Sports

OA

Saturday, March 28, 2020

The Observer

BEGINNING TO BUILD

New EOU lacrosse
coach is prepping
for the task ahead

By Ronald Bond
The Observer

LA GRANDE —
Monica Plut became
enthralled with the sport of
lacrosse the first time she
saw it played.

During the nearly two
decades since then, it has
been an integral part of her
life and has taken her across
the United States and briefly
back to Canada — where
she is originally from —
and now has her crafting the
new Eastern Oregon Uni-
versity women’s lacrosse
program.

Plut, who was named
the head coach of the new
program in early January,
already has a vision in place
of how not only to build the
EOU program — which
will take the field for the
first time in 2021 — but
how to build interest in and
teach the sport in Northeast
Oregon.

A LOVE FORTHE
SPORT

Lacrosse is the national
summer sport of Canada,
where Plut lived the first
nine years of her life, but
she wasn’t introduced to the
sport until after her family
moved from Toronto to
Atlanta, which had become
a budding hotbed for the
sport.

“I never saw lacrosse
until I moved to Georgia,
which is hilarious. But now
it’s booming where I used
to live,” she said. “Lacrosse
was huge in Atlanta because
of all the northern people
that relocate down south.”

Her first interaction with
the game wasn’t until her
older sister — on their dad’s
encouragement — tried out
the sport as a way to stay in

shape for cross country.

“I saw one game and [
was like, ‘I’ve got to try
this,”” Plut said. “There was
a youth clinic coming up, so
we signed up for that.”

Plut, who turned out to
be a natural at the sport, was
hooked. She participated
in every other sport imag-
inable growing up with the
exception of cheerleading
— even gymnastics — but
there was something dif-
ferent about lacrosse.

“I can’t describe it. When
I was playing, nothing else
mattered,” she said. “Every-
thing just kind of went into
the background.”

She went on to play
lacrosse at the youth and
middle school levels, then
played for her high school.

A MOVETO COACHING

Plut briefly returned to
Canada after graduation
to attend Brock University
in St. Catharines, Ontario,
but since the school didn’t
have a lacrosse team at the
time, she became an assis-
tant coach at a nearby high
school. As an added bonus,
because she was younger
than 18 years old at the
time, she got to play for the
team as well.

She returned to Georgia
to attend Georgia Southern,
but again found herself
without a team as the school
hadn’t had a women’s club
team for more than a decade
largely because, she was
told, “No one’s been able to
get this off the ground.”

Plut accepted the chal-
lenge. She operated first as
a player/coach, but even-
tually a deal was worked
out by the third year for
graduate students in the
university’s Principles in

Coaching class to coach
the team on the sports psy-
chology and mental tough-
ness side to earn their
required hours, while she
taught the skill side.

That third year, Plut said,
the club team won its first
game, a double overtime
match against Furman.

ALLIN

Her love for coaching
and teaching the sport fully
engrained, Plut went on
to coach in Chicago and
later Kentucky at the high
school level and at Adams
State University in Colo-
rado before coming to La
Grande. She also became an
ambassador for the sport,
especially during her time
in the Bluegrass State.

“I wanted to see it grow
in Kentucky, so I ended up
being secretary, vice pres-
ident, women’s commis-
sioner of this youth board,
and then I was also vice
president and girls ambas-
sador of the U.S. Lacrosse
chapter of Kentucky, the
state board,” she said.
“Anything lacrosse, I just
threw myself at it.”

She also got into training
during her time in Ken-
tucky and soon earned her
U.S. Lacrosse training cer-
tificate, which enabled her
to train others to further
pass on the sports she loves.
Through the training Plut
also gained insight she was
seeking on certain aspects
of coaching.

And in Kentucky she
found success on the side-
line, taking Woodford High
School from a winless pro-
gram to the verge of a state
playoff berth in two years
and leading Sayre School to
the state semifinals the next

year before heading west.

She spent just a year at
Adams State, in Alamosa,
Colorado, but in that time
poured every effort possible
into changing the culture of
the program at the school
and spreading the sport in
the town, doing everything
from leading clinics and
satellite camps to teaching
units at middle schools in
the town.

“We had nine players
who had never played
before,” she said. “So trying
to recruit that dream of ‘this
is what we can be’ was very
tough.”

The team went winless,
but with the program taking
shape Plut had a slew of
high recruits set to arrive in
year two.

“I could have stayed,
obviously. I had some really
stellar recruits coming in,”
she said. “The first class we
recruited, amazing athletes,
amazing lacrosse players,
amazing humans. They
worked so hard. I miss them
very much.”

But the opportunity to
put her imprint on every
facet of a program — which
she would be able to on
EOU — rather than try to
repair a shaky foundation
was too much to pass up
when Eastern announced it
was adding the sport.

“I’'m really great at
growing things from the
ground up, so I saw EOU
as a blank slate,” she said.
“I could build it the way |
knew would be successful.”

BUILDING THE SPORT
AT EQU
So what kind of athletes
are a good fit for lacrosse?
“Always the hardest
worker in the room. You

don’t want the kids who
have just peaked and don’t
think they have to work
hard,” she said.

