Thanks to HOF committee for electing me to this great honor.

How do you judge the success of a coach?   When I tell someone that I help coach a speed skating club, quite often the first thing they want to know is if I have any Champions, or Olympic Hopefuls, which is a normal and very understandable response.  

But what are we really doing here?   While the goal of a coach might be to train future Champions,  what we are really doing here is making these kids’ lives better.  We are helping to develop better adults.  All you have to do is act!  All you have to do is get involved with one or more of these kids and you can make a very big difference in their lives!  

I have been (what I call) the personal coach of many young skaters.  

2 of them are now National Champions.  I coached Rusty Smith for his first 3 years, and he is now an Olympic Team member.  He actually became an accomplished skater under another coach, Pat Wentland, but I did my part, as the local coach, teaching him what I knew, looking for more information to teach him, dragging him and Seth around the country in search of the best camps and competitions.  Certainly a lot of time and energy spent here, but it was worth it.

Even the little things you do might affect the future of young skaters.  Some years ago, I spotted a little girl at one of our workouts crying.  I asked her why, and she said she wanted to skate, but they couldn’t find any skates to fit her in our loaner pool.  Well, I took her out back and was lucky enough to find her a pair.  I even sharpened them for her (can’t stand to see a kid crying).  I ended up coaching her for maybe 3 years.  Since 1997, Wilma Boomstra has been her coach, and this year, Lezleigh Jaworski made Junior Category One!  Quite a thrill!

Even more years ago, I found out from Shirley that a young skater had her skates stolen after leaving them at the rink, and that since the family could not afford to get a new pair, she was going to stop skating.  I called Diane Holum and told her that I would like to buy a pair of new Vikings for this young lady, simply because she was really nice to me and treated me like a friend rather than just another adult.  I wasn’t even involved with coaching her.  I also told Dianne (and Shirley) that I wanted to remain anonymous. 

About a month later, I received this thank you card from the 13 year old. The card says “Thanks Very Much”, with a kitten on the front.  Inside, it says “The new pair of skates are really great.  This is the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.  This is my first pair of new skates, and I hope I really fly on them.  Thank You”.

Now, I think maybe I have the world’s very first official autograph from Chris Witty!

(Note not in the speech:  Chris Witty is now a Two-time Olympic medalist (silver, 1000m; bronze, 1500m); 1996 World Sprint Champion, and World Record Holder (former).
And all of these kids will be better adults because of their skating experiences.   But what about the skaters that do not become really good?  I began by talking about developing better adults, not about winning the Nationals or making Teams.  

Most of you have coached at some time over the years.  We all have skaters that, for one reason or another, stop skating.  Sometimes that can be very frustrating for a coach.  Let me tell you about one of those kids.

One of the first kids I coached was a young skater named Rebeca Toledo.   Rebeca was a skater that trained very hard for about four years.  She went to camps, she went to the Nationals, and she went to the Trials.  She ALSO never made a Team of any kind, she never won the Nationals, and she never got even close to a National Record.  At the age of 17, she drifted away from the sport, choosing the party life instead. 

 I was pretty resentful because she never showed any appreciation for all that I had done for her, and that she would just quit when she was just starting to get good.  Pat Maxwell (my coach for coaching) told me not to blame myself, and I don’t think I really did, but I still found it very frustrating.    Mostly because I was mad at being taken for granted, we did not keep in touch over the years.  And I considered her, from the standpoint of successful coaching, a failure of sorts.

That was 10 years ago.  About a year ago, she came down to the rink one night and skated.  We visited some, and then began exchanging emails.  She had moved back to her native Norway about a year after she quit skating.  Then she came back to the states, not to LA, but to attend a small business college in New Hampshire.  Then she went back to Norway.  One day, out of the blue, and without any prompting on my part, she sent me an email that really made an impression.  

“Hello Jerry,

No words can ever express how much you really did for me.  You helped me stay away from a lot of "street" problems that were around me .

Let me explain what I meant by street problems.  Because of you and my skating at that time, I was able to stay away from all the pier pressure things like smoking marijuana, doing cocaine, going to flyer parties and getting into street fights on Saturday nights etc...  All my friends at that time were going to flyer parties or keg parties.

While they were doing that I was at skating and then I was at pizza with everyone.  Yeah I got caught up in the drinking aspect but not to the extreme as everyone else around me at that time.

I was, with the help of you, concentrated on one thing and that was skating.  My only regret is that I did not appreciate you more and that I didn't continue to skate to be able to make teams etc.

Yes my experience with speed skating and you affected my life.  I look at my life now and I am a true believer of that everything happens for a reason and skating, traveling, meeting new people seeing new places etc... has such an impact on who or what you become in the future.  I have been really lucky!  I think of all the kids that do not experience anything but the little world that they grew up in!  I think that my family had a lot to do with how we/I grew up but my childhood was so different than what others experienced at the same time and that is all due to skating, you and my family!  I look around now and think man I have been really lucky!!!

Hugs!  Rebeca”
Now, I ask you, was this a failure on my part as a coach?  No, she didn’t make any teams, or win the Nationals.  But according to her, because of speed skating (and my influences), she is now a successful adult with a career.  And that reflects what we, the people of the ASU are really doing.  Making these young people’s lives better ones.  Now when I look back at Rebeca Toledo, I think of her as possibly the biggest success of all for my efforts.

And that is when I truly realized that our real accomplishment out there is enriching young kids’ lives.  Whether they win or not, many of them, if not most of them, will be better adults because of their experiences in speed skating.  The things we do, whether large or small, can really affect these kids for the rest of their lives.

Lastly, I’d like to take just a minute to do a few thank you’s, for just like skaters , someone who achieves the great honor of being elected to the Hall of Fame could not reach that point on their own.

From Sue Perles for her fundraising efforts, for which the SCSSA would not be skating now without, to David Smock, the guy who drives ½ hour a day to take care of my house while I am gone on these trips, because he feels that he is fulfilling  a small part in the Olympic Movement.

I’d like very much to than Shirley Yates, for she held my hand for the past 18 years, and it was through her that I learned so much about the National Level stuff.

I’d also like to say a special thank you to Pat Maxwell, who was my mentor for coaching.  I probably learned about 80 percent of what I know from Pat.  He took the time to spend many hours on the phone with me to teach me about coaching.  I’d audio tape many hours of conversations (with his knowledge) and sit down and transcribe what he had said so I could study it later.  He even took the time out of his busy life to come out to my house four times for a week-end camp, this when he was so busy with coaching the rest of the country.  I was at his house for the weekend in 1996, to tape the ASU On-Ice Training Tape.  His phone rings constantly, people from all over the country wanting coaching information.  And I should also thank Mary Ellen, for putting up with all of that for so many years!

Lastly, I really need to thank the Long Beach Fire Department.  If I had not the good fortune to get on the LBFD, I would never had gotten back into speed skating, and I certainly would not have had the time and money to do all of these things, to make the trips, and to develop the webpages.  In the evenings, when the other guys were watching TV between runs, I would be working on skates, or sitting at my laptop.  Almost all of my speed skating websites were developed at the fire station in the evenings.

Thanks again to the Hall of Fame Committee for electing me….And I’m not done yet, so I will continue to earn this honor.

