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Les Carpenter / Times staff columnist

Can 14-year-old legs carry sweet burden of youth?
The kid smiled and the adults were charmed. Fourteen-year-old Freddy Adu signed his name to millions of
dollars last week and then gave the pen to his mother.
"To keep for a very long time," he said.
Grown men almost wept.
"Freddy, don't ever change," said the commissioner of Major League Soccer.
In his office at Seattle Pacific University, Dan Tripps, a professor of physical education and a skeptic of
anything involving teenagers and fame and large sums of money, watched Adu give his adolescence to
professional soccer and almost approved.
"I was taken by his demeanor," Tripps said. "He's clearly more mature than his 14 years. He's very
impressive."
Freddy Adu seems almost too good to be true — a 14-year-old whisked as a child from poverty in Ghana
after his mother won a lottery to come to the United States, a child touched by luck who also happens to
be the best young soccer player in the world. And then this child, as it turns out, is unfazed by the lights,
the adults and the piles of money.
Too many times, this story has a bad ending.
As Tripps watched the announcement of Adu's signing with Major League Soccer, a name kept running
through his head — Ken Griffey Jr. This is the way it started with Griffey, with a stage filled with smiles,
with a child more gifted than all the other men, a child who appeared able to handle everything that would
come his way.
Griffey was five years older than Adu when his spikes first touched the Kingdome's turf. His father played
beside him. And as time went on, it turned out Griffey was more fragile than anyone could have ever
guessed simply by watching him chase fly balls.
Maturity can be a dangerous thing at an age where innocence reigns. On Wednesday, Adu stepped from
childhood into a world that routinely devours people twice his age. And just because he smiled a lot and
just because he gave a pen to his mother doesn't mean he won't still become soccer's Todd Bridges, a star
with too much too soon.
The announcement of his signing was made at Madison Square Garden. That night, another one-time
teenager who was too good to be true came to play basketball in the same building. Kobe Bryant, who
speaks several languages and was seen as the one person built to handle the NBA at a young age, spent
much of his time before the game talking about his arrest on rape charges and denying that he has
become a lost soul in his mid-20s.
There are signs Adu will be different. His last two years have been spent at the Bradenton, Fla.,
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headquarters of his representatives, IMG. There, he works with coaches and trainers and sports
psychologists who try to prepare him for everything he will eventually face as a celebrity. The IMG people
are constantly pairing him with its star athletes, having him talk with Cowboys defensive back Roy Williams
and Jaguars quarterback Byron Leftwich as well as several of the players from the national soccer team.
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He is even videotaped during practices and weightlifting sessions so he can later watch to see how he
carries himself even while going through simple exercises. He is aware of virtually every movement he
makes.
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"He came to us at 12 and he was very much 12," says Trevor Mowad, IMG's associate director of mental
conditioning. "There is a lot about Freddy that is very much a 14-year-old, too."
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But there is this as well. Adu has a poise, a confidence the IMG people — long accustomed to child
prodigies and prima donnas — rarely see.
"People talk about having it whatever it is," Mowad says. "He has it."
Maybe Freddy Adu is The One, the player who can survive the flood of gold and light that swallowed up so
many other children before him. Maybe a childhood of soccer on glass-strewn Ghanaian streets left him so
appreciative that the golden ticket to America would never ruin him. Unlike the parade