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Football camp tries to steer S.B. County youths
away from gangs
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07:57 AM PDT on Wednesday, June 25, 2008

By MARY BENDER
The Press-Enterprise

Video: Football camp at CSUSB

SAN BERNARDINO - Shoulder pads, cleats and helmets are merely the window dressing at a four-day
football camp for Inland youths, culminating today at Cal State San Bernardino.

The ultimate goal of the free camp for 180 middle and high school kids is to impart vital life lessons, 5
yards at a time. The kids may learn the proper technique for tackling or running a pass receiver's slant route,
but Athletes For Life founder Greg Bell thinks they'll build character in the process.

"We're going to give them as much as they can digest," Bell said Monday morning, as high school athletes
drilled under the direction of a roster of retired National Football League players, and middle school kids
practiced on a separate field. "They have to bring the passion -- and the cleats."
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Greg Vojtko / The Press-Enterprise
Michael Stewart, who played with the Rams and Dolphins in
the NFL, instructs a young athlete at a football camp at Cal

State San Bernardino. The free camp is under the direction of
a number of retired NFL players.

Organizers hope the 11- to 18-year-old participants will see the camp's staff, who earned a living playing or
coaching football, as positive role models.

"We want to show them there's another way besides gangs and drugs and flunking out of school," said East
Rialto Kiwanis member Scott Beard, representing the group that helped organize the event.

"There's so much these kids are influenced by on the street," added Bell, who played 10 years in the NFL for
the Buffalo Bills and the former Los Angeles Rams.

"Everybody comes to a crossroads where they have a choice to make -- good moves or bad moves," Bell
added. "This is mentoring through football."

Those who came were recommended by their school principals, teachers or counselors. Sponsors included
The Lewis Group of Companies, Young Homes, Burrtec Waste Industries, Newmark Merrill, and the
university, which provided not only the practice fields but also use of the campus dining hall and
dormitories, said Beard.
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The students' days started with a 7 a.m. wake-up call, followed by a schedule interspersing three daily
practice sessions with meals in the Campus Commons, short breaks to nap in their dormitories or play in the
recreation room, and lights out at 11 p.m.

The first night, some campers were expelled for disobeying dorm rules.

Marquette Washington, 13, said he was taking the all-expenses-paid opportunity seriously. He earned a 3.9
grade-point average at Ruth O. Harris Middle School in Bloomington, where he will start eighth grade, and
has played in the Bloomington Junior All-American Football League.

"Go hard or go home," Marquette said, repeating a philosophy his father, a church pastor, told him.

"Get off your helmet!" former NFL player Joe Johnson bellowed across the field, spotting a kid on the
sidelines sitting on his camp-issued head protection. Safety is stressed at the camp.

Story continues below



6/26/08 4:46 PMLoading ÒFootball camp tries to steer S.B. County youths away from gangÉ.com | Southern California News | News for Inland Southern CaliforniaÓ

Page 4 of 4http://www.pe.com/localnews/sbcounty/stories/PE_News_Local_N_nfootball25.362e959.html

"Why are your chin straps undone? We ain't off the field," Johnson said later, grilling middle school boys
waiting for their turn in a drill.

On Monday, with the mercury hitting 95 degrees by 12:30 p.m., coaches dismissed the youths to a tree-
shaded area for frequent water breaks. While they were on the field, the coaches expected their full attention
and effort.

"If you don't get out hard, the linebacker is going to clean you! Get on your horse!" coach Daniel Peeden,
26, told his middle school charges, as they ran up-and-out patterns around small orange cones, trying to
catch his passes. Peeden and his twin brother, Darrell, another camp instructor, are newly hired football
coaches at Rialto High School.

"Come on! He's not your teddy bear!" yelled David Sokol, a coach from San Bernardino Pop Warner
Football, at the middle school boys during a tackling drill.

"What are you guys doing back there? Making dinner plans? Pay attention!" Ken Hohimer, another coach,
admonished the young group.

Josef Stewart, 16, will be a senior and also plays on the Rialto High football team.

Over lunch in the commons, Stewart said he's accustomed to grueling workouts, which for the Rialto squad
start at 6 a.m. "Don't tell the coaches, but honestly, this is nothing compared to our practices," he confided.

Reach Mary Bender at 909-806-3056 or mbender@PE.com
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