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Foreword

By Don Garber

Commissioner, Major League Soccer

THE STORY OF MARTIN JACOBSON—OR “Coach Jake,” as everyone knows him—truly mirrors the story of soccer in the United States.

Like the rise of our sport in this country, Coach Jake’s tale is about embracing the role of the underdog, taking on challenges, and answering the skeptics. Thanks to the passionate fans, talented players, and entrepreneurs who believe in our league and this great game, Major League Soccer has grown significantly in North America during the last twenty-five years. The extraordinary success of Jake and his teams occurred during the same time frame.

On his path to success as a coach, guidance counselor, and athletic director at Martin Luther King, Jr. High School in New York, Jake overcame significant adversity in the form of drug addiction. But while reading this book, keep in mind that Jake would be the first to tell you that his story is not just about him. Among many other things, it is a testament to the incredible young men that have filled his rosters and won 18 New York City PSAL championships in his tenure. For many of them, soccer was the path to their American dreams.

Jake’s teams have been a reflection of the extraordinary diversity of our country and game. Especially during this time of intense debate over immigration in our country, the story of Becoming Coach Jake is enlightening and should never be forgotten. In the end, it was the game of soccer, his players, staff, and family that saved him.

Soccer teaches us many invaluable and inspiring lessons. I hope you will take from Jake’s book the powerful messages he shares from three decades as a leader, educator, and coach.


Prologue

SOCCER IS CALLED THE BEAUTIFUL game but for me, the game is beyond beautiful. Soccer is my savior, a game that offered personal redemption from a life nearly red-carded by drug addiction.

How could I thank this game for giving me life? I’m going to tell you. For the last two decades, I have been the soccer coach at Martin Luther King, Jr. High School on New York City’s West Side. Our school had a bad reputation. Our soccer team had no reputation. We didn’t even have a home field. We still don’t. Yet our kids won New York City’s high school soccer championship 18 times during that period, most recently the 2018 season when we went undefeated and untied.

More importantly, we win in the classroom, too. Our team has a graduation rate of 96 percent in a city that struggles to get to 70 percent. And did I mention that many of the kids I coach are immigrants, who often arrive here facing more challenges than a one-armed goalkeeper?

This is not a particularly good time to be the coach of a high school soccer team whose driving force is immigrants. Here in New York, a metropolis created and shaped by immigrants and their descendants, the hurdles have never been higher for teens from “shithole countries,” as our nativist president described them, who want to graduate high school and move on to bigger opportunities. But as the Lady in New York Harbor says, Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me, I lift my lamp beside the golden door!

I am a lamp lifter, like the Lady, not someone trying to slam the golden door shut. I have shown hundreds of immigrant kids—some of them parentless, some of them hungry and homeless, all of them struggling to find a place in this teeming city—that the promise of our nation is very much alive. They can arrive from nowhere. One day a couple of years ago I got a call from a woman from Cote d’Ivoire who told me she was sheltering four kids who arrived here legally but had been abandoned by their supposed sponsors. They were facing deportation. I was able to get all of these boys enrolled at MLK. These high schoolers are good kids, great students, and they have soccer talent that helped MLK win the 2017 and 2018 championships. They have tons of promise as future US citizens whether they go on to play professional soccer or not.

I know this story on a personal level, too. Mansour Ndiaye was once one of those kinds of kids. He appeared in my office in 1996, taken there by a relative, poorly dressed in ill-fitting clothing that belied the elegance of his soccer skills. He was looking for a place to play, to learn. He never seemed to be far away from me—or a book—always craving direction, coaching, and okay, a meal. So my wife Connie and I raised him as our own, beginning in 1997. Today, Mansour Ndiaye, Ph.D., is a member of the faculty at the University of Connecticut.

Not all of our kids become this successful—no educator can make that claim. We all “lose” kids who take the wrong path or get bad advice along the way. But it saddens me that the promise once offered to these children seems to be imperiled by an administration and an attitude that has recast immigrants as people who should be targeted for removal rather than encouraged to bring their hopes and talents here.

My own love for soccer is a product of one of those amazing immigrants. He was a German Jew who fled Nazi murderers and, after years of trying, finally arrived in my neighborhood in Long Beach, New York. He would not be alone among Holocaust survivors in my town, but he would be singular in the gift he would bring to one local kid struggling to find himself as his own father grappled with chronic illness.

