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PART I




INTRODUCTION


The InSideOut Process

The black sky hung heavy over Baltimore that October night. Streetlights all over our neighborhood were burned out. Clouds clung to the tops of the row houses, and as I drove, the mist rose so thickly that it felt as if the car was colliding with it.

I was driving home with my four-year-old son, Barney, asleep in the seat beside me. He rested his head on the armrest. Ice cream stained his cheek. I turned off talk radio to savor his peaceful breathing.

It was my weekly father-son night with Barney. I had a speech scheduled that evening and thought it might be fun to take him along. My wife, Paula, dressed him up in the same outfit I was wearing—blue blazer, red tie, and khaki pants. She handed me his coloring book and crayons as we walked out the door.

I sat him in the front row and told him that if he behaved, I would take him to the local ice cream shop and he could order anything he wanted.

As I spoke from the podium, I realized that I couldn’t concentrate. It was a few years into my ministry. I had started to enjoy public speaking and loved engaging my audience. It gave me a sensation like the single-mindedness and adrenaline rush that I got from sports.

But tonight I felt nervous and distracted. I kept watching Barney and he kept watching me. Even though my brain was sending the right words to my mouth, my deeper mind kept focusing on my son.

I was overcome with how great he looked and how much I loved him.

After the speech and handshakes, I went over to him and hugged him.

“Dad, that was really good!” he said.

My heart was touched. It was so like Barney to be thoughtful beyond his years.

I got him his ice cream—he ordered a hot fudge sundae and a chocolate milkshake. I just couldn’t say no. As the bright light of the ice cream shop illuminated the ice cream covering Barney’s chin and clothes, I thought about how Paula would react to my sweet indulgence. Far too much sugar, and the stains to prove it!

Outside, the city was empty and the mist was thick; a few roaming cats and random rats spooked me.

As we got closer to home, I looked down at Barney again. Suddenly, I began to have the most mystical and magical experience of my life. It seemed as though my soul left my body and connected with his. I had an overwhelming sense of how much I loved him, how special and important he was to me. Out of all the children in the world, this magnificent boy was my son. And I was his dad.

And in the throes of this spiritual connection, it seemed as if the mist started coming in through the car vents and engulfing us. I pulled over to the side of the road and stopped. A sense of being haunted came over me, a sense that maybe there were a few shadows and ghosts lingering in the dark that needed to come out into the light.

And then for the first time in my adult life, I managed to articulate something that had always eaten at me: “My father never saw me this way.”

I was acutely aware of the difference between the love I felt for Barney and what I had received from my own father. My father never felt this. Why didn’t I have a father who loved me the same way I love my son?

The car arrived home that night almost driving itself—and carrying two boys. One was sound asleep on my shoulder, resting in the strength and security of my love for him. And the other was me, a four-year-old “Joey” Ehrmann wrapped in a retired lineman’s body who was just starting to get in touch with the hole inside his soul.

I handed both boys to Paula. I told her about my experience and my wave of emotions—the sense of loss, grief, and abandonment that I associated with my father. Forty years of imprisoned emotion were being set free. I realized that night that a change was happening, the start of a permanent one. All the pain, hiding, and shame were ending as I saw my story laid out on the road right there in front of me. The days with my abusive father and my constant aching for his love, the debilitating sports culture in which I thrived as a teen in Buffalo, my manipulative coaches and my incessant need for their approval, and my junkie’s use of sports, fame, and drugs as medication for the grief. I was beginning to see it all clearly and knew it was time to put it to rest.

Laid out before me was my life as a sports story, a narrative with each mile marker underscoring a coaching relationship. I saw the transactional coaches: the kind of coaches who use players as tools to meet their personal needs for validation, status, and identity. They held their power over us to elicit the response they wanted. I obeyed these coaches out of necessity but I never accepted their belief systems or bought into their programs. Coach first, team second, and player’s growth and needs last, if at all, were their modus operandi.

I also saw the transformational coaches, who used their coaching platform to impart life-changing messages that I began to understand only decades later. Coach-power, like all forms of power, can be used either for good or for bad, for self or for others. Transformational coaches are other-centered. They use their power and platform to nurture and transform players. I followed these coaches because I sensed their authenticity; they have affected me for a lifetime. Players first, team second, coach’s needs met by meeting the needs of players.

I realized my sports career had been a lifelong, often desperate, search for acceptance and approval from adults who had power and authority over me. I had been a sports hero in high school, an All-American at Syracuse University, and a star in the NFL, but the profound impact that sports has had on my life has had little to do with my performance, my awards, or the number of games my team won.

It does, however, have plenty to do with the refuge and camaraderie, even the escape that a team and a game can provide. My personal journey through sports had a lot to do with my quest for empathy and validation—acting out in front of coaches trying to get it, destroying running backs to earn it, crushing offensive linemen to win it, and reliably playing the part of the affable wild man trying to score it. I was getting validation in bits and pieces but never really filling the void that was consuming me.

