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What is it really like to be recruited by major college football programs? Only elite high school athletes, their parents, and the college football establishment know for sure. Until now Recruiting Confidential: A Father, a Son, and Big Time College Football invites college football fans into the living room of a prized recruit, providing unprecedented access to the intriguing and sometimes byzantine world of NCAA Division I football recruiting.

 


David Claerbaut’s stepson is a topflight high school running back from the Chicago area. A former athletic director now experiencing the recruiting game from the other side, Claerbaut shares in frank, illuminating, and dramatic fashion, the joys and vexations of his stepson’s recruiting process.

 


Readers will be right there with the author and his stepson as they listen, strategize, and navigate the recruiting jungle. How is recruiting done? Is it honest? What are the highs? The lows? The key moments? Which coaches do you trust? Which ones are genuine and which ones are arrogant, misleading, or downright sleazy?

 


Recruiting Confidential is about more than just football, however. The author’s relationship with his stepson, which starts off uncertain but ends up stronger than ever after the whole experience, serves as a warm and compelling backdrop to the story.

 


This book is filled with great anecdotes and inside information on teams and coaches. Readers will learn—from the inside—what big time recruiting is all about. They’ll also learn much about a father and son’s relationship as they move through an exciting and stressful time in their lives.
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1.

Iowa vs. Michigan

It was a magic autumn night—cool, crisp, and exciting. Glenbrook North was opening the 2001 7A playoffs against Machesney Park of Harlem, Illinois. It was the third straight postseason for the Spartans, after spending twenty-four straight seasons (1975–1998) in the high school football wilderness. For Glenbrook North and James, now a junior, it was a night to remember. The Spartans smashed their opponents by a whopping 34–6 margin, and James had a banner night. Things could not have been better.

There are few pleasures in life that run deeper than a gridiron win. A happy air fills the lungs, the injuries are scarcely felt, and the food tastes good. Team cleavages melt, all coaching decisions seem sound, and mistakes during the game pale to nothingness amid the excitement and satisfaction that comes with victory. A no-one-can-beat-us aura of invincibility envelops a team after a lopsided playoff triumph. Such was the case at William Lutz Stadium in Northbrook, Illinois, on that exhilarating fall evening.

I had to wait for James, as a number of high school sportswriters from major and local papers wanted to talk with him about his eye-popping night. His mother and I waited with joy in the car as he showered and dressed with his teammates. I hoped he wouldn’t linger because I wanted to drive while still wide awake. While waiting, Rita and I enthused about the game and James’ personal success. “I’m so happy for him; it’s been a difficult year,” was the kind of statement tossed back and forth. I wondered what the Chicago Tribune and Sun-Times would have to say about James Velissaris and his team in the morning papers.

Soon the conversation moved to the drive we were about to make to Iowa City, home of the University of Iowa Hawkeyes.

“It’s a three-plus-hour drive so I’m going to go as far as I can tonight. That way we don’t have to get up early tomorrow,” I explained. “I hope James stays awake for a good bit of it. It will keep me alert.”

“Make sure to call me when you settle in for the night,” Rita requested.

Eventually a quiet but happy James emerged. Hugs and kisses were exchanged with his mother, and we were off to Iowa City.

The drive from the northern suburbs of Chicago to Iowa City is usually not an interesting one. It is about a four-hour jaunt over flat interstate land down 1-80 in the direction of the Quad Cities (Rock Island and Moline, Illinois, in addition to Davenport and Bettendorf, Iowa). That night it was different. There was a victory to celebrate and an exciting new experience to anticipate. And James was talkative.

Talkative is not a word that would customarily describe James. In fact, James dispenses words about as liberally as the nineteenth-century robber barons dispensed raises to their employees. This has been a matter of some mirth between us. Occasionally I enjoyed mimicking one of his typical voice-mail messages, like the one he left upon arriving at a football camp the previous summer.

“Hello. This is James. I’m here. I’m checked in. I’m OK. Love you. Bye.”

In any case, this night was different. The conversation centered early on the Spartan team and the prospects for the rest of the playoffs. The questions and comments flowed back and forth. How did this year’s team compare with the 2000 squad? “I think we’re better,” said James, as almost anyone would reasonably expect from a sixteen-year-old. “We are really quick on defense now and our offensive line is coming together at the right time.”

How did Kevin Kaspers compare with “the great Matt Haggis,” last year’s quarterback? (The modifier I used preceding Haggis’ name was a part of our shtick, ribbing James as I had the previous season that Haggis was truly “the man.”) “Kevin is really throwing well and he really fits in with the rest of the guys,” was James’ summation.

An ever more amplified discussion rolled on as the miles flew by.

“I feel so alive playing football, I don’t know how to explain it. I just feel complete, in touch with myself. I don’t know what I would do if I couldn’t play,” James shared.

Did Machesney’s defense key on James? Would James be returning punts now that the team was in the playoffs, or would he continue to be on the line in quest of stuffing a kick? How would the team’s man-to-man pass defense do against future throwing opponents? What kind of offense and defense would be the most difficult for the Spartans to contend with? Those were some of the items of discussion as the minutes and hours passed. Soon we were flying past the Quad Cities with the gas gauge getting low.

“If you see an exit, James, don’t let me miss it. Pushing a car in this darkness is not something I want to do.”

“There’s an exit sign a mile away.”

We got off and drove warily through the dark of the Iowa night until we found a bleary-looking service station that took credit cards at the pump.