Soccer, like much of our nation’s sporting heritage, hails from foreign shores. Soccer was, and remains, a game of immigrants. Stop at any field—heck, any open space big enough to set up improvised goals—in New York City or Chicago or Washington D.C. or Los Angeles and you will always see groups of people playing soccer. That’s been true for a hundred years. But this immigrants’ game has now become America’s game—more Texans play soccer than American football. Soccer has become as much a part of our culture as baseball and barbeques. Major League Soccer, our pro league, has never been in better shape, and continues to add franchises and fans.

Soccer, like so many immigrants, is flourishing in America.

So, too, is another import. Heroin. And a more recent arrival, fentanyl. There is a tragic irony evolving in our country. While a growing part of the population is obsessed with fitness and healthy living, the underbelly of drug addiction is growing at horrific rates. In the last three years or so, heroin overdoses have ravaged suburbs like the one I grew up in, as well as rural communities from Georgia to New Hampshire. It’s been called an epidemic, although some critics have pointed out that it’s an epidemic only because so many working- and middle-class white people have become victims.

The sociopolitical aspects aside, the numbers are staggering. More than seventy thousand people died of overdoses in 2017 according to the National Center for Health Statistics at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. That’s more than traffic deaths and deaths from guns combined. More than twenty million Americans are addicted to drugs.

So I guess you can call me a trendsetter, a pioneer. I started abusing drugs fifty years ago, long before it was fashionable. I graduated from Ball State University in Indiana in 1968, in the middle of the Midwest, and then earned a master’s degree 1971. But deep in America’s heartland I learned to like drugs. And when I moved to a city near Detroit, I not only liked drugs, I sold them, all the while holding a day job as a high school teacher, coach, and counselor. It was a façade that took no small amount of perseverance—that trait has an ugly side—and I was able to maintain this conflicting existence of teacher-mentor-coach-druggie for the next three years. My then wife and I would eventually move to Santa Fe, New Mexico, where the charade, along with my life and career, would begin to unravel in the hell of hardcore addiction.

The journey back would include some false starts, a run-in with a potentially fatal disease, and a stopover in a jail that, for all the reasons you would imagine, was called the Tombs. If you are looking for an all-American story with a spotless hero, better go to the fiction section. This isn’t Hoosiers. This is about a drug-scarred man barely hanging on until soccer, and some immigrant kids who play it, restored his life and his life’s work.


CHAPTER 1

Eighteen and Counting

THE 40-YARD PASS WAS A feather of a ball and seemed nearly impossible on a raw November day with a brutal 35 mph wind. But there it was, 57 minutes into the game between Martin Luther King, Jr. High School and Curtis High School for the Public Schools Athletic League A championship. We had pounded away at the Curtis defense for the entire first half, but their squad had been unyielding. They were going to defend with all eleven players behind the ball if necessary. In soccer, it’s known as “parking the bus.”

I had confidence in our players from the very beginning of the season. We knew this was going to be one of our best teams ever, though in a playoff you have to be careful, as all it takes is one bad pass, one lucky shot, and it can all go south.

My nervousness, as usual, was increasing until David Gomez, our slinky central midfielder, spotted Gaoussou Coulibaly just outside the opposing penalty area. Gaoussou cushioned the pass on his right foot almost nonchalantly, turned toward goal, cut inside his marker, and unleashed a vicious shot. Goal. I knew instantly that we were on our way to the 2018 PSAL championship.

Over the next twenty minutes Gaoussou would go on to score a hat trick, and we got another goal from Akeem Shelton, our sensational all-star senior striker, to win 4–0. We would finish the year undefeated, untied, and ranked third nationally on the Top Drawer Soccer poll, a ranking I would gladly put on the line if either of those top two schools would have been willing to play us. It was truly a magical season for the team, or maybe an extension of the last two seasons. In fact, MLK has been on an astonishing three-year streak—59 games without a defeat or even a draw.

That’s a pretty good run, and you could say that I’ve been on an even better run. Since 1994, I’ve been the head coach of boys soccer at MLK, the most successful high school team in New York City, if not the country. We’ve won 18 New York City championships in an environment that has sometimes been challenging, sometimes dangerous, sometimes ugly. During that time, MLK became famous first for being infamous—a school branded as Horror High in the tabloids. And I would be the target of a vicious, racist, and ultimately discredited attempt to derail our program. You see, many of our kids are immigrants, or sons of immigrants. Even in New York, historically a city of immigrants, there are always pockets of xenophobia.

