Free football camp teaches youngsters the fundamentals
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Good deeds do not always arrive wearing a halo.

Pat Cavanaugh is the driving force behind the Believe to Achieve Free Youth Football Camp that is held annually in mid-July in Warren.

“I was fortunate to have many coaches who influenced me. When I came back to Michigan, I wanted to start a football camp and I wanted it to be free. I did not want one kid turned away because of cost,” Cavanaugh said.

This was the fourth year for the camp. Sponsors have helped absorb its costs. Some of that long-standing support has come from the parks and recreation department in Warren, McDonald’s, Camden Designs, jbrooksdesign and Shelving, Inc.

A multitude of friends and family members, who are part of both the player and coaching fraternity, have also helped defray any potential costs.

Translated: Everyone works for free.

Cavanaugh grew up in Troy and played his football for coach Tony Patritto at Bishop Foley High School in Madison Heights.

He played college ball at Saginaw Valley, and then arena football in Fort Wayne for the Freedom.

“Football has been extremely important in my life,” Cavanaugh said. “It instilled in me the necessary drive to achieve my goals. It taught me how to respond to adversity, and that it’s necessary to have a passion for whatever you do in life.”

Cavanaugh’s other passion is education. After his tenure with the Fort Wayne Freedom, he took a coaching position at the University of Rochester, an NCAA Division III school in New York.

Equipped with a degree in elementary education, he moved back to Michigan and began a career with the Warren Consolidated Schools. He taught at both Wilkerson Elementary School and Carter Middle School before he became the assistant principal at Beer Middle School. Several weeks ago, Cavanaugh, 29, was named the principal at Susick Elementary.

“My passion is impacting lives and having a positive influence on young individuals. I feel very, very fortunate to have played football, and I feel very, very fortunate to have a job as a principal,” he said.

Shannon Sabados’ 8-year-old son, Luke, attended Cavanaugh’s football camp this summer.

“Luke was very nervous at the beginning of the first day of camp,” Sabados said. “This was his first experience with football. However, it became a wonderful experience for him. The coaches were phenomenal. The way they worked with the kids was remarkable. Each child was given their undivided attention. They worked one-on-one with the kids. Do you know what, Luke could not wait until the next day.”

Her son now is playing flag football with the Sterling Football Club.

Sabados is a paraprofessional at Beer Middle School. She worked with Cavanaugh.

“Pat Cavanaugh is a phenomenal man. He loves kids. He was like that when I worked with him at school, and he was like that at camp. It is never about him, it is all about the kids,” Shannon Sabados said.

Pat Cavanaugh is hardly the only one of the camp’s coaching staff. Heck, he’s not even the only Cavanaugh on the staff, either.

Joining him were his brothers Tom, 36; Mike, 34; Ryan, 32; and John, 31. All played football at Bishop Foley, and all went on to play in college.

John and Mike both played at Columbia, while Tom was an Albion College Briton. Ryan went to John Carrol University. Mike and Ryan both played professionally in Germany.

Over the years, the coaching staff has also included Ed Atar, Saginaw Valley; Jason Battershell, Saginaw Valley State University, Fort Wayne Freedom; Ron Bonin, Warren St. Anne and Warren De La Salle; SteveGangler, Saginaw Valley; Jeff Gillette, Warren Parks and Recreation; Nick Grange, Saginaw Valley, defensive coordinator University of Rochester (NY); Alan Guy, Wayne State; Chris Haneline, Bowling Green; Keenan Kirkland, Saginaw Valley; Matt LaFleur, Saginaw Valley, assistant coach Houston Texans; Mark MacFarland, Michigan State, defensive coordinator Rochester Adams; Ed Niedbalski, Michigan Tech; Tony Patritto, Alma College, Rochester Adams; John Priestap, John Carrol University, Whitmore Lake High School; Dan Renel, Rochester Redskins youth program; Josh Renel, Wayne State; Mark Reynolds, SaginawValley; Carl Roseboro, Wayne State; Mark Rudzinski, Adrian College, Hamtramck St. Florian; Mike Sheldon, Albion College; Dave Smith, Albion College; Matt Smith, Alma College; Nick Smith, Bishop Foley; Chris Trzasko, Walled Lake Nothern; Aaron Wallace, Alma College; and Brett Wells, Eastern Michigan.

Among the guest speakers over the years have been Glenn Martinez, Denver Broncos; Greg McMurtry, New England Patriots, Chicago Bears; John Digiorgio, Buffalo Bills; Adam Kraus, Baltimore Ravens; and Keith Smith, Detroit Lions.

Ron Schimon’s sons Lucas, 11, and Kaleb, 8, have both attended camp the last two years.

“They definitely enjoyed themselves quite a bit,” said Schimon, of Washington Township. “They liked being taught all of the positions on the field, and they also liked the special guest speakers. Harlan Huckleby gave them some insight into what it takes to be successful and on the second day, one of the coaches gave them a nice talk about how it takes a positive attitude to achieve any altitude in life.

“The camp is very well organized. The coaches care about each individual camper. All the kids get one-on-one instruction at the various stations, and if they do not do something quite right, the coaches take the time to show them the proper way. At the end of each session, there is a touch football game that the kids love,” Schimon said.

“Do you know what, even if Pat Cavanaugh charged a fee, the camp would be worth it. Not many camps have that many coaches and they all volunteer. They come here and work for nothing,” continued Schimon.

There were two weekend sessions for this year’s camp. Both were held at the Warren Community Center. The camp is open to players ages 8 and up. There were 130 campers the first weekend, and 95 the second.
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