
Brlnglnglqpe to
ttauma vlctlhs
Local coach Bryan Hoddle has built an national
reputation from working with badly injured veterans

By Matt Kite c Photos from Bryan Hoddle

he first time Bryan Hoddle ever
visited Walter Reed Army Medi-
cal Center in Washington, D.C., he
thought he was going to impress the

injured soldiers recovering in the vener-
able hospital wings. Fresh off a trip to
the Paralympics in Athens, where he had
served as Team USA's head track & field
coach, he was America's go-to guy when
it came to teaching young athletes how
to run, jump and throw while wearing
one or more prosthetics. But it was the

hotshot coach that
got schooled.

"l had my
uniform on and
my head coaching
ring," he recalls
of his 2004 trip to
Walter Reed. "like
I was going to daz-
zle these guys. The
first thing I see is
a soldier wearing a

helmet to protect
his head and he's
stacking blocks. I
had to step out and
compose myself.
I realized I was
there primarily to
care about them."

In his 10 trips
since then to
Walter Reed and
the Lakeshore
Foundation in
Birmingham, Ala-
bama, the 52-year-

old high school teacher has learned one
fundamental lesson: "People don't care
how much rou knor.r." he says. reciting
his favorite maxim, "until they know
how much you care."

Hoddle. a history teacher at Tenino
High School. first began working with
Paralympics-caliber athletes in 1996,
a year after meeting former Edmonds-
Woodwav High School standout, Tony
Volpentest. then the reigning 100 and
200-meter Paralvmpics champion.

Hoddle told Volpentest he thought he
could help him shave some time off his
start and Volpentest, intrigued, hired
him as his coach not long afterward. The
funding for the contract came from Vol-
pentest's sponsor, Texas billionaire Ross
Perot, who received a fine return on his
investment when Volpentest defended
his crown in the 100 and 200-meter later
that year at the Paralympics in Atlanta,
setting two world records in the process.

After Atlanta. Hoddle found himself
working with an increasing number of
world-class athletes, including Marlon
Shiriey, the only amputee to break 11

seconds in the 1OO-meter and a gold
medalist at the 2000-meter Paralympics
in Sidney. Four years later, Hoddle had
just returned from Athens and a stint as
head track & field coach at the Paralym-
pics when he got a call from Disabled
Sports USA and an ir.rvitation to speak
to wounded soldiers at Walter Reed.

The soldiers Hoddle met were recov-
ering from amputations. Some were
blind. Others were paralyzed or suffered
from traumatic brair.r injury (TBI) or
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).
Instead of preparing for competition,
they were simpiy tn'ing to adapt.

Since that lir:t sobering meering
with wounded soldiers. Hoddle has met
countless other young men and women
returning home from the fighting.
"They're just getting themselves back
into civilian life," he explains. "Or find-
ing what they're going to do next in the
military. I make sure that I don't heavily
push the Paralympics thing. I want them
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Some athletes have tougher road
ahead then others, but the oPPortu-
nity to compete is huge.

to know that I care about them and their
family first, because those are the types
of adjustments thev're going to have to
make after coming back from combat. If
running can be a part of helping them,
then I just can't think of anything better
for them."

It has certainly helped Eric Keller.
who served with the Ohio Army Na-
tional Guard and was depioyed in Iraq
in 2004. After returning home with a

host ol health problems. from migraines
to TBI and PTSD. Keller suffered a

stroke that left the right side of his body
numb. Numerous visits to hematologists,
ne urologists and primary caregivcrs.
combined with a cocktail of prescription
medicines, left him reelir.rg. Would he

ever be able to function normal11, again?

As the bills racked up and his illness
deepened, Keller met Hoddle at the
Lakeshore Foundation.

"Coach shared a deep level of ap-
precirl ion and strrrow lor m1 selr ice

and situation," he says of Hoddle. "It
wasn't about performance or lack of it.
It was about me how I was doing. r.vhat

I wanted to do, how I could implove.
And after everything was over. I did
improve."

Despite his ongoing struggles with
multiple and olten mysterious symp-
toms, Keller has managed to run a mara-
thon and 1og countless training miles.
By working his muscles and finding an

outlet for his energy, he has eased the
tremors and muscle spasms that wrack
his body. And in working with Hoddle
at the Lakeshore Foundation, he has

gained some perspective on his concli-

tion. "I shared a room with someone
who had the exact same stories that I
did,'' he says of his time there. "He was

home from Iraq, walking in his room
and collapsed. Hemiplegic and no etiol-
ogy. This was probably the greatest ex-

perience of meeting rvith coach, because

I thought I was some freak oI medicine.
But there are more of us out there."

lndeed. uhile most Antericrns are

or.rly vaguely aware of the wars in Iraq
and Alghanistan, many of those serving
in the military are experiencing combat
firsthand - and learning to live with the
grim aftermath.

"When I hear people complain about
the weather or whatever and then I get

an e-mail from a soldier in Iraq, where
it's 120 degrees," Hoddle says, "I just

kind of shake my head. We're verY

blessed in this country."
One athlete keenly aware of the

ongoing wars and Hoddle's work with
wounded soldiers - is high jumper and

Olympic hopeful Jenny Brogdon. A
lbrmer Pac-10 runner-up at the Univer-
sity of Oregon, Brogdon, 29, has been
working for the last three years with
coach Hoddle, during which time she

has raised her personal best to 5'10" in
the high jump. Competing as a Post-
collegiate athlete is lull of challenges,
from finding sponsorship to carving out
time to train while working full tirne.
but Brogdon has found a ready mentor
in Hoddle. who no longer coaches at

Tenino High School and dedicates much
of what little spare time he has to coach-

ing Brogdon.
''lt's exciting to see the changes hap-

pening," says Brogdon, who is aiming to
qualify for the U.S. Olympic Trials and

ultimately to clear 6'4", a reasonable goal

for someone who is 6'2" and has a verti-

cal leap of 32 inches. "And I wouldn't be

half the atblete without coach Hoddle's
knowledge of the sport and care for
me as a person. One of the great things
about him is his heart in helping tl're ath-
lete succeed, both personally and profes-
sionally: his passion and enthusiasm for
coaching spans across al1 age groups
from middle schools to adults."

