Power Harassment and Winning at Any Cost, Financial and Human

Brian Barsky

Cal's Head Strength and Conditioning Football Coach Damon Harrington [1] has been implicated in not just one, but two separate violent incidents with student-athlete victims due to his abuse of his power position, one of which resulted in the death of a student-athlete.


On Friday Nov. 1, 2013, Cal football player Fabiano Hale arrived late to a workout session.  Because of this, Coach Harrington conducted a "punishment drill" against the entire team, even though none of the others was at fault.  Blaming Hale, he told the team "to take care of it" while hitting his fist into his hand.  So teammate J.D. Hinnant did just that -- he attacked Hale in the locker room, rendering him unconscious.  Hale was taken to the University Health Services and then to the emergency room at Alta Bates Hospital.  The Santa Cruz Sentinel [2] reported that Hale suffered a concussion and ear injury and did not remember being taken to the hospital.  It was due to Alta Bates complying with assault reporting requirements that this came to light.   

I conducted a lengthy personal interview with a Cal Bears football player who was present for this incident.  He told me that Coach Harrington instigates the players to "police themselves" and that is the genesis of Hinnant's assault on Hale.  This player went on to explain that this is routine and is part of Harrington's standard approach where he punishes the entire team for the actions of a single team member, even if the other team members have nothing to do with the issue.  He described the frequent "punishments," such as having to repeatedly roll over and over on one's stomach which sometimes led to vomiting. 

This player explained that the team has over a hundred members, many of whom never play in the actual games.  This was the case for both Hinnant (the attacker) and Hale (the victim).  Both were freshmen at the time and were "redshirted" meaning that they were not to play during that year.  This practice was held early Friday morning Nov. 1, 2013 and it was exclusively for members of the team who would not be playing in the game the next day (Saturday Nov. 2, 2013) against the University of Arizona Wildcats.  Rather than suspending the attacker from the team, Hinnant retained his membership on the team despite having committed this assault in full view of a bevy of witnesses [4].  Although Coach Dykes claimed otherwise, this player recalls that Hinnant was allowed to dress for play for the Saturday Nov. 2, 2013 game even though he would definitely not be playing in it, apparently as a reward for doing what the coach wanted.

As if that were not enough, four months later, on Feb. 7, 2014, Coach Harrington conducted another drill during which "several players tripped over potholes, fell to the ground and vomited" according to the San Francisco Chronicle [5].  Coach Harrington observed that player Ted Agu was experiencing "exhaustion, dizziness, shortness of breath, (and) loss of balance" but he did not come to Agu's aid and Agu was transported to Alta Bates Hospital where he was pronounced dead, according to Paragraphs 5-7 of the complaint initiating a wrongful death lawsuit [7].  Paragraph 40 claims that Agu "suffered pre-death physical injuries, mental anguish, terror, anxiety, and unconsciousness."  The San Francisco Chronicle reported that the university admitted liability [5] and paid $4.75M to settle the lawsuit [6].  Note that this settlement cost is unlikely to appear on the books of Cal Athletics and thus becomes yet another hidden cost to the university of Cal Intercollegiate Athletics.

This was the second time the same Cal Bears coach (Damon Harrington) was implicated in such egregious situations.  

Coach Harrington's employment contract [8] states in Section 7 that "Coach's conduct shall at all times be in a manner consistent with Coaches position as an instructor of students".  In Section 9 of his contract, it states that "Coach may be ... terminated for cause" and sets forth eight situations including "Failure to follow the high moral and ethical standards commonly expected of Coach as a leading representative of ... the University". 
 
A month after Ted Agu's death one of the players on the team filed a report with the campus police.  Joey Mahalic, son of retired NFL player Drew Mahalic who played in the late 1970's, reported that Harrington told his student-athletes, "Stanford has you bent over with their cock in your ass" [9].  

Mahalic said under oath in his deposition in the law suit that Coach Harrington said he wanted them to be "tough as shit" and that Harrington "was trying to make people throw up, spinning around ... doing all kinds of stuff that was basically kind of a punishment more, you know, torture type deal" and "If you’re working out and you’re throwing up, you have to keep going through the drill and still be throwing up ... You can’t be bending down to throw up.”

A second player said in his sworn deposition that Harrington's workout sessions "are like some down south mental toughness" referring to Harrington's approach as "building some soldiers."

A third player who was a close friend of Agu described how during the Feb. 7, 2014 workout at which Ted Agu died, Agu repeatedly collapsed and was not attended to by the Cal Athletics staff.  This player described in his deposition under oath that players "actually tied the rope around his hip to get him to continue ... he was just jello like. ... It was kind of like an Army movie. You know how ... they’re carrying the guy, the wounded. They had two guys holding him up from either side actually. And they were carrying him up, and that’s where he collapsed for the third time...  And this time he didn’t get picked back up."  This player subsequently transferred from Berkeley saying "I can’t trust this staff. And that’s when I decided to leave the program at that point. And it was really because of what happened ... because of this incident, how it unfolded, the things they told us in the meetings. I just felt it was kind of put under the cover."

It would seem that there is a strong case for termination of Harrington.  Not only has the university not taken this action, but it has renewed Harrington's contract when it expired even though it had no obligation whatsoever to do so, after both of these egregious incidences occurred.  In fact, his contract was renewed not once, but twice (for July 1, 2014 to June 30, 2015 and again for July 1, 2015 to June 30, 2016).  Furthermore, he received a bonus in April 2015, a few months after the damaging sworn depositions of Ted Agu's teammates made clear the extent of his egregious antics.

Also, it would seem that a reasonable argument could be made that Head Coach Dykes should be held accountable as well.

Why is the university supportive of these coaches and these reprehensible actions?  Perhaps it is because the campus has made a deal with the devil to win at any coast, human and financial, in the desperate hopes of selling stadium seats to repay the $454 million debt plus $750 million interest for the 2011 stadium renovation [10][11][12].  The annual debt payment is currently $18 million per year through 2031 and then it rises to about $26 million per year in 2032, to about $28 million per year in 2033, to about $30 million per year for 2034-2038, and to about $37 million per year for 2039-2044.  This is a nontrivial portion of the long-term "structural deficit" of the Berkeley campus about which we have been hearing so much lately.

According to paragraph 27 of the complaint [6], "Harrington was never interviewed" nor were his "qualifications ... or knowledge" ever ascertained before he was hired by Cal Athletics.  Coach Harrington was working for Head Football Coach Daniel "Sonny" Dykes coaching the Louisiana Tech. Bulldogs football team when Dykes was hired to replace Head Football Coach Jeff Tedford who had been fired by Cal in Dec. 2012.  A few months later, Dykes brought Harrington to Berkeley.  In its May 15, 2013 media release [13], Cal Athletics boasted, "During his time at Louisiana Tech, Harrington and his staff implemented the Dawg Fight Program, which incorporated ATTITUDE, TEAM, DISCIPLINE, TOUGHNESS and EFFORT ... designed to prepare the team's players to be as physically and mentally tough as possible ... and make the plays at the end of games that ultimately lead to victory" and quoted Head Coach Dykes saying that Coach Harrington will "instill the discipline and toughness in our players that are the cornerstones of a successful football program."

What about Dykes' responsibility for these incidents as the Head Football Coach?  Rather than discipline Dykes for this "power harassment," the campus administration recently rewarded him with a contract extension in which he will receive "$2.65 million in 2016, with raises each year through 2019" [14].  

Meanwhile, Tedford remained on the payroll for three years receiving about $2 million annually "not to coach" since being fired in Dec. 2012.

And Harrington and Dykes remain in "Bear Territory," with contract extensions.
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