But I’ve learned to play the game: I am more than a coach. I am a guidance counselor and gym teacher by training, but by now more than well versed in immigration law, social work, politics, and media. Whatever it takes to give my kids the best opportunity they can have to become good players and great citizens. Take Gaoussou, a wonderful kid from Cote D’Ivoire who is loved by his teammates for his leadership and work ethic. I have no doubt he will have a successful career, whether it’s in soccer or some other occupation. He’s got what we call King Heart: a spirit of caring, of taking the responsibility, of being a good teammate.

At our championship celebration in the glamorous MLK cafeteria in early January 2019, there were thirty-seven trophies to be handed out. But I knew that not all the boys would be on hand to collect the honor that they had played so hard to claim. Because some of them were working. They deliver pizzas, sling hamburgers in fast food joints, work as street vendors or in bodegas. And they are not merely trying to get a little spending money together. They are working to survive and help their families survive. That was the case at our first championship and every one since. I have to laugh sometimes when we get criticized for running a “professional” program. How many pros do you know who are busboys on the side?

Let me tell you about three of our team members, some of the best on the squad, who were all abandoned in this country by an unscrupulous sports agent. They were born in Cote D’Ivoire, a once fairly prosperous nation that has been wracked by internecine violence, repression of civil rights, and the ebola epidemic, among other problems.

Of course, having kids on the team who are immigrants has come with its own set of challenges that go way beyond soccer. In one instance years ago, a student got whisked off the streets while he was traveling on a college visit—a traumatic experience, to say the least. In fact, I know personally what it’s like to be hauled off the streets and thrown into a federal lockup; I know the incredible chaos and fear that takes place all too well.

The solution, of course, is to work hard to get green cards for those that need them. One of my former players, Jethro Dede, who also hails from Cote D’Ivoire, became a productive US citizen thanks to our efforts. Dede was an All American in high school who went on to graduate from St. Lawrence University. That’s how America is supposed to work.

Though we’d never rush a student into college if he wasn’t ready, we are always looking for ways to get our kids a college education so they can earn more and be more productive as adults. For instance, New York State’s Educational Opportunity Program (EOP) and Higher Educational Opportunity Program (HEOP) offer grants to hard-knock kids like ours to go to state (EOP) schools or private (HEOP) colleges. We’ve jumped all over it because our kids, despite starting from a disadvantage, are highly competitive.

And highly adaptive. We’ve had kids who lived in group homes, or we’ve had to find homes for them. One of them, Mamadou Dioum—“Dudu” to his friends—won a Group Home Person of the Year from Catholic Charities. The award came with a college scholarship, which Dudu took to New York Tech, where he became a civil engineer. Tell me that isn’t a great story.

One day I got a call from Donna Lieberman, executive director of the New York Civil Liberties Union. It’s a call that’s all too familiar. “I need to get a kid out of the school he’s in,” she told me. The kid was Biko Edwards and he had been beaten up by a school safety agent in Canarsie, Brooklyn. That’s right, he was beaten up by a safety agent. How abhorrent. Biko also needed a home. So, we arranged a safety transfer to King. And eventually something wonderful happened. He was taken in by the family of his teammate and good friend, Tetsu Yamada, a Japanese-American. How’s that for your melting pot?

There will be more like Biko, because there will be more need.

In the early 1980s, I was on another sort of run: from the law. I was a fugitive, a junkie who had blown up his family, his teaching career, and his life savings. In one last desperate attempt at salvation, I returned home to New York. It welcomed me, like it does many strivers, and eventually returned me to the game I love.

It’s that passion that keeps you alive. I’m now a seventy-something with a tricky ticker and Hep C, courtesy of my former drug use. But I get my old ass up in the morning and am glad to be able to see my team beat somebody. The feeling of winning is still incredible. And the feeling of helping is equally as rewarding, of knowing that these kids, at every level of their young lives, progress. In fact, we all need to have that. We need to have that empathy, passion, caring. We teach love; that love is soccer. We represent ethnic diversity and religious tolerance. We live in the most multicultural place on Earth and practice it. We play to win, but it’s bigger than that.

The 2018 season ended in glory, but I am already looking forward to next season. My team is changing again. That’s been one of the remarkable characteristics of New York City. Our ethnic history is a constantly changing patchwork of ethnicities. My first teams were dominated by kids from the islands—Trinidad and Jamaica. Then came the kids from Africa. As the freshmen appear each season, I can see where we’re heading down the road. Next season it’s going to be a group of Hispanic kids in leadership roles. They’re going to be fabulous because of what they learned from the group before them, comprised mostly of African kids.

And to me, they could be from the island of purple. They could be from the island of pink. It matters not a whit to me where they’re from, because a kid is a kid. And a gifted child in a sport needs a home and needs something to feel good about. I built an identity with these kids. We call it King Family.