I knew Iowa City was an hour past the Quad Cities, with Davenport at roughly the halfway point. I wanted to find a place to stay for the night that was clean and reasonable, so when we got to Davenport that became the objective.

“We better find something here,” I said, “because the next stop is Iowa City. And with a home game tomorrow the hotels and motels will really smoke us.”

Seeing nothing from the highway we went past Davenport and had to turn around, exit, and look for what was available. We were fortunate. Just off the highway was the right place, and better yet for James, an all-night restaurant was perched on the corner of the block.

“You hungry?” I asked, knowing the answer in advance.

After James devoured as many carbs and calories as possible while I carefully reviewed my less satisfying dietary options and ate lightly, we turned in for the night. Neither of us talked much of the next day’s events, perhaps because this was our maiden recruiting voyage together.

We left at 9:30 the next morning for a short breakfast. That the Tribune featured James as one of its “Friday Night Heroes,” something that would ordinarily be a major highlight, did not stimulate much conversation. The fish in Iowa City were bigger. We were heading for Big Ten country. The excitement was palpable, although as it is with most men, neither of us acknowledged his anticipation.

Traffic had a near convoy-like nature as we came within fifteen miles of Iowa City. I observed the license plates and noticed a sizable number of Michigan vehicles as we drove. Wolverine fans are notorious for their loyalty and fanaticism. Clearly, many of them were on a pilgrimage to this Big Ten site. Time became a factor, as the sprawl of vehicles was not moving swiftly.

Iowa City is a typical university town—clean, proud, and not very large. Finding and getting to the stadium soon became the challenge. We had exited properly but the southbound traffic was grinding along so slowly that I despaired of making it to our initial goal—the distant intersection—any time soon. A veteran of many accelerated trips to Wrigley Field from our Chicago home, I began thinking of shortcuts. I took a right turn off the main street, hoping I could save time using less-traveled, residential streets. It didn’t work, and soon we were back on another main drag, this time heading east toward the same intersection. Once through the intersection, a bit of anxiety and a good bit of indecision set in.

“I know we’re close. Do we turn here?” I asked James as we began encountering police directing cars toward the stadium.

“I think it’s the next right turn, according to the directions.”

Kinnick Stadium is plunked in the center of the university community. We had been sent a pass to park, but the designated lot was full. We then had to negotiate our way into a multilevel hospital structure down the street.

Every time I attend a major sporting event I find my pulse quicken once the stadium is in sight. This was no different. I even looked for shortcuts down the parking levels and then across the lot to the street running near the stadium. To James’ annoyance I did stop him once as we were walking to take his picture. His mother wanted some snaps and, truth be told, so did I. To James this recruiting trek was a new experience. To me, it was a soon-to-be banked memory. So it is across the generations.

Gold and black were everywhere as we walked down the ramp toward the Hayden Fry complex, following the signs for football recruits. We were on time. James signed in his usual nonchalant style and I registered as his parent, making sure to grab two copies of Hawkeyes, the 108-page official game program. James’ nonchalance was evident when greeted upon entry by a graduate assistant.

“How did you do last night?” said the Iowa representative.

“We won,” said James in his usual long-winded style.

“No, how did you do?”

James answered, quietly reciting his rather incredible stats for the evening.

“Wow! Aren’t you excited about that? Not every guy puts up numbers like that.”

“I guess,” said James politely, as we moved on.

Right from the start, I found it interesting to observe many of the potential student-athletes. Many of the young men appeared drunk on their celebrity, cavorting around in their high school letter jackets as if they were already scholarship recipients. I was proud of James’ demeanor; he was adorned in a nondescript jacket and stood quietly and followed directions unobtrusively.

The first event, the lunch, was held in Iowa’s indoor practice field. Major universities customarily have these football-field-size, astro-turf practice facilities. They make big-time college football truly year-round enterprises for players and coaches alike. I took little notice of this practice monstrosity what with the inviting luncheon buffet set before us. It was the usual high school jock fare—hamburgers, hot dogs, chips, cookies, and lots of water and soft drinks. There was the usual salad bowl and cold pasta choices for parents able to restrain their desires to stuff themselves with the fat-laden food typically consumed by fans.

That I rarely eat desserts and that this was a special occasion were what I used as permission-givers to attack the melt-in-your-mouth chocolate chip cookies over and over again. They were temptingly displayed near the end of the buffet. I watched closely for gaps in the line and times when no one was serving him or herself for opportunities to seize additional cookies. I fed my well-developed sense of denial by drinking only diet soft drinks.

People sat where they wished as they ate, and coaches stopped to chat with groups of prospects and parents. Among the more memorable was Ron Aiken, the defensive line coach. The handsome, forty-five-year-old African American Aiken had left San Diego State to join Head Coach Kirk Ferentz, who left his assistant coaching post with the NFL’s Baltimore Ravens after the 1998 season to rebuild the Iowa football program. Ferentz’s task was a daunting one. He succeeded legendary mentor Hayden Fry, who had had a twenty-two-year run at the Hawkeye helm. Fry’s teams contended for the Big Ten title throughout the 1980s, when Ferentz was an assistant on his staff, and they continued to win up until Hayden’s last few years. Then Fry began suffering from the Joe Paterno syndrome—up in years—and recruiting became more difficult as other schools attempted to scare would-be Hawkeye recruits away by saying aging Fry wouldn’t persist through the youths’ full college tenure.

