationals, and received the Russell Andrews and Johnnie Frankie awards. 

WCJC provided Pflughaupt with a foundation on which to build her entire life.

“This was my first step of maturity attending college classes and having more responsibility,” 
she said. 

One of her fondest memories was having her then-boyfriend and now-husband, Gary, attend 
her games, along with her parents, Lonnie and Rosalie Beard. 

After WCJC, Pflughaupt continued her career at Sam Houston State University, where she was 
named the Most Valuable Player twice, made All-American her second year, was named the Gulf 
Star Conference Player-of-the-Year her second year, and made First Team All-Conference both 
years. Holding school records in hitting percentage, blocks, service aces and digs, Pflughaupt 
was inducted into the university’s Hall of Honor.

Pflughaupt credits her faith in God as providing her with the strength she needed to achieve 
her athletic and personal goals. She and her husband, Gary, have four children: Travis, Daniel, 
Timothy and Amy. 

“I always try to encourage students to start off at WCJC because it’s the right choice,” she said. 



CALEB SMIDT

It takes plenty of dedication and grit to succeed in rodeo, and if Caleb Smidt’s record is any 
indication he has plenty of both. 

After being named the Texas high school tie-down roping champion in 2008 and winning 
reserve champion that same year at the National High School Finals Rodeo, Smidt headed 
to WCJC where he continued to lead the pack. As a member of the 2010 Pioneers Rodeo 
Team, Smidt was named the all-around champion and the tie-down roping reserve 
champion at the College National Finals Rodeo (CNFR) in Caspar, Wyoming.

From WCJC, Smidt transferred to Sam Houston State University, where he was a member 
of the 2011 CNFR Champion Men’s Team and the 2012 CNFR Reserve Champion Men’s 
Team. His skills in team roping and tie-down roping were nearly unmatched, with Smidt 
winning rodeos from Boerne to Seguin to Mercedes to Henderson to Pasadena. 

In 2013, Smidt posted second-place finishes in the Wrangler National Finals Rodeo and 
continued his winning streak, snatching up all-around, tie-down and team roping titles at 
rodeos held throughout Texas, Oregon, Wyoming, Kansas, Oklahoma and Louisiana.  He 
finished the year as 10th in the world standings. 

Since then, Smidt has continued to dominate the rodeo circuit, winning events across the 
nation. In 2015, he won his first world championship at the Wrangler National Finals Rodeo. 
He repeated that achievement in 2018 and has consistently ranked in the top 10 in the 
world standings as well.

As of 2021, Smidt continues to compete, taking all-around honors at rodeos in Texas and 
Kansas, team roping championships in Texas and tie-down roping championships in South 
Dakota, Oregon and Kansas.

Smidt and his wife, Brenna, have three children (Cru, 5, Myla, 2, and Chaz, 2 weeks old) and 
call Bellville, Texas, home. 

Smidt lives his life with a clear goal.

“My objective is to compete competitively in roping events while striving for excellence 
and Godly character in and out of the arena,” he said. 
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