“Those people who
really want to continue get-
ting better, who want to
lift everyone else up, make
sure everyone in the room
is working to get better”
is who Plut wants to bring
onto the team.

Speed, the ability to
use both hands and game
knowledge also are highly
important, the coach said.

“Game IQ is really hard
to teach,” she said, including
the ability to see the field
well. “That’s kind of a nat-
ural thing they need to have.
But also stick skills. That’s
what makes our sport so
different. It’s actually kind
of difficult to catch a ball.
You have to work on it. I've
taught kids, adults, everyone
how to play, and there’s
only been a select few who
within the first three passes
caught (the ball).”

Plut’s goal is to have at
least 17 players on the team
to fill the roster (12 players
take the field at any given
time), and she said she
will be promoting a family
atmosphere among those
players.

Culture, in fact, is one of
the keys she preaches when
she leads coach trainings.

“That’s the biggest thing,
making it a family atmo-
sphere, making sure people
are supporting each other,
pushing each other,” she
said. “A little bit of tough
love — ‘I'm going to cri-
tique you, but know it’s
because I love you and [
want you to get better.””

Plut intends to, as she
did in Colorado, reach out
to area schools to teach
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Monica Plut, Eastern Oregon University’s women'’s lacrosse coach, took over the new program after a year at Adams State University. Prior to that she spent several years coaching
in Kentucky, where she had ample success. Plut also is a U.S. Lacrosse certified trainer.

students the sport in P.E.
classes and teach the
teachers so they can con-
tinue units on lacrosse and
generate an interest and
knowledge of the sport in
Northeast Oregon.

Once the interest is
piqued, Plut said the next
step will be to put on
clinics with the EOU team.
Clinics, of course, Plut has
an affinity for — as it was
through a clinic she first got
a taste for and fell in love
with the sport.

“How I got started was a
youth clinic, and that’s why
I do so many of those,” she
said.

Her hope is to have the
sport into every school in
the Grande Ronde Valley.

“I would love to have a
league eventually, (and for)
parents who want to step
up, I can teach them the
coaching course,” she said.

With women’s lacrosse
still growing in the west,
including at the small col-
lege level, EOU won’t be
competing against many
Cascade Collegiate Con-
ference schools. Corban, in
fact, is the only other CCC
school that has a program.

“We’re going to be
playing D-3, club teams,
whatever,” Plut said of what
year one will look like. “T
would just like for us to win
a game. That’s my goal,
have fun, get closer as a
team, work the kinks out so
that when it becomes a con-
ference sport we’re ready to
play at that high level.”

And she is willing to
coach anyone who wants to
try out the sport.

“If there are any stellar
athletes who want to try,
we can talk,” she said. “T’1l
teach them.”

Harlem Globetrotters great Curly Neal dies at 77
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In this Jan. 9, 2008, file photo, the Harlem Globetrotters'
Fred “Curly” Neal performs during a timeout during an
NBA basketball game. Neal, who entertained millions with
the Harlem Globetrotters for parts of three decades, died
Thursday at the age of 77.

By John Marshall
Associated Press

HOUSTON — Fred
“Curly” Neal, the dribbling
wizard who entertained
millions with the Harlem
Globetrotters for parts of
three decades, has died. He
was 77.

The Globetrotters said
Neal died in his home
outside of Houston on
Thursday morning.

“We have lost one of the
most genuine human beings
the world has ever known,”
Globetrotters general man-
ager Jeff Munn said in
a statement on Twitter.
“Curly’s basketball skill
was unrivaled by most, and

his warm heart and huge
smile brought joy to fami-
lies worldwide.”

Neal played for the Glo-
betrotters from 1963-85,
appearing in more than
6,000 games in 97 coun-
tries for the exhibition team
known for its combina-
tion of comedy and athleti-
cism. He became one of five
Globetrotters to have his
jersey retired when his No.
22 was lifted to the rafters
during a special ceremony
at Madison Square Garden
in 2008.

Neal was a crowd
favorite with his trademark
shaved head, infectious
smile and ability to dribble

circles around would-be
defenders.

He was a key player
during the Globetrotters’
most popular era in the “70s
and ‘80s, appearing on TV
shows and specials like
“The Ed Sullivan Show,”
“Love Boat” and “Gilligan’s
Island.”

Neal and the Globe-
trotters also appeared in
numerous TV commercials,
episodes of “Scooby-Do00o”
and had their own cartoon
series.

“Hard to express how
much joy Curly Neal
brought to my life growing
up. RIP to a legend,”
Golden State Warriors

coach Steve Kerr tweeted.

Neal was a star high
school player in Greens-
boro, North Carolina, and
led Johnson C. Smith Uni-
versity in Charlotte to the
Central Intercollegiate Ath-
letic Association title after
averaging 23 points per
game as a senior. He was
inducted into the North
Carolina Sports Hall of
Fame in a 2008 class that
included North Carolina
coach Roy Williams.

Neal also was inducted
into the Globetrotters’ Leg-
ends ring in 1993 and con-
tinued to make appearances
for them as an “Ambassador
of Goodwill.”