Wins were few for Ferentz in his first two years, but progress had indeed been made. The Hawkeyes entered the Michigan game 4–2 and pointing toward a bowl. The charming Aiken brimmed with enthusiasm as he described the upward slope of the program. He summoned running backs coach Carl Jackson over to greet us. Jackson, in his sixteenth year at Iowa gave the program continuity with the glory years under Fry. Having been an athletic director at a small college, I sensed good things ahead for Hawkeye football. Enthusiasm and pride were evident everywhere one looked in the gold and black drenched environment.

Lunch was followed by brief but informative academically oriented presentations by nonfootball staff, conducted on a makeshift stage in the front. The presentations were well-done, thinly disguised promos for the university. From there the throng of one hundred–plus was broken into groups for tours of the rest of the football facilities conducted by what I assumed to be Iowa student volunteers.

All football facility tours are pretty much the same. There are stops in the equipment, locker, weight, and training rooms. Each stop includes a brief synopsis of the room’s functions and how it contributes to the overall success of the football program. Unique designs or features, awards won by faculty or staff, and any other distinguishing characteristics are sure to be mentioned.

Every room was modern, organized, pleasing to the eye, and state of the art. The weight room was typical. A jungle of shiny weight machines dotted the floor, with the walls filled with plaques and charts indicating the individual training achievements of its football inhabitants. The group was addressed by Strength and Conditioning Coach Chris Doyle. Doyle—a thirty-four-year-old billiard-headed, Palooka-looking man, who had been the Big Ten Strength Coach of the Year in 2000, spoke forcefully of the importance of conditioning and how Iowa gridders had gone from among the weakest to among the strongest in the Big Ten over the past several seasons.

Because college football teams have rosters of about a hundred players, all the rooms are large. The equipment room presentation featured more than just helmets and shoulder pads, but how the equipment is distributed, cleaned daily, and returned. The visit to the training room, an impressive expanse of tables and technology, included information about the prevention and rehabilitation of injuries and the many up-to-the-minute methods employed at the university.

The players’ locker room is always a selling point on any tour. Whether wood or metal, the individual equipment containers are always highly attractive, with the player’s name and number prominently displayed on an attached name sign. It all but cries out for the high school aspirant to imagine his name proudly in evidence on one of the cubicle doors. The walls are usually adorned with signage, often containing various when-the-going-gets-tough clichés, along with photos and stirring mementos. Player locker rooms are spacious and well-carpeted, rather than the dingy, claustrophobic entities of previous eras. Showers, once almost staring a visitor in the face, are not even visible in the upscale expanse. In short, the room looks more like an elite country club gold room than a place where sweaty football players dress.

Promotional signage was everywhere as we walked the corridors and toured the various rooms. Just outside the weight room was a life-size bust of Hayden Fry. Nile Kinnick, the great 1939 Heisman Trophy winner who died a war hero in 1943, and after whom the stadium is named, was honored with a number of items on display devoted to his memory. Plaques commemorating Iowa’s participation in bowl games, no matter how minor, were brazenly evident. Another area was comprised of photos and synopses of Hawkeyes in the NFL. In addition, prominent toutings of All-Americans, All–Big Ten selections, Academic All-Americans, and all-conference picks from Iowa were in evidence. Indeed, there was precious little “white space” in the facilities. It seemed any excess square footage was devoted to the school’s official proclamation: “It’s Great to Be a Hawkeye.” In short, the entire black and gold complex was suffused with items and information pointing to past, present, or future Hawkeye gridiron success.

The tour was well-crafted and ended with a sense of drama. When it seemed as though there was no room left to visit, we were herded down yet another corridor. This one, however, took us not just outdoors, but directly into the end zone on the floor of Kinnick Stadium. Typical of a running back, James’ first reaction was to the playing surface. “This is really great turf.” he said. “Even though it’s grass it’s as firm as artificial turf.”

I, however, had been looking up, and all that I could see were rows and rows of Iowa fans stretching to the sky. Immediately in front of us were the Hawkeyes doing their pregame drills. On the other side of the field were the mighty Wolverines of the University of Michigan.

I decided to seize the moment.

Twenty-three years ago I had met Michigan coach Lloyd Carr at Wrigley Field. Carr, then in his mid-thirties, had been hired by Gary Moeller as the defensive coordinator at the University of Illinois. Carr was in Chicago to speak at Baseball Chapel. I was a sociology and psychology professor in Chicago, and had been involved in Christian work with professional athletes, conducting a Bible study with Cubs and White Sox players among other things. Baseball Chapel Coordinator Sam Bender had asked me to accompany Lloyd on his visit to speak to the teams. Baseball Chapel services are nondenominational, voluntary worship services held each Sunday in clubhouses throughout the major leagues. Attendance may run from three to twenty, depending on the composition of the team. In any case, an immediate rapport developed between Carr and me. His presentation to the players was personal, authentic, and powerful, and the conversation flowed freely between us when we left the clubhouse.

At the conclusion of the day, Lloyd suggested we keep in touch and that perhaps I could come down to Champaign-Urbana that fall to catch a game. Not long later, at the outset of the football season, my phone rang. It was Lloyd.

“We’re having some friends over this Saturday after the game. It would be great if you could make it down here and stop by afterward.”

It was good to hear from him, but I had a touch of ambivalence regarding the invitation. Champaign-Urbana was two hours away, and the University of Illinois was no football juggernaut. The major attraction would be to see Lloyd and his family, a good enough reason to go, but it would be among a crowd of people and likely after a defeat.

“Sure,” I said, nonetheless fully intending to go.

I didn’t.

The Saturday in question was a boiler and I got detained. I felt badly about not following through on the invitation and worse, I never called to explain and apologize.

