Have We Killed Our Golden Goose?

By Bob Graham

To the American Soccer Community,

The soccer fields in my city are be-
ing taken cver by lacrosse players; [ew
American kids are kicking a ball around
or playing a pickup game for fun. And
when I see how many high school varsity
soccer teams have been decimated by
club soccer, the question has arisen in my
mind: “Did we kill the Golden Goose?”

1t was the spring of 1972 or 1973
when [ got a call one Friday evening from
my coach, Jerry Fajkus, a legend of Chi-
cago-area soccer. | was in my early 20s,
had just graduated [rom Wheaton Col-
lege, where with no previous experience 1
played for their new coach, Joe Bean, on
two NCAA regional championship teams.
[ was playing for a legendary Chicago
men’s team, Sparta A.B.A.

Jerry said in his thick Bohemian ac-
cent, “Bobby, tomorrow morning we go
down to Naperville. I am starting soccer
there.” As usual, | had no choice in the
matter, and the next morning, Jerry and 1
met a group of eager children and a park
district coordinator, Maryl.ou Sonefeld, at
the “barn.” We ran the kids through the
obligatory cones and ball exercises on a
soggy held. It was very anticlimactic. Of
course, within a few years, the Naperville
Park District soccer program was burst-
ing at the seams with more than 3,000
children registered annually. The story
repeated itself in suburban communities
all over America as eventually the term
“Soccer Mom” became a part of the politi-
cal lexicon of our times,

With the growth of park-district-level

soccer, however, came the profiteers.
watched my beloved sport slowly become
an “industry,” and with the advent of first
the clubs and then the super chibs, the
industrialization of our sport had begun. I,
100, was a willing participant. In the ‘70s
and ‘80s, [ ran or managed many soccer
camps that took thousands of children off
the apen playground and put them into
adult-organized instructional groups. I also
managed the Chicago-areas first indoor
soccer club (Glen Ayte), where 1 sold 45-
minute time slots and offered adult-man-
aged competitive and instructional leagues
to children of all ages.

This industrialization of our sport
has had positive effects in terms of our
nation’s ability 1o compete on the inter-
nanonal stage and certainly in financial
terms for the profiteers. But who among
us in the high school coaching ranks
hasn't seen the other result? In the early
1890s, when I was the varsity boys’ coach
at Downers Grove MNoerth High School,
my hoys all wanted to play club soccer
— they wanted 1o make themselves better
players so that our varsity team could be-
come better. By the time my wife became
the varsity girls’ coach at Downers Grove
North in 2004, she met a very different
scenario. The club coaches have denigrat-
ed the high school experience to such an
extent that players now look down their
noses at their own high school teams and
may or may not grace them with their
presence. The industrialization of the
sport has not been lost on the players.

[ wouldn' be writing this letter if 1
thought this way was better for kids. But
its not, and all you have to do to be con-

vinced is see the numbers of burned-out,
tired L6-year-olds who have had abour all
they can stomach from our sport. They
admit they just don't enjoy playing soccer
anyrmorte, but they are driven, perhaps by
their parents, but surely by the culture, by
that all-consuming pursuit of a Division I
scholarship. Why would these kids want
1o go out and kick a ball around? Why
would they want to play on a team of their
inferiors? They are physically mentally and
emotionally exhausted by the time they
reach high school — tapped out.

Maybe this explains whats happening
in Naperville. Have entry-level players seen
how little fun their older siblings had in
soccer and want to try the “new thing” (at
least new here in Chicago’s west suburbg)?

So when 1 ride past Nike Park three
blocks [rom my house and see fields that
were once crowded every day with soccer
players now lined for lacrosse, and see
crowds of young men and women with
wicker baskets playing on them, I want
to get out of my car, walk over to the
coaches and tell them, “Don’t kill your
Golden Goose.”

Sincerely,
Bob Graham

Editor’s note: A former collegiate player
at Wheaton (L) College, Beb Graham
played for Sparta ABA from 1972-8C. Dur-
ing that time he was the coach at the College
of DuPage (1978) and Lewis University
(1979-80). His coaching resume also in-
cludes stints at Aurora University (1984-85)
and Downers Greve Novth High School
(1991-94) in additional to coaching at
lower-level high schools from 1989 to 2005.
An Tllinois High School Association certi-
fed official from 1975-92, he worked state
championship games in 1979 and 1991.
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