On the field after we won the title, as we celebrated their championship, one of the school safety agents asked my assistant coach Josh Sherron: “What are you celebrating for, you win every year?” She didn’t understand. It’s so different from the inside. It takes an enormous amount of concentration and work. Many people, like Josh and my other assistant coaches, are dedicating their entire lives to making this thing happen. She didn’t understand that part of what makes us so good is that our players are, in a way, not merely playing a game. They are playing for their futures.


CHAPTER 2

A King-dom Comes

HERE’S HOW YOU GET TO some of our home games if you play soccer for Martin Luther King High School in Manhattan. First, you get on the subway at 66th Street and Broadway, which is two blocks east of our school. You hop the No. 1 local train, take it one stop, then switch to the express train—the No. 2 or 3—at 72nd Street and take that train to 125th Street in Harlem.

Then you switch to the crazy bus.

That would be the M35 in the city’s nomenclature of bus lines—the M is for Manhattan. But our kids have long called it the crazy bus. This is not a politically correct term, but they’re still lacking in that kind of discretion at this point in their lives. And they do have a point.

Let me explain. The bus takes them across the Robert Kennedy (Triborough) Bridge, which spans the East River, and links the boroughs of Manhattan, Queens, and the Bronx. Sitting under that bridge is Randall’s Island, where the Randall’s Island Park Alliance, a private foundation, has built a wonderful complex of soccer and baseball fields, a tennis center run by John McEnroe’s organization, a showpiece track and field stadium, a golf driving range, bike paths, and an environmental learning center.

But for much of New York City’s history, Randall’s Island, originally Blackwell’s Island after one of its earliest colonial owners, has housed New York’s discards. This policy was deliberate; the island provided isolation, the East River a moat. In colonial times, smallpox victims were sent here. The city bought Randall’s outright in 1835 and has used it as a pauper’s burial ground, the site of a poorhouse, a House of Refuge for juvenile delinquents, an Idiot Asylum for the mentally ill, a homeopathic hospital, and an Inebriate Asylum, to use the vernacular of the nineteenth century. In the twentieth century, the city and state built what are now called psychiatric hospitals but then called madhouses.

If we have a non-league Saturday game, the Department of Education doesn’t want to give us subway passes. The kids have to pay it themselves, which really sucks. And so I go buy a bunch of Metro cards—subway tickets—that I give out. I’m not gonna let these kids use their last $2.50 or $5 for the day. They could feed themselves on that.

And after the subway ride comes the bus. For some background, Randall’s and the now adjoined Wards Island still house the mentally challenged. There’s even a prison hospital out there still, but in general there are group homes that deal with people who have mental disabilities, as well an outpatient facility. And, in New York, we’ve quite a few patients. So the only transportation outlet for these people is to jump on the bus, which picks them up right next to the field where we play, circumnavigates the island, and goes out back over the bridge, or vice versa. These folks are wild. They are not mentally disabled in terms of retardation, but mentally disabled emotionally. Their outbursts can be scary. And that’s all we deal with. They’re cursing, they’re screaming, they’re angry, they’re potentially dangerous. And they’re with us.

The general rule is that you don’t engage. You have to just sit there with your mouth shut and try not to see what you’re seeing and hear what you’re hearing. And the kids, let’s face it, they’re New York kids. They learn to handle it. But this is what we go through to get to a game—not exactly a great warmup. I dare anybody to just try it once. And here they come running off the bus, over to the field, all of them together, off the M35. The famous M35.

We never did, and do not, have a field to call our home. The field we practice on is so bad that one of our goalkeeping coaches, Mickey Cohen, says he’d have never played on it, because he sees the kids get so beat up on it. And that’s coming from a former pro goalkeeper. In the beginning we used garbage cans on a patch of dirt in Central Park for practice. On more than one occasion we have been escorted by the police or a security officer from private fields or fields where private schools had a permit. More recently I got a permit for a natural uneven surface field we call Goose Poop Field for obvious reasons.

Real estate has been getting scarcer and more expensive in Manhattan from the moment Peter Minuit bought it from Native Americans in 1626. Next season, though, we will be able to use a small practice field that is being built on campus. It’s going to be a godsend to be able to keep the team on campus. In the outer boroughs, many schools have full-sized fields behind their buildings.