In any case, things did not work out for Gary Moeller and his staff at Illnois. They were launched after several losing seasons. Moeller returned to his pre-Illinois role of defensive coordinator on Bo Schembechler’s Michigan staff, and Lloyd Carr continued to work under Moeller there. Nearly a decade later, after the 1989 season, Carr’s career took the first of two dramatic upswings. Moeller became the coach at Michigan—named by the retiring Bo Schembechler to succeed him—and Carr was once again a defensive coordinator, this time on a national power. My warm spot for Carr had never cooled and I was overjoyed for his success.

Perhaps I should have called or written him then, but I didn’t. I did, however, become an ardent fan of the Wolverine defense and riveted my eyes to the screen every time a Michigan game was televised, hoping to catch a glimpse of Carr. But more was still ahead. Five seasons later Moeller was forced to resign after an unfortunate alcohol-related incident in a Michigan bar. With insufficient time to conduct a national search for a head coach, Carr was advanced to the head coaching position for at least the 1995 season.

The rest is commonly known and well-documented history. Carr went on to great success at the University of Michigan, including an undefeated national championship in 1997, and he had no greater fan than I. He entered the game at Iowa with a 63–17 record, an estimable mark to be sure. Throughout Carr’s Michigan tenure I had thought of contacting him, but I felt very uncomfortable about it. I didn’t want to appear a glad-handing frontrunner, trading on his celebrity rather than a genuine good feeling about him and his success.

Then, during the Thanksgiving holiday of 2000, I decided enough time had passed to contact him. I sent him an overnight letter. In it I recounted his speech of 1978, congratulated him on his success, and wished him Godspeed in the future. I encouraged him to respond and told him I would try to stop by next time I was in Ann Arbor on my consulting business. When I next arrived in Ann Arbor, I drove to his office, hoping to catch him in. He was out of town.

I never heard from him.

Now was the time to reconnect with Carr and get closure. As the two teams continued to warm up I headed down the sidelines into the end zone on the Michigan side of the field. Because I was wearing an official Iowa pass, no one questioned my presence. I waited for Carr, then in the middle of the field. I hoped to catch him briefly as he headed off the field with his team for the final pregame preparations.

My moment finally came.

At about the twenty I walked toward him, met his eye, and said: “Do you remember me?”

A friendly look came over his face, but no name came to his consciousness. “You look very familiar,” he said.

“David Claerbaut,” I stated.

“Hey,” he said, as we shook hands warmly, “I think I got a note from you some time ago. But what are you doing wearing an Iowa tag?”

“They’re recruiting my son,” I replied.

“Who is your son?” he asked instantly, perhaps wondering how a prize recruit could be at Iowa, having slipped through the seemingly omniscient Michigan net.

“James Velissaris,” I said. “He’s a running back.”

Whether real or feigned, a look of familiarity became evident. “He’s your son? We’re going to be calling him.”

Time was fleeting. He said he had to go. Our clasped hands parted, and we shouted our farewells as he walked backward facing me while making his way to the tunnel to join his team.

“God bless you, man. I’ll be in touch.”

“Thanks, and we’ll be calling your kid,” he said as he disappeared into the tunnel.

I crossed to the Iowa side and stayed on the field to soak up the throbbing pregame energy, so much a part of D-1 (Division I), major college football. The cheerleaders romped and chanted in front of the seventy-thousand-plus throng as they anticipated the teams’ return to the gridiron. I looked and watched the clock clicking off the seconds to kickoff as the stirring and anticipation built. I stood near the Iowa tunnel with my camera poised to catch the Hawkeyes as they entered the field.

While I was waiting outside, James was inside with the other recruits, being addressed briefly by Head Coach Ferentz. Ferentz struck James as calm, cool, and friendly, able to create a comfortable ambience. The coach congratulated the group collectively on its achievements and then said, “I know some of you guys’ seasons may be over, but I wish you guys still left in the playoffs all the best. Enjoy the game, and always think Iowa.”

As usual, Michigan—the visitors—returned first, recipients of at best a mixed reaction from the inhabitants of the teeming stadium. Then I saw the Iowa players, lining up just inside their tunnel. I snapped some pictures when, as one, the Hawkeyes poured back onto the field amid the deafening roar of the crowd. The roar continued, the chants went up, and the stage was set. Now I had to find my seat.

All the guests were seated in the same section, about thirty rows above the field in the northeast corner of the end zone. I finally spotted James in the middle of a row and made my way next to him. The view was fine as end zone seats go. Not lost on James was the size of the Iowa running backs. “Look at number 2 out there,” he said, “that’s Fred Russell and he’s only 180.”

Originally named Iowa Stadium, Kinnick Stadium opened on October 5, in the Depression year of 1929. It has been marvelously maintained and currently seats 70,397. On this November day, the structure was jammed. I ran my eyes around the top brim of the stadium and could see heads silhouetted against the blue sky all around. The atmosphere was exploding in black and gold colors, and the energy was intense.

Hopes were high as Iowa entered the game undefeated in its first four home contests. The Hawkeyes got out of the gate auspiciously and held a precarious halftime lead, much to the pleasure of the fiercely partisan masses. In the second half Michigan restored order and won the contest, 32–26. The fans booed lustily as the Wolverine defense throttled the Kirk McCann–led Iowa offense. Right from the start, McCann was singled out for particular fan abuse. The senior’s very jaunt onto the field elicited hoots from the crowd. Conversely, junior Brad Banks was the fans’ darling. The styles of the two T-men could not have been more stereotypically different. McCann was the quintessential white pocket passer, while Banks displayed the daring run-and-throw mien typical of black signal callers. Despite the crowd’s noisy referendum, Ferentz stayed with his senior. Although the temperature dropped sharply as the sun headed downward, James and I stayed until the end of the game, actually losing track of each other as we filed out among the murmuring denizens.