Roots as a high school eoach
Hocldle counts as onc of his great-
est coaching highlights his success at

Chinook Middle School in Lacey, where

he took a program in the early 1980s

that was down to 48 kids and grew the

track & field roster to more than thlee
hundred. At River Ridge High School
in north Lacey, meanwhile, he worked
for several years as the sprint, relavs and

hurdles coach. guiding several athletes
to state titles.

Hoddle can trace his love affair with
coaching back to the second grade. "I
aiways wanted to teach and coach." he

recalls. At North Thurston High School.
where he ran track and cross-country. he

clocked 48.2 seconds in the 400 meters.

good enough tbr a Class AA state title at

the state meet.
Hoddle is still actively involved in the

sport. Along with doing motivational
speaking and running the annual North-
west Track & Field Clinic in SeaTac,

he has authored several instructional
DVDs.

''Brvan tends to believe in the phi-
losophy of 'one correction at a time."'
says former USATF President Bill Roe.
"meaning you don't say five things the

athlete just did wrong and expect them
to correct them all the next time. Some-
times the mechanics are interconnected

- especially with field eventers - so You

can't help it. But he is very good at delil

,*

!vww.nwrunner.com hIORTHWEST RUNNER 35



ffi
I t:'.

Part of Hod-
dle's responsi-
bilities is gath-
ering support
for disabled
athletes.
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BRINGING HOPE, CONTINUED

ering the basic information so as

not to overwhelm the athlete."
Such a skill is especially helPful

when teaching amputees how
to stand. walk and even run and
jump while wearing prosthetics.
"There are dillercnt nuances in
working with each amputee,"
Hoddle says. "Above-the-knee
amputees have to keeP their chest

up and their posture tal1. Other-
wise, you'Il trip. If you want to
know what it's like to run without
one arm, trv running with one

arm in a pocket. For below-the-
knee amputees, you've got one

Ioot that gires you real lorce
and another foot that give You
artificial force. It comes down to
timing."

Although it's hard to imagine
running without an arm or a leg

or multiple limbs, Hoddle insists
it's al1 about adapting. "It's like
anything else," he explains. "l'm having
trouble reading close up. I just go buy a

pair of glasses. I learn to make adjust-
ments. These amputees do the same

thing. I sat down in Athens [during
the 2004 Paralympics] after going to
a couple meetings. You get frustrated
sometimes with all the politics. I sat

down across from a blind female athlete
in the Olympic village and she said, 'Oh,
tough day, huh'?'She had learned to use

her other senses."
Many of the barriers we face, Hoddle

will tell you, are self-imposed. If an

above-the-knee amputee can go run the
Houston Marathon a few months after
losing his leg to a roadside bomb in Iraq,
surely you can, too - and maybe you'll
inspire someone else to follow in your
footsteps.

Maintaining such a positive outlook
doesn't negate the difficulties many
people face in their lives. For many

young men and women returning home

from the fighting in Iraq and Afghani-
stan, every day is full of overwhelming
challenges. But having a good coach in
your corner can make those challenges

easier. "Bryan is a very patient coach,"

Roe says, "and people who have been

through what these folks have been

through often express exasperation when

they can't do the simple things they used

to do. He understands that issue and

exerts a very calming influence."
Often enough, Hoddle and his athletes

turn the average assumption on its head.

"lt's fun to take these guys to able-bod-

ied track meets," he says. "People look
at them and say, 'Oh. it's too bad they're

missing a limb.' And then theY run an

11.0 in the 100. beating fuliy limbed
people. When we come back the next

time, it's, 'Oh no - they're here today."'
Hoddle. of course, has his own chal-

lenges, chief of which is an overbur-
dened schedule. A husband and father,

he strives everY daY to strike a

delicate balance betrveen familY,
work and coaching. But everYone

in his life. from his wife and two
sons to his athletes, knou's 1.tis

chief focus. "The soldiers take
priority over everything." he

says. "Il I'm called to the East
Coast, I go."

"Coach Hoddle's eyes light uP

when he lalkr rhout hi: erpcri-
ences working r'vith the soldiers,"
Brogdon says. "He has so manY

stories. Men and women who
give their lif'e for this countrY
and wake up to TBI or mis:ing
limbs - it can be an overwhelm-
ing experience. To have someone

like coach Hoddle come into
places like the Lakeshore Foun-

dation and not onlv teach the sol-

diers how to use their Prosthetic
limbs or maneuver disabilities
in such a way that theY can have

new aspirations such as the ParalYm-
pics, but also have a caring ear who
values and listens to them and gives

them personal encouragement - it's
truly touching. [t shows coach Hoddle's
heurt, that it's not iust about clcating a

grcat athlete. hut also the pers(rn."

When Keller decided not to Pursue
the sprints, opting instead to explore
the longer distances, he didn't expect
much interaction with Hoddle, who spe-

cializes in sprints and jumps. Likewise.
when health problems made training ail
but impossible, Keller assumed he was

on his own. But to his surprise. Hoddle
wasn't going anywhere. "He leads a

busy life," Keller says, "and so do I. But
we still make phone calls to keep updat-

ed on our progress. He should probably
spend more time focusing on his elite

athletes and their performances, but he

still finds time to make people like me

i'eel important." '
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Take the roads less travelled.
We'll get you there.
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