As usual, we fight for scraps. I first presented the idea to the Department of Education more than a decade ago. That’s the way the bureaucracy grinds in a big city. Four years ago the project finally got the okay and the budget authorization. And now, after I have badgered enough politicians and found money from every possible source I could think of, the field will open in 2020. The Manhattan Borough President, Gale Brewer, says, “Martin Jacobson sends me more emails than anyone I know.” Expect a lot more, Gale, because I will never cease advocating for education, and for our kids.

Which is to say that high school in New York City and high school soccer in New York City is not the same experience that most teenagers have across America.

For more than twenty years, I worked as a guidance counselor and soccer coach at what is now called Martin Luther King, Jr. Educational Campus. Although I am retired as a guidance counselor, I remain the co-athletic director. I have spent more than four decades as a teacher, counselor, dean, and administrator in public schools from Nanuet, New York, to Downriver Detroit to Santa Fe, New Mexico, and back to New York City. To say it’s been a long, strange trip would be an understatement.

When I got to Martin Luther King, Jr. High in 1988, I was not hired to be a soccer coach and rain glory down on the school. Soccer was just another sport in this big, unwieldy comprehensive high school of three thousand students, and there were more pressing needs. I was brought on as a guidance counselor for English as a Second Language (ESL) students. In a city where some 40 percent of the inhabitants are foreign-born, you can imagine that there might be some demand. Maybe they thought that, because I had experience in New Mexico, I must speak Spanish. Incorrecto. Yo comprendo español, pero hablo poquito, I would always say. I understand Spanish, but speak just a little!

Nevertheless, working in ESL proved to be a wonderful occupation. Prior to that appointment I was working at Manhattan Center for Science and Math, and I was coaching at yet another school, La Guardia High School, which had a losing team and was playing in the city’s B league. That is, it had a losing team until I got there. LaGuardia, which is New York’s school for the performing arts, is directly across the street from King. I was also coaching girls’ softball at LaGuardia, which was an interesting experience in itself. I had never coached cello players before.

Soon after I got hired at King, I ran into Maddy Yazwinski, who was the athletic director. She knew of my ability as a good coach and she told me, “I want to get you in here as soon as it opens up. I’d like you to take over the soccer team.” Which turned out to be not too soon at all. I arrived at MLK in 1988; I was finally offered what turned out to be the job of my dreams as the soccer coach for MLK High School in 1994. In the meantime, the MLK soccer team continued in its own ramshackle fashion, losing more than winning, with coaching that was best described as disinterested. The year before I arrived, in fact, the team was winless.

Understand that teachers in New York City schools are unionized, and the rules require that you post any open positions. You have to post the soccer coach job in what they call a PERS session jump. It’s a weird name for your typical New York City bureaucracy. A PERS session means there’s a job opening that pays extra money, and that anybody in the building can apply. But there are rules. For instance, first, you have to be a phys ed teacher. The priority is going to be someone in the building, someone who’s a phys ed teacher. And there I was, licensed in physical education and a counselor within the building.

When I got to King, it was a dysfunctional school with constant fights and other disruptions. But that didn’t matter to me. Whatever they needed me for, I would do.

Because, before my life was nearly destroyed by heroin, I had risen to become a director of high school guidance at Santa Fe High School in New Mexico. And I was a good guidance counselor—even if I was the one who really needed guidance. But kids seemed to like me.

The reason, I think, is that I treat people—kids included—with respect. I have an open ear, and I’m a good listener—even though I can be a bit of a loud mouth. I can understand, I can empathize. I’ve gone through all different types of counseling training, from suicide prevention to child abuse to depression. I’ve got a master’s in guidance counseling, and then I’ve got a post-master’s certificate in alcohol and substance abuse counseling, which I never really used. I got offered some jobs, but I never took them.

You can take all the training you want and be certified in a lot of different behavior subspecialties but really, to be a counselor, you have to be empathetic. That starts with a term I use, civility. The kindness, caring. Caring about society. You’ve gotta care about society and its ills. So go ahead and tell me I’m a bit left wing—that’s where I was in the seventies, actually, when I started realizing this was important. That we have to treat people right, we have to be kind to them.

And when I became a counselor to ESL students, I came into a world of people who very much needed kindness, because they didn’t get enough of it where they came from. You hear stories about their path here, and some of them are frightening. I remember hearing one story about a girl who was tortured in her country in Africa. We got her legal aid to claim status as a refugee. She ended up getting her documents.
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“Gritty and inspiring, this is a great contemporary story of a junkie school-teacher who
saved himself and hundreds of immigrant New York kids with hope and a soccer ball.”
—ROBERT LIPSYTE, former journalist at the New York Times
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