As we made our way out of Iowa City we tuned in to the postgame show on the radio. It was open season on Kirk Ferentz. James and I laughed openly as caller after caller excoriated Ferentz’s decisions, particular his quarterback choice. I wondered if he wouldn’t have been wiser not to play Banks at all, given the firestorm that developed. Sometimes coaches inadvertently create quarterback controversies. In any case, the most memorable call came from a woman listener.

“It’s just obvious,” she said with quiet but maximum disdain, “that Coach Ferentz doesn’t have the experience the Michigan coaching staff has in close games.” Her comment was typical of the less than knowledgeable fan. Despite Carr’s big-game acumen, Ferentz had spent the six seasons prior to Iowa coaching in the NFL.

“We’ve got to find a Steak ’n Shake on the way home,” I said to James, referring to a fast-food chain heavily concentrated in the downstate Illinois area. We had fun playing detective. Exit after exit was dominated by Burger King, Wendy’s, and McDonald’s restaurants. We, however, would have nothing but Steak ’n Shake.

“There’s one,” James called out, pointing in the distance. Indeed it was, and soon we were seated as I watched him crunch through his steak sandwich and eat his fries. “The flavor of the vanilla in their (Steak ’n Shake) shakes is really good,” said James as he drained the final drops.

The interlude was sweet, but for much of the trip a happy James had rolled back his seat and gone to sleep. The silence was comfortable for me. I amused myself listening to the Notre Dame–Boston College game and replaying memories of the day.





2.

Chris, Mike, and James

It was a warm August night in 1997, shortly after I had met Rita for the first time on a train in from the O’Hare Airport. She and I went for a walk in one of the trendy areas of Chicago. As we held hands, she said, “I have a son who is a thousand-yard rusher.”

I was stunned. A thousand-yard rusher. These were words not likely uttered by a person whose football knowledge was pretty much limited to the test she had to pass some decades previous as the only black cheerleader for Zion-Benton High School’s “Fighting Zeebees.”

“My son, James, plays junior Spartan football, and he has rushed for a thousand yards in a season.”

Junior Spartan football, roughly akin to Pop Warner football, was where I first saw James play football. And it was a treat. Soon to enter the seventh grade, he was simply faster and more elusive than any other player on the field. On weekend afternoons Rita and I would find our way to Northbrook or one of the surrounding suburbs to watch James simply dominate the gridiron. Although he played in the secondary on defense, standing out as a pass defender and tackler, carrying the ball was his forte as he routinely broke punts, kickoffs, and runs from scrimmage for touchdowns. I didn’t bother to keep track of his yardage or number of touchdowns. I simply marveled at his incredible speed and agility, in addition to the hunger and joy with which he played the game.

Curiously, I became much closer to his older brother Chris. Chris, embarking on his sophomore season at Glenbrook North, is almost impossible to dislike. Warm, talkative, and engaging, instantly I felt a bond with him. I was delighted whenever he would join Rita and me, because the sports conversation flowed smoothly between us. The younger and quieter James was far more difficult to get to know. Never impolite or contrary, he kept his own counsel most of the time. By the fall, Rita and I were thick and “the boys,” as she called them, were often with us on weekends.

Although I was much closer with Chris, the athletic focus in the early going was on James. Chris was a very good athlete, but because he was still on the junior varsity of Glenbrook North football team I tended not to look at him as a first-rate performer. James was already a talked-about star, even though he was still two years away from high school.

“James is the best football player his age I have ever seen,” I told Rita.

Rita, not one to boast of either herself or her five children, took it in stride, making “that’s kind of you to say” remarks in response.

I meant it. I simply had not seen any youngster even remotely as quick, elusive, and fast as James. Though small, he simply overwhelmed every defense against which he played. Over and over teams would try to hem him in, and occasionally they would be able to hold him in check for a while. Invariably, and not unlike his favorite Barry Sanders of the Detroit Lions, however, he would break one, then another long run, averaging three touchdowns an outing. Whenever he got a step on the defense he was simply gone, easily outrunning every other player on the field. He was so fast that opponents simply miscalculated his speed. On end sweeps opposing players would have an angle on him, only to discover James was two steps ahead of where they had expected him to be, as they reached the point at which they planned to collide with him.

More than that, he loved contact and coaching. “I’m not doing something right on defense to stop guys from catching passes. I’m not approaching them right,” he once said in search of advice.

“When you see that pass receiver about to catch the ball,” I said, “run right through him as if he were not there.” That was easy for me to say. When I was a freshman in high school, 125 pounds of rompin’ stompin’ dynamite, I was terrified of the hitting. I had gone to a school with 124 students, only about 30 of which came out for football. As such, we freshmen were hamburger for the varsity in intrateam scrimmages. I hated it. The very thought of running through someone had all the appeal of being mugged.

Not so James. The next game he immediately put my advice into practice.

Chris supported James loyally, faithfully showing up for each of his games even though he was already in high school. Rita explained to me how important Chris and older brother Mike had been to James’ athletic development.

“I would watch the three of them playing together and James—so much smaller than Chris and Mike—would always get the short end of it. Sometimes, I would hear James chanting ‘Yea, Jimmy’ to himself to keep going against his older brothers.”