For several years, I had been haphazardly trying to piece together my story in a coherent way, trying to make sense of my life. But I kept going in circles, unable to get the pieces into a straight line. That night I finally solved a huge piece of the puzzle: My sports life had been full of transactions, doing this to get that, trying to satisfy my father and coaches who wanted something out of me, exchanging my performance for their praise and acceptance.

Instead of looking back in despair, I quickly decided, with Paula’s help, to look forward with hope. I wanted to become the kind of coach I had craved all those years under transactional coaches. I wanted to be transformational. A transformational coach is dedicated to self-understanding and empathy, viewing sports as a virtuous and virtue-giving discipline. Transformational coaches believe young people can grow and flourish in sports in a way that is more liberating and instructive than can be achieved through almost any other activity.

But we knew—Paula knew and kept reminding me—that moving forward would mean moving backward as well. I had to understand and accept my own story before I could understand and help transform the young people I coached. It was only as I came to understand the differences between transactional and transformational coaching that I fully appreciated the powerful influences of both in my life.

That night I started to realize that transitioning from a transactional coach to a transformational coach requires connecting the zigzagging dots of a scattered and struggle-filled life into a connected, coherent story. I could not become a transformational coach until connecting those dots and understanding my own story.

In her graduate work, Paula had come across profound research based on studies that looked at the common characteristics of parents who had raised children with healthy relationship patterns. What these studies indicated was that the parents’ history, whether tumultuous or smooth, had little to do with the outcome. It was the parents’ capacity to make sense of their history that determined their ability to raise children who could connect well to others. Parents who are able to make sense of their own lives can go on to help their children make sense of their lives, too.

I knew immediately that this insight translated to coaches as well. No coach could teach his players critical life skills until he learned those skills himself.

So many of my coaches were transactional: They operated on a quid pro quo basis to incentivize us to perform better; they looked for what they could get out of coaching and not what they could give; they ignored athletes’ developmental needs and often manipulated and distorted the values of winning and losing. When I began coaching, I became one of them. I simply emulated what I knew.

The most compelling and durable glory of coaching, however, is to use the whistle for its transformative and not its authoritative power. Outside of parenting there might not be a better platform than coaching to transform boys and girls into healthy and thriving men and women. A coach’s responsibilities include helping young people to confront and comprehend the toxic culture that is trying to seduce and shape them. Coaches have the power to teach and to affirm and to convey empathy and compassion. And, I believe, there may not be a more influential group of leaders in the world than transformational coaches.

How we make sense of our lives dictates how we live them. Similarly, how we make sense of our personal sports history and the coaches in our past influences the way we coach. Today, without this self-understanding, sporting history will repeat itself—transactional coaching will perpetuate itself. But once we understand our history, with all its feelings and emotions, we can put ourselves in our players’ shoes and begin to coach for them. We can remember what it was like to be that age, and all the conflicting messages we received. As coaches, we keenly feel the social, emotional, and psychological issues that many young athletes face. We can carefully calibrate our coaching, because we are finely attuned to the effect our words and gestures have on the hearts and minds of the players we coach. We can empathically place our players’ needs above our own and become what I call InSideOut coaches.

An InSideOut coach is one who has done this sort of arduous interior work to answer such critical questions as, Why do I coach? Why do I coach the way I do? What does it feel like to be coached by me? How do I define and measure success?

The interior work consists of reflecting on both our glorious and our hurtful experiences with sports and coaches. It involves tracing the unfulfilled needs we felt as athletes and determining how those unmet needs can drive us as coaches, and, finally, understanding that our obligation is to coach for our players and not for ourselves. When coaches do this interior work they come up with some startling answers to the key questions I just posed.

An InSideOut coach’s answers are radically different from the responses our contemporary sports culture expects, or rather, demands. An InSideOut coach resists the transactional impulse and asserts that the right way, indeed the only way, to coach young people is to seek to transform their sense of their own worth, talents, and value. An InSideOut coach sees a younger, developing version of himself or herself in every athlete and bases lesson plans, communication, and the very structure of the program on the obligation to transform the many young athletes who need connection, empathy, and guidance.

So after years of grasping at my own chaotic life narrative, I turned my scattershot personal story into a coherent narrative with the goal of becoming a better man, father, husband, and, albeit with my fair share of failings, an InSideOut coach.

Second to parents, coaches have enormous influence over young people’s lives. InSideOut coaches can achieve the goal of instructing, mentoring, and sometimes even saving kids only with a thorough and daily devotion to certain principles—nurturing community, classroomlike instruction, empathic communication, joyful competition, and the spirituality of ceremony. These principles are every bit as important as the Xs and Os, the technical expertise, and even the hunger to win. I daresay that InSideOut coaches not only help young people grow but also leave a legacy more enduring for how they transform lives than for their wins.

During my own interior workouts something powerful dawned on me: Contemporary sports are our secular religion. Sports engage more individuals, more families, and more communities in a shared experience than any single cultural activity, organization, or religion in America. Twenty to 30 million kids play recreational sports, while another 10 million teens play interscholastic sports. This means that between 30 and 80 million parents are invested and involved in their children’s sports. There are at least 5 million coaches with the potential to become one of the most influential adults in a young person’s life. Forever.

Our beautiful challenge as coaches is to use this awesome and sometimes frightening influence to become agents of transformation in athletes’ lives. We are in a position to help them comprehend and negotiate the challenges of growing up in our culture. Because of the incompatibility of the daunting needs of our youth with the twisted culture of sports, there are many young people playing sports who feel diminished and discouraged by the very activities that should strengthen, encourage, and redeem them.

My intention in this book is to take back the spiritual and transformative side of the games our children play and restore sports to their original intent.

I believe that sports can offer the most universal and accessible venue in which to rejuvenate and embody the great virtues. And I believe that InSideOut coaches are charged with the task of virtuous instruction—not merely with offering their technical expertise—as primary agents of this social renewal.

Restoring sports as the method for nourishing and celebrating virtues and redefining coaches as virtuous instructors are the foundations of my coaching manifesto. Seeing the profession of coaching from the inside out shows us the transformative power that it holds to teach and uplift and to help athletes celebrate the joy of learning and growing.



CHAPTER 1


Stepping Inside

My recurring childhood memory is of my father holding up his bear paw of a hand and in his deep voice commanding me to snap my right wrist forty-five degrees clockwise at the end of each jab.

Upstairs, my mother nervously paced the kitchen floor. I could hear the creaking despite the rising tone of my father’s voice as he instructed me. The cellar was hot from the furnace. He was swearing; I was sweating.

Having lived my life in sports, I realize it is only appropriate that my earliest childhood memory revolves around sports and coaching. This memory could have been about sports as a metaphor for fathers and sons and love, about the instruction, affirmation, and self-confidence that can come from sports, about the value of persistence and bonding and connection that good parenting and coaching can foster. It could have been a great memory.

But it wasn’t. I was five years old and I couldn’t snap my wrist at the end of my jabs. Or at least I couldn’t do it to my father’s satisfaction. The memory haunts me to this day.

My father grew frustrated. He dropped his right arm and held his hands by his sides while he stared at me. He shook his head in a way that felt like a body blow to a little boy. And then he spoke—lower, with disgust.

“How hard is it to snap your damn wrist?”

He raised his hand and jabbed the air inches from my face, snapping his wrist again and again.

“Like this! Like this! Like this!”

As each jab shot straight to my heart, tears started to come out of my eyes and run down my cheeks. I realized I was crying only when I felt how cold the tears were compared to the warm sweat dripping down my neck. Then my father started slapping my cheeks back and forth with both hands—not hard, to hurt me, but soft and silly, to mock me.

He stopped and stared into my teary eyes.

“Be a man!” he said.

I wanted to run up the stairs and grab hold of my mother, but I knew I couldn’t. I knew “a man” shouldn’t; therefore, I didn’t. I couldn’t risk being a “mama’s boy” on top of my boxing failure.

I stood there blinking. He turned and stomped up the stairs, brushed past my mother, and put on his coat. I heard him pause again at the stairwell and could feel his last look at me so deeply that I see his face now even though I never saw it then. I heard the door bang on his way out as he headed to the bar on that Buffalo night.

One of the great myths in America is that sports build character. They can and they should. Indeed, sports may be the perfect venue in which to build character. But sports don’t build character unless a coach possesses character and intentionally teaches it. Sports can team with ethics and character and spirituality; virtuous coaching can integrate the body with the heart, the mind, and the soul.

But as my first memory shows, sports can also beat up young people and break them down so profoundly that they barely recover as adults. I was one of those waylaid kids, and my recovery was a long, hard road.

My life in sports—being coached and coaching—was a search for a coherent narrative. Discovering it enabled me to become a transformational, InSideOut coach. My journey to coherence was a rough and tumble one, made worse by coaching that only increased my pain and confusion.

In the end a couple of transformational coaches helped turn my life around. My story shows both the awe that coaches elicit from their players and how long-lasting and deep-seated the effect of great coaching can be. Although being subjected to transactional coaching can be damaging, an athlete who experiences the awe of being nourished by a transformative coach can be transformed.

A favorite concept of mine comes from Henri Nouwen’s book The Wounded Healer. The premise of the book is that as we travel life’s journey from childhood to adulthood we acquire wounds along the way. A wound can be any unresolved social, emotional, relational issue that still impacts our lives. These wounds can be inflicted by negative cultural messages or experiences with parents, peers, or adults with power and authority over us. Unresolved, these wounds can leave us with a sense of deficiency or inferiority. We can let unhealed wounds drive us and risk hurting our players through endless self-serving transactions, or we can heal ourselves and then help heal our players. Nouwen says we have two choices: Either we deny, repress, or dissociate from the wounding and therefore wound others with our unhealed injuries, or we bring healing to our wounds and offer our healed wounds to others to heal and transform their lives. I am a wounded healer and this is the story of my wounds, their healing, and the transformation in coaching that ensued because I chose to process and grieve over my pain instead of hiding it and acting it out.

BUFFALO BOY

Buffalo is a great sports town. I grew up in a neighborhood called Riverside, along the Niagara River connecting Lake Erie and Lake Ontario. We lived four blocks from Riverside Park, where all sorts of sports were played all hours of the day and night. The bouncing and hitting of balls echoed around the park along with all the kids’ shouts and laughter. In this Riverside garden, it was as if God created sports and childhood to go together.

My father, whom I called Dah, worked on drilling and dredge boats in the Great Lakes and disappeared for months at a time. My mother made up for his absence with an overwhelming presence—always cooking something on the stove that made the kitchen the warmest room in our tiny house.

Religion happened on Sundays and at bedtime. People flocked to churches in their best clothes on Sundays and kids said their prayers in their pajamas before turning out the light.

But the other religion in Buffalo was sports, particularly the Buffalo Bills. I remember hitchhiking to their training camp and going to the Bills games on weekends with my grandfather and, at age nine or ten, being more fascinated by watching him and his friends watch the game than by the game itself.

He and his friends didn’t chat but rather conferred: They analyzed each play in serious tones and with grave faces, or sometimes, if things seemed to be going right out on the field, with a twinkle in their eyes.

And I sensed with that basic but uncanny childhood intuition that these men were communing. The game in front of them and the crowd around them broke down many of the masculine barriers they and their culture had built up. I had my first, primitive sense of sports as something spiritual.

But more often than not I saw the dark side of sports—that twisted way in which men use sports to establish, define, or demonstrate their masculinity and assert themselves.

One Saturday every July, yellow buses lined up along Riverside Park and took the whole neighborhood across the Canadian border to Crystal Beach, an amusement park near Lake Ontario where we held Riverside–Black Rock Day. As a young boy I loved these trips because we rode the roller coaster and played games all day long. The men headed off to the bars when we arrived in the late morning, mothers shepherded us from ride to ride and game to game, and at the end of the day the whole neighborhood gathered in a little stadium for the annual family tug-of-war battle.

My family had a long tradition of winning at Crystal Beach. My little brother Billy won the Pretty Baby Contest two years in a row. I won many athletic contests in my age bracket. My little sister Susie won the pie-eating contest. And my father’s clan would usually win the tug-of-war.

The summer I turned ten, I discovered that this event was not the idyllic retreat I had imagined it to be. That was the summer that I realized for the first time where the men went in the morning and what they did. They returned from the bars wobbly and cursing with abandon. I smelled the alcohol on their breath and the alcohol-flavored sweat coming out of their pores. I was beginning to understand why our mothers seemed perturbed as the men trickled onto the stadium field and took their places.

I stood with my mother and brother at a comfortable distance from my father’s team and watched as they won contest after contest. Shirtless, they seemed like drunken Charles Atlases, but with their biceps thick from hard labor, not from weight rooms and nutrition drinks.

Dah’s team made it to the finals that July and crowds of people encircled the two remaining families as they took their places at the ropes. The other family won the first of three matches after a ten-minute struggle. One man vomited and others laughed as the women scowled.

Suddenly, just before the second of the best-of-three contest, the front two tuggers dropped the rope and stood face to face shouting at each other. I moved closer to my mother; we all seemed to huddle closer together, and the men in front of us started to grumble.

Then the brawl broke out. As the women evacuated the children and the casserole plates, the two families began clobbering each other and fighting as if their manhood depended on it. Security guards arrived, and the bloodied men slowly staggered away from one another.

No one spoke on the bus on the way home; some men held ice to their heads or towels to their cuts. My father sat in front with the other men; my brother and I sat behind my mother. She didn’t stop looking out the window.

The day had all the attributes of a comedy about men behaving badly, women being frustrated, and an afternoon at the ballpark gone awry. But we were kids and there was nothing funny about it.

Throughout my childhood, Dah believed his sole obligation was to make me into a man. Using physical punishment and emotional manipulation, he emphasized strength, stoicism, and silence. There was no room for emotion, warmth, or failure. An undefined but overwhelming notion of masculinity filled most of my encounters and relationships. Inevitably, most of the boys of Riverside were chasing some impossible image of manhood like dogs chasing their tails. My self-image could never match the masculine image Dah held out for me. It was unattainable, unhealthy, and inherently false. But I chased it and chased it hard.

On days like the tug-of-war debacle, the little voice inside my head found its own version of distorted logic. Negative self-talk, I call it—my head talking to me about how I didn’t size up, match up, or man-up to meet this culturally warped definition of masculinity. My father’s love was conditional, and I felt tremendous pressure to perform to receive it. Even as a young boy I knew my father’s love was based on his estimation of my performance on the masculine field of life.

Lacking the emotional skills to discern the damage to my sense of self, I sought approval from Dah through sports and my achievements on the field. I continued to think that if I played well, he would give me acceptance and a gesture of approval. It was an unabashed transaction, a conditional relationship that my father used to try to turn me into the man he wanted me to be. And I complied.

But there is not a more flawed measure of a child’s value than sports. The playing fields are uneven; genetics skew the results in favor of the proper body type for each sport; dedication and determination can do only so much. And yet some parents and coaches use performance as the measure of a child’s worth.

In my case, I was born to play football. I had plenty of desire and determination and was blessed genetically, being big and fast. And though I kept winning at the games we played, I was convinced I was not man enough to win at life.

THE GAME CHANGERS

Two sports-related game changers and one much more serious event forever altered my life. Looking back at these incidents through the prism of adulthood, I can now see clearly that although my father laid some questionable groundwork for me, a number of coaches and other grown-ups repeatedly blasted holes in my already distressed foundation.

TWO GAME CHANGERS

Game changer number one: the winter of 1961. For the first of many times I hurt another human being intentionally. I was eleven years old. It was during a youth league basketball game, and I was in-bounding the ball from under the basket. But the opposing player was all over me and I could not get the ball in. The coach called two consecutive time-outs to avoid a five-second call that would have cost us possession of the ball.

The jumping-bean kid guarding the in-bounds pass was too close to me and the ref wasn’t giving me room. Coach pulled me aside after the second time-out, gripped my arm, and would not let go as the referee’s whistle summoned us back to the court.

He put his face very close to mine so no one could hear and looked me straight in the eyes without blinking.

“Bring the ball back over your head with both hands and smash it into his face,” he said.

He put his right hand on my left shoulder and squeezed it so tightly that it hurt.

“Smash the ball as hard as you can in his face. You will teach him a lesson about who he is playing against.”

I remember walking to the space below the basket and looking at the kid whose nose I was about to break. I remember knowing I was going to do it even though most of me didn’t want to. The bulk of my consciousness resisted the instruction, but something inside of me won out.

I looked at my coach as the ref blew the whistle and handed me the ball. The coach kept staring at me without blinking. I gripped the ball, slammed it into my hands as my teammates broke in zigzags, lifted it above my head, and brought it down with all my force right into the kid’s face. Blood shot everywhere and the kid’s mother came rushing from the stands screaming at me as her son lay crying on the court.

The whole gym stared at me the same way my coach did before the beastly act. The fifty or so people there became like one big eye looking straight into my wicked heart. It made me sick to my stomach. After the game, Coach praised me in the locker room, upholding that play as something positive, and “the way the game was to be played!” Something I should feel good or manly about. Shame engulfed me even as my teammates congratulated me. Shame became my constitution. I was not angry at my coach. I did not pity the poor kid on the floor below me. I was confused and consumed with myself and my shame.

Game changer number two: Because of a single play, I walked away from baseball forever. I was twelve and nicknamed Moose after the Yankee first baseman Moose Skowron. I could dig most balls out of the dirt, and like Moose, I was big, hit with power, and could move pretty fast, too.

One summer afternoon with two outs during a tied game in the final inning of a Babe Ruth championship, a perfect throw from the third baseman coming straight at me ended the tie. I watched it. I focused on it. I missed it. It hit my glove and rolled several feet behind me. As I ran for it, a run scored, the other team won, and I walked off the field trying not to cry, because I had cost my team the championship and had let everyone down.

I walked back to the bench, fighting back tears, and our coach stared at me as he walked past with the bag of bats. One teammate hit me on the shoulder; others were crying, or angry or stunned. I don’t remember that coach’s name, just his face and his big belly passing by as I longed for a hug, a pat on the back, or a consoling word. I craved some coaching affirmation, anything to make me feel better. But I got nothing.

Although my mother came to most of my games, she was not at the game that day. I walked home from the park and sat on the front porch for a long time. I swore never to play baseball again and I didn’t. I swore never to put myself in a position again where my failure would be so visible to others.

That fall a school nurse sent home a note informing my mother that I needed to get my eyes examined after failing an eye test. I remember being seared by what the optometrist said to me: “I am surprised you can even see a baseball coming at you.” Too late.

ONE LIFE CHANGER

The event that forever changed my life happened the fall after my failed baseball experience. The crisp October night began with nothing but the innocence of childhood. I was running around with a group of friends, prepubescent boys playing a fun-filled game of tag at the edge of some big pines in a church-sponsored campground south of Buffalo. We ran into some local kids who lived near the campground, and they joined in, all of us taking turns chasing and being chased, both competing and laughing at the same time. When we finally took a break, we all sat down together, and that was when something happened, pretty much meaningless at the time, that would soon lead to pure hell for me. Someone in the group—I don’t remember if it was one of my friends or one of the locals—asked a little girl who was there to drop her pants. She was only four or five years old, and so she immediately obliged, at which point one of the boys shined a flashlight on the most private area of her body. We all looked and giggled, but nobody did anything more than that. And then we all went right back to our game of tag.

The locals eventually left, but the rest of us kept playing under the moonlight. After a while, we noticed two men approaching from a distance. They were running toward us—they were clearly angry about something—and so we all took off as best we could. Unfortunately, I got a late start, I slipped, and I knew I was going to be caught. One guy tackled me and both men started to kick and punch me as I curled up into a ball. I had no idea what this was about, but with each blow—and with their hostile words—they made it more clear. They apparently thought that something more had happened once the girl had dropped her pants because they kept calling me a rapist and a pervert. I soon came to realize that one of the men must have been the father of the young girl.

The men dragged me by my wrists to a nearby shack, and it was like being taken to a slaughterhouse. It didn’t matter what I said or how I tried to defend myself. I knew I was in trouble. But I never could have anticipated what was about to happen. One of the men yanked down my pants and violated both my childhood and my masculinity. He raped me. It was an impossibly disproportionate penalty—impossibly horrific and brutal—given the relatively minor incident that had triggered it. And yet this was my new reality. Bloodied and confused, I was now the victim of a violence that would never make any sense.

I remember lying on the ground for a long time after those men were gone, wondering how I could possibly go back to camp. What had just happened to me? At the age of twelve, I certainly didn’t know it was called sodomy or that such a vicious thing could be done to a boy. All I can remember thinking was: What would my father say? What would he think if he knew I never even threw a punch? I knew his masculine code could not accommodate such behavior. I knew that the son of Dah could not reveal such utter weakness and defeat. For decades, I never spoke of what had happened in that shack. I could not even speak of it to myself. The rape produced a shame in me that left me wounded, isolated, and alone for decades to come.

The shame-driven sense of manhood I carried with me undoubtedly helped push me to be a tough guy, an All-American collegiate athlete, a professional football star … and one of the unhappiest “successful” men you could ever find. I was always trying to accomplish away my pain and humiliation by claiming new victories on the fields of sport, new sexual conquests with girls and later women, and new heights on the ladder of social status. Ultimately, when none of that proved potent enough to erase the pain, I turned to alcohol and drugs to medicate the pain.

These events were among the lowlights of my childhood, but many other incidents incrementally pushed me further and further toward confusion and incoherence. The big themes that dominated my adulthood arrived early and viciously: an absent and angry father, abusive and violent adults, and transactional coaches uninterested in changing their players’ lives. Sports quickly became the arena in which they all converged. Shame became the fuel that drove me to make sports a place to act out my childhood chaos for a growing audience to witness and applaud. It also provided a place for me to hide.

Looking back, I realize that much of my anger arose from my unprocessed grief. As I aged, grief morphed into rage. With no voice to share my hemorrhaging and no adult to discern it, I hurtled toward an incoherent adulthood.

HONEST ABE

Acting out became my act. And a decent actor I was. My preferred persona was the insolent tough guy, which allowed me to cover up the dead spot in my soul and hide the shame in my life story.

Young people’s ability to sense and compensate for their own shortcomings is startling. I knew that the things that had happened to me were going to set me back for years to come. I was convinced my life was going to end very badly one day. After getting into a fight or mouthing off to a teacher, I somehow knew that shame and a corresponding anger drove me to each outrageous act. And I cared less and less about controlling my negative emotions. I was a pressure cooker. I simply did not know how to stop. I didn’t know how to talk about my experiences or who to talk to. I needed some sort of shock therapy by age twelve. It arrived one winter day in the form of a substitute gym teacher.

Eddie Abramoski, affectionately known as Abe, was a burly trainer for the Buffalo Bills. He had played football at Purdue and had been an athletic trainer at West Point and for the Detroit Lions. He was barrel-chested with a prizefighter’s face and a gait like a bull’s. I could imagine him taking hold of a player’s dislocated shoulder and snapping it back into place with one twist; I could imagine a big lineman leaning on Abe with all his weight as Abe helped him off the field.

When Abe showed up one day as our substitute gym teacher at PS 60, I sensed a special opportunity to act out. I could show this big man that I was a big man, too. I could show this former college football star, this Bills trainer, that I was a man among boys.

The gym was a full-length basketball court with little out-of-bounds space in front of the concrete walls. It was the same gym where I had smashed the ball into that other boy’s face.

On Abe’s first day substituting, we played kickball. I played like a banshee. I probably played the best game of kickball in the history of American physical education. Booming kicks, spot on target. Pounding people. I ran like a lion.

I noticed Abe watching me. He stood in the middle of the court against the wall with his whistle in his mouth the whole time.

When he whistled the end of class, I knew he was still watching me as we ran to the locker room.

During the first weeks he was there, I never spoke to him but kept going into each gym class as if it were the Super Bowl. I craved to impress this guy. I would go to sleep at night rehashing my heroics from that day and rehearsing what I would do tomorrow.

And then one day I took it too far for Abe. We were playing basketball, six on six, to get more kids into the game. I was driving for a layup and trampled a kid; in keeping with my pattern, everyone stopped and stared. But Abe didn’t even look at me. He stopped watching me for the rest of the class. We continued playing, I kept dominating, but I grew enraged that he was paying no attention to me whatsoever. Zero.

After gym class, we all ran off to change, and as I came out of the locker room and walked down the hall I felt someone following me. It was Abe.

I was ready for another Buffalo-style assault and this time I wasn’t even scared. I felt like a wave in the ocean was coming at me and I just waited for it to take me under.

But Abe surprised me. Finally, he looked me in the eye, and I could tell by the oddly kind look on his face that this wasn’t going to be a blaster.

“I’m not sure why you ran over that kid. But I’ve been around sports for a long time,” he said. “I have never seen a kid your age with your athletic ability. And everyone follows you. You don’t even realize how much of a leader you can be. I hope someday you realize it. Get your act together, young fella, and use your gifts for the good.”

He smiled kindly, stepped back a bit, and nodded at me. Then he walked away.

I stood there looking at the lockers on the wall across the hall. Abe saw something in me that I didn’t see myself. And for the first time in my history with coaches, I felt like someone had my best interest in mind. I felt like someone cared about more than how I played or how tough I was. The word I use today for what Abe did is “affirmation,” but then it was just “care.” A coach had used his platform to try to make a difference in my life. He deftly disciplined me and showed that he cared about me at the same time.

Many times during my tumultuous years at Riverside High, I got sudden, unplanned visits from Buffalo Bills players. I was usually called out of the classroom or approached on the field. “Coach” Abramoski was sending them over to mentor me, more as a person than as a player. They were surprise visits, flattering ones, intimidating ones, but ultimately inspiring. They helped to corral a wild stallion.

Honest Abe started something. It was a brief encounter that provided me with a long-lasting resiliency. He may have done more to transform my life and self-concept than any coach I ever had. He did not realize it, but he was the first transformational coach I ever came across. He affirmed me, allowed me to attach to him; he put my well-being before his needs, and he provided a sense of my human, not just my athletic, potential. That meeting didn’t set me straight, but it gave me the abiding sense that sports could be good for me and I could be good for sports. So I played on.

FRIDAY NIGHTS LIGHTS

Abe gave me permission to dream big dreams.

Just like all teenagers, I longed to belong and be a part of something. To have an identity, to be known and accepted for who I was—or at least who people thought I was—was what I craved. During my freshman year at Riverside High School, I fulfilled the fantasy of most boys in Buffalo. I made the high school varsity football team.

I earned a new nickname, too, an affectionate one: Rookie. None of the older players knew my name, and during one of the first practices someone referred to me as the rookie. The name stuck and to this day I am still called Rookie by friends and family.

For the next four years, our team went undefeated. I got my first taste of the power of connection and commitment that comes with belonging to a team.

It would never get better than this—the carefree communion of high school football. It was something I would never experience again.

My coach in high school was Charlie Dingboom. What a perfect name for a coach: Ding! Boom! He was by far the most respected person in Riverside and a father figure to many. Like Honest Abe, he taught me a great lesson that would take me many years to appreciate.

It was my junior year and I was a star player. We had been undefeated for two seasons and were about to face our stiffest competitor—South Park High School.

I had been out on Friday night drinking and fighting alongside some of my teammates in another section of Buffalo. Coach Dingboom found out and threw me and three other starters off the team just before the game. When I arrived at the locker room, he was waiting for me at the door and would not let me enter.

He wanted me to learn that no one—no matter how good a player you were, no matter how important everyone thought you were to the team—was bigger than the team. I had to buy a ticket to the biggest game of my life and watch from the bleachers my teammates slug out a 6–0 victory.

What I remember most was the immediate sense of loss—lost identity and lost community. Coach Dingboom’s lesson kept me in check for the rest of my playing days. I would party too much, fight, but I would never cross the line that would keep me from suiting up. I needed a team, any team, more than adulation and fame. I loved the latter, but I needed the team more. I didn’t ever want to not belong again. I vowed never to allow myself to be so abandoned. Training rules became my Ten Commandments.

ORANGEMAN

When I got to Syracuse University in 1968, I learned about a whole new level of transactional coaching from a World War II paratrooper named Ben Schwartzwalder. Ben was my coach during one of the most tumultuous eras in American cultural history. An old commando and the social chaos of the 1960s were not a good mix—not for him, the team, the campus, or me.

Coach Schwartzwalder had been the head football coach at SU for more than twenty years when I arrived. I remember a game of my sophomore year when Ben took the game program into the pregame locker room and counted the number of opposing players with long hair and mustaches. If they met some unspecified quota of his, he would call the team “pinko commies,” and we would soon be fighting for America, Mom, and apple pie.

Not surprisingly, Ben was an authoritarian coach. Like many ex-military coaches of his generation he regularly made connections between sports, war, patriotism, and manhood. Real men went to war; real men stoically sacrificed their bodies for the good of the team. The team was always first; the opponent was the enemy; and his players were “soldiers” and “warriors” who would “take no prisoners” and “never surrender.” And like all good soldiers, we obediently followed orders, never questioning the chain of command.

Because of the power of the whistle, Ben was a father figure for me and I played to win his approval. His attitude toward sports and players was reminiscent of my father’s. I became that five-year-old in the cellar jabbing at Dah’s big hand again. I was seen as a big, tough guy—yet I still felt and acted like a little boy seeking approval. I see now that Schwartzwalder was a transactional coach. He knew what he wanted out of me and he knew how to get it. He loved my anger, leveraged my needs, and used my “mean streak” to serve his mission perfectly.

We were headed for a collision, and it came during the spring before the 1970 season when his authoritarian style reached a breaking point. We were a preseason Top Ten pick and were hyped for a national championship. But in spring practice, eight of our African American players walked off the team. They demanded racial equity on the team, better medical treatment for all athletes, and integration of the coaching staff.

Ben quickly dismissed them as troublemakers. Colleges all over America were canceling spring classes because of the Kent State shootings and continuing protests concerning civil rights, women’s rights, and the Vietnam War. The “Syracuse Eight,” as they became known, were aware of the potential consequences of losing their scholarships and not being allowed to play the game they loved. The stakes were high, but the Syracuse Eight were correct in their claims. African American players were given fewer scholarships and had to fight depth charts that were stacked against them. They were confined to certain playing positions and were treated differently from white players.

Despite the risks, they maintained their protest and made the difficult decision to leave the team in hopes of reforming the coach, the athletic department, and the university.

Jim Brown, the great Syracuse and NFL Hall of Fame running back, tried to act as mediator between Schwartzwalder, the boycotting players, and the rest of the team.

“I was there trying to work it out,” Brown told the local Syracuse paper. “I listened to them [Syracuse Eight] and they made all the sense in the world, so I went to Ben and tried to represent the fact that these youngsters were making sense and he should take into consideration what they were doing. Ben had no clue, no understanding of what they were doing. He told them they were football players; they weren’t black and all that other stuff. He didn’t budge.”

“You’re not black men or white men—you’re Orangemen,” Ben used to say. I can hear him loud and clear to this day.

I knew our season would suffer without the African American players. I knew the right thing would be to join them, but my own agenda took precedence over theirs. I don’t remember Ben ever bringing the team together to talk about reconciliation or rebuilding our broken community. It felt like every man for himself.

I had responsibilities and needed to play so I could get into the NFL. I kept quiet and played that season. We finished 6–4. I made All-American, but my failure to support my black teammates tainted that recognition for me. I regretted my ignorance and my selfishness and also regretted that as a team, we weren’t brought together, educated, and given the opportunity to understand our teammates’ claims of injustice and to respond together as a community.
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“Joe Ehrmann has a great message, one that coaches and young people

really need to hear. . . . He has had a tremendous impact on our team,
helping us to develop championship men on and off the field.”
—TONY DUNGY, author of QUIET STRENGTH

“Joe is a special person who has dedicated his life to helping young people.
His message is powerful and makes a true impact. Itis a message that we can
alllearn from.” —National Baseball Hall-of-Famer CAL RIPKEN JR.

“Joe Ehrmann’s message is inspiring, educational, and eye-opening. He is
an inspiration to me!”

—JAY WRIGHT, head men’s basketball coach, Villanova University

“T highly encourage you to seize the opportunity to listen to these impor-
tant values and concepts, which need to be applied to our society’s most
important resource—our youth.” —JOSEPH CASTIGLIONE,

Director of Athletics, University of Oklahoma

“This is a must-read for all coaches, athletic directors, and parents.”
-DR. JEANETTE BOXILL, Ph.D., Director, Parr Center

for Ethics, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
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Joe Ehrmann, the coach profiled in the national

bestseller Season of Life, explains how coaches
at every level, from Little League to high school
to NCAA Division I and even the professional
leagues, can use sports to transform lives

oaches have a tremendous platform, says Joe
Ehrmann, a former Syracuse University All-
nd NFL star. Perhaps s
t0 parents, coaches can impact young people as no
oneelse can. Butmost coaches fail to do the teaching,
mentoring, even life-saving intervention that their
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they focus solely on winning and meering their per-
sonal needs. They see sports as a simple exchange: the
athlete performs to a coach’s demands and in return
gets something, usually praise or a position in the

starti

g lincup. Some coaches, however, use their plat-
form. They teach the Xs and Os, but also teach the Ys
of life. They help young people grow into responsible.
adults; they leave a lasting legacy. These are the trans-
formarional coaches. These coaches change lives, and
they also change society by helping to develop healthy
men and women.

Sports have become a secular religion, according to
Ehrmann. Tens of millions of children play sports, and
millions of coaches have the potential to influence the
lives of these children—and through them to touch
their parents’lives as el C shed
and discouraged by their sports experiences, or they
can be strengthened, uplifted, even in some cases
redeemed. Sports can be a life-changing experience if
coaches understand why they are coaching and redefine
their measurement of success

Idren can be d;

ns how to becom

InSideOut Coaching expl

atrans-
formational coach. Coaches first have to “go inside”

and articulate their reasons for coaching. Only those
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transformational. Joe Ehrmann provides examples of
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how to find something bigger than himself in spors

He describes his own InSideOut experience, starting
with the death of his beloved brother, which helped

him understand how sports could transcend the play-
ng ficld. He gives coaches the information and the
cools they need to become transformational.

Joe Ehrmann has taken his message abour the
traordinary power of sports all over the country. It
has been warmly endorsed by NEL head coaches, ath-

letic directors at major universitics, high school
head conches, even business groups and community
organizations. Now any parent-coach or school or

community coach can read Ehrmann's message and

learn how to make sports a life-changirig expes

is a former defensive lineman for
the Baltimore Colts and the Detroit Lions. He was
named to Syracuse University's All-Century foot-
ball team and also played lacrosse at Syracuse. He
and his wif . are cofounders of Coach for
America, whose mission is to inform, inspire, and
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Visit Joe and Paula Ehrmann
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