Quickly it became clear. Chris, though affable in nature, was lean and fast. He was extremely quick and lithe. He excelled in basketball and baseball, in addition to throwing and catching a football. Mike (five years older than Chris and seven years the senior of James) was bigger and stockier than Chris. Intensely competitive and fearless, he was a forceful football player, a baseball power hitter, and a self-taught, college-level golfer. This is what James went up against daily. There is no overestimating the impact of a youngster having to compete with older, stronger kids early in life. It has a Nietzsche-like—“that which does not destroy makes stronger”—effect.

I saw it in my own neighborhood as a youngster. Three houses west of me lived three boys separated by not seven, but four years. When we were in our grade school and junior high years the younger, Kenny, took a merciless pounding in any sports competition. We all but dismissed him as a force for athletic good, what with his physical immaturity limiting his value. Two years after I graduated from high school I discovered to what great benefit Kenny had put those poundings. He was the top basketball player in the Eastern Wisconsin conference in both his junior and senior seasons, leading the league in scoring, and probably rebounding both years, had they kept those stats. Kenny went on to play in one of the member schools in the Wisconsin State University conference. Neither of his brothers, nor I for that matter, even approached his athletic success in our high school careers.

By the time I met James and Chris, Mike was largely out of the picture, though ever loyal to his two younger brothers. Chris, however, emerged very quickly as a star in his own right. As junior in 1998–1999, he came into his own on the gridiron, as did his high school football team. Glenbrook North, or GBN as it refers to itself, had won the Illinois High School football championship back in 1974. In recent years, however, the program had fallen on the hardest of times. The Spartans of Chris’ junior year were entering the campaign at the dead bottom of the prep football heap. GBN was on what was essentially a two-year losing streak. Its lone win was due to a teacher-strike-driven forfeit during the 1996 season. The team’s last actual, on-the-field triumph had been on October 21, 1995. From 1992–1997, the Spartans were 9–45 (4–32 in the last four seasons), and that’s counting the forfeit of 1996 as a win.

To get fortunes turned after the dismal 1996 season, GBN had hired Bob Pieper, a young coach who had previously worked football wonders in south suburban Crete-Monee. Pieper, a small intense former running back, suffered through an all-losing 1997 campaign without losing his vision or drive. His perseverance paid off when on opening night of the 1998 season the Spartans defeated Rolling Meadows by a 32–27 count. Three games later GBN was 3–1, and talk was of conference contention and a playoff appearance, the school’s first in eighteen years. In the season’s third game, Chris picked off three opposing aerials (returning one for a touchdown) and recovered two fumbles in a 37–14 swamping of Maine East. He was cited as one of Chicagoland’s “Athletes of the Week” in a major paper. The game had added meaning for Chris and his teammates’ coming as it did on the heels of a stroke suffered by youthful assistant coach Brad LaMie.

After winning the Central Suburban North (CSN) opener in their fifth game, misfortune struck the Spartans in the next contest. Junior running back Sean Brandt, who had rolled up 1,192 yards on just 156 carries, broke his ankle and was out for the season. The team did not win another game, finishing 4–5 on the year, 1–4 on the CSN. For Chris, however, it was a breakthrough season. Playing end on offense, he averaged a school record 25.8 yards per catch. In addition, he returned kickoffs at better than twenty yards per attempt, along with intercepting five passes from his spot in the defensive secondary. His exploits resulted in his selection to the CSN all-conference team, despite the team’s weak finish.

As Chris’ athletic star suddenly went into ascendancy—he played hoops and baseball as well—James, now an eighth grader, continued to dominate junior football.

Spirits were high and talk was of a bright football future that Christmas as Chris, James, and Rita headed for South Bend. I wanted the boys to see Notre Dame and visit the College Football Hall of Fame.

“I predict we get through the first two rounds of the playoffs next season,” announced the extroverted Chris from the back seat. The playoffs are what it’s all about in Illinois high school football. At the time there were six divisions in the state, determined by total school enrollment, with thirty-two playoff entrants in each division. The rule of thumb was that teams had to go 6–3 to get in. They were then seeded by record and strength of schedule. Clearly, winning two playoff games and getting to the round of eight in a large school division would be a rather heady accomplishment.

The banter went back and forth, with James challenging Chris’ predictions in good fun. Chris then turned it on James. “I expect you to gain 1,500 next year on the sophomore [freshman/sophomore junior varsity] team.”

“No way.” James, intense and eager, did not like lofty expectations attached to his performance, something the mischievous Chris was well aware of. What was clear was that the pads may have been put away for 1998, but the months could not move swiftly enough for the two boys, as they awaited their first year in high school together.

And that year was a good one. Chris was rather prescient. The Spartans rolled through the CSN undefeated at 5–0, and closed the regular season at 8–1. Chris repeated his all-conference designation, while Sean Brandt ran wild in the GBN backfield. The sophomore team—on which freshman James was the running star—went undefeated. For Chris, however, the season ended bitterly. GBN drew Marian Catholic (from south suburban Chicago Heights) at home in their Class 5A playoff opener. The weather was perfect and the stands were packed with passionate Spartan rooters. With the scored tied at 10 in the second quarter, the incomparable Brandt swept right end to send the team into the intermission up 17–10. And so it was until with 4:49 left in the contest, Marian Catholic scored, leaving them but a PAT away from knotting the score. Marian coach, Dave Mattio, remembering that in the regular season finale a week previous his team had botched a potentially game-tying extra point, elected to lay the chips on the table right then and there. His team lined up for the kick. Holder Tom Raczka took the snap, then suddenly rose up and chucked a game-winning toss to Luke Carreras.

Ever game, the Spartans decided to use the last four-plus minutes constructively. They drove sixty yards to the Marian twenty-three. There on first down, future Spartan star Matt Haggis threw a backbreaking pick to end the game, the season, and Chris’ high school football career.

How good had the Spartans been in 1999? Very. Marian Catholic went on to lose the state championship game.

Chris and Sean headed for Division III powerhouse Augustana in the fall.

James’ time now had come.





3.

Sophomore Sensation

“Honey, we have a problem.” It was Rita on the day of James’ first varsity game.

“James just called and he doesn’t have any football shoes,” she said with understandable anxiety permeating her voice.

“How is that possible?”

“Last night he ran with them on the sidewalk and damaged the cleats.”

“I’ll pick him up right away.” I left my office at the Argus Press and drove north to GBN, picking him up outside the athletic entrance. There James was—about four hours before his first varsity game—with no serviceable shoes. Off we went to a nearby sporting goods store with which James was familiar. The shoes were on shelves going all the way up near the ceiling. We got a teetering ladder, and with me holding it, James clambered to the top and found the shoes he wanted.

On the way back to Glenbrook North, James was very quiet. No doubt he was ruminating over being the heir apparent to Sean Brandt as a varsity running back in this, his sophomore year. Coach Pieper obviously expected big things from James. A former running back himself, he had given James his old number, 22. Wanting to break the palpable tension I felt with his debut game but a few hours away, “Just remember, you’ve got to relax,” I said with a joking sound to my voice. “Because if you don’t relax you could fumble and lose the game.”

He laughed, and I silently congratulated myself for engineering this psychological breakthrough. James is kind; too kind to tell me the remark disturbed him. Later, his mother told me that he had only felt more tight after my quip.

Well, not too tight. The first time he touched the ball, James broke a kickoff return for an eighty-eight-yard touchdown. But that wasn’t all. He also scooted through the Mundelein defenders for a 60-yard touchdown jaunt in the fourth quarter. Shades of Sean Brandt. Overall, James ran for 127 yards on 21 carries in this, his first varsity game. A star was born. It must have been the shoes. GBN won the opener convincingly, 23–9 over the Mustangs on the road. I was jubilant for James, yet not surprised. Given his 4.4 (on the forty) speed, what I had seen going back to junior football—and that as a sophomore none of his at least early opponents figured to be prepared for what he could bring to the gridiron table—it did not seem shocking that he would explode on the football scene.

The home opener was a 33–7 rout of Peoria Woodruff. Though not a statistically dominating night, James did tally a score in the fourth quarter. A visit to Waukegan and 27–8 romp was next. Two more touchdowns—one on a 40-yard punt return—to go with 165 rushing yards on 23 attempts was James’ considerable output. The Chicago Sun-Times took note, placing Glenbrook North in twenty-fifth position on “The Super 25,” with its comment being, “Watch soph James Velissaris.”

At the high school, college, and pro levels, certain teams seem to own others. For GBN, New Trier High School had proven itself to be a recent nemesis. Such was the case in game four as the Spartans were dominated to the tune of 24–7. Though scoring the team’s lone touchdown, James was held in check. The GBN team rushing total was just seventy-nine yards.

No longer undefeated and out of “The Super 25,” GBN opened the conference season at Maine West the following Friday night. If there is one game that put James on the prep football map it was this one, as he broke loose for 193 rushing yards and 2 touchdowns on just 19 carries in a 41–7 blowout. Described by Alan Sutton of the Chicago Tribune as 5-10, 155 pounds (about two inches and fifteen pounds too optimistic), James dazzled the fans with a ninety-two- and fifty-two-yard scoring run. For his performance, James was one of just nine area players from the Chicago metro area to make the newspaper’s “Friday Night Heroes” list.

The pattern was becoming evident. Given James’ scant size and blazing speed, if an opponent did not stop him by wrapping him up at the line of scrimmage, he was a good bet to find daylight and make it into the foes’ secondary with six GBN points in the offing. As with junior Spartan football, again and again defenders would approach him at an angle in the open field only to discover that James was several yards beyond their anticipated point of collision. No one could believe his speed.

It was more of the same in game six, as GBN pounded Niles North 43–14 with James amassing another 119 yards from scrimmage on just 15 carries. Again, he turned in another highlight: a thirty-four-yard touchdown sprint in the first quarter. The Spartans then moved on to defeat Highland Park 28–14 in a game in which James was “held” to eighty-four yards on nineteen efforts. In the 48–21 crushing of Maine East that followed, however, James returned to the main stage rushing, for a whopping 212 yards on only 20 carries and hitting paydirt three times.

I was excited. James had already had a breakout season, on a playoff-bound team that was having as good a year as the ’99 squad of which Chris was a star member. Each game I kept mental track of his rushing yards, realizing that at any point James could break a big one. He might grind along with relatively few yards on a number of carries, then suddenly find an opening and win the dash to the end zone fifty–sixty–seventy yards away, suddenly swelling his yardage total.

Making it all the more exciting, was that from the team standpoint the stage was now set for a year-end confrontation for the conference title. Both 7–1 Glenbrook North and the 6–2 Deerfield Warriors were a perfect 4–0 in the CSN, and the two squads would collide the following Friday night for all the conference marbles in Northbrook.

“Sophomore carried Glenbrook North,” was the headline of the Tribune article with a photo of James, and “Spartans clinch crown with Velissaris and ‘D,’” was the lead in the Sun-Times, as GBN buried Deerfield 31–0. Not surprisingly, given the night he had, James was the first of ten Chicagoland stars named to the “Friday Night Heroes” honor roll by the Tribune: he had 4 touchdowns, and 214 rushing yards on 27 carries. The spectacular night on the ground pushed James’ rushing total for the season to over 1,200 yards.

Life was good for turnaround wizard Bob Pieper and his troops. The team had turned in another 8–1 regular sparkler to go with a second successive 5–0 CSN championship. Perhaps better yet, these accomplishments put the Spartans back in the state playoffs in which they would host a first-round game.

Glenbrook North was in the 6A class. In 2000, the state playoff system was a six-class entity (with 6A comprised of the largest schools), again with thirty-two teams in each class. Teams with 6–3 or better records got bids, and seeding was done according to overall record, in addition to a point system based on opponents’ wins in the cases of teams with identical records. Hence, no 7–2 team would be seeded above an 8–1 squad, but the point system would be applied for seeding purposes among all the 7–2 and 8–1 teams to determine their placement. In reality, however, the seedings were often misleading. Teams with say 6–3 records that played in powerful conferences were often even with schools with better records from weaker conferences. The 1999 Marian Catholic team was such an example.

GBN (number 13) drew a tough 7–2 (number 20) Willowbrook team in the opener. On the face of it, the Spartans would rate the edge. Willowbrook, however, was from Chicago’s western suburbs, where prep football is played for keeps. Moreover, with no Spartan team having recorded a single playoff win since the state championship 1974 season along with the bitter memory of the last-minute loss to Marian Catholic a year ago, there was ample reason for apprehension. There was one more reason. The Spartans were facing the most celebrated defender in the state, Matt Roth. Roth, who went on to Iowa, was the Player-of-the-Year in Illinois and ranked by ESPN as the third best linebacker in the country.

No apprehension was necessary, however, as GBN defeated highly talented Willowbrook comfortably by a 26–17 margin on a windy autumn evening. Before the game, Willowbrook’s coach, Chuck Tassio, had claimed that no defense had shut down his team’s running game that season. GBN, led by ace middle linebacker Mike Pearson, did just that. Aaron Burns, the Willowbrook tailback who had rolled up 1,253 yards during the regular season, was held to 52 yards on 14 attempts.

For James, it was another big night—this time in the air. He threw two option passes for scores to junior Sebastian Klosowiak, one of fifty-three the other forty-seven yards. The strategy was clever and effective. Because James had been pretty much confined to running from scrimmage and returning kicks, while star quarterback Matt Haggis (who finished the season with a 107.6 NFL rating in the air, much due to his thirteen touchdowns against just three picks) did the throwing, the option tosses caught Willowbrook by surprise.

What a year. GBN was now 9–1, a conference champion, and had broken the 26-year playoff hex in the process. The major dailies took note of the Spartan triumph. The Sun-Times returned GBN to its Super 25, placing them twenty-third, while the Tribune ranked them eighteenth. With but sixteen teams left to fight for the state crown, attention turned to round two.

The opponent was to be a 7–3 team with a similar sounding name, Glenbard North from Carol Stream. The good news was that the Panthers were seeded a lowly twenty-ninth. The bad news was that they played in the powerful western suburban DuPage Valley Conference, a loop that still had three of its members alive among the state’s sweet sixteen. Both major papers offered previews of the game, with Tribune scribe Bob Sakamoto picking Glenbard North to emerge.

“Here we are attending the final game of the season,” I quipped to Rita as we walked into the game. Ever the optimist, Rita rebuked me lovingly for my statement. Deep down, however, I meant it. I had a sense that this was as far as the Spartans, though very good but playing in a less than daunting conference, could go. Though I was bracing myself to ward off any impending disappointment, I was ready to root hard.

There is something magic about single-elimination playoffs, or tournaments at any level. Perhaps due to the all-or-nothing pressure, crazy, bizarre things happen regularly. GBN had been a victim of such a happenstance the previous year against eventual state contender, Marian Catholic. I didn’t know what to expect from the Carol Stream squad, but I figured they would be big and physical. Nonetheless, if James could find an early crack in their defense the Spartans could stun the Panthers by jumping out to a quick lead.

Sakamoto was right. The powerful Panthers disposed of GBN 26–7. Obviously, they knew about and focused on James. Now down to about 140 pounds, he picked up but five rushing yards, repeatedly being gang tackled and tossed backward like a sack of potatoes. GBN was forced to throw and they did—thirty-four times with only eleven completions to go with 2 interceptions. Although the total yardage differential was just thirty-six, the Spartans never scored after a game-tying fifty-two-yard Haggis-to-Klosowiak aerial in the first quarter. Despite James’ near shutout evening, he got his due. Both major papers cited comments by Panther Coach Dale Evans, in which he lauded his troops for stopping James.

Despite its unhappy ending, the season had been nothing short of sensational.

The team had posted nine wins, and James’ sophomore numbers were eye-popping: 17 touchdowns and 1,290 yards rushing on 218 carries; 5 for 5 passing for 173 yards and 2 more touchdowns. He was named offensive player of the year in the CSN, leading the conference in rushing and scoring. The Pioneer Press (a suburban paper affiliated with the larger Chicago Sun-Times) selected him to its second all-area team—a region that includes the better part of one hundred high schools running from the north side of the city into the suburbs.

As I had anticipated, James was now a major presence in Illinois high school football with two years of high school football still ahead. Little did I realize that the off-season would be just as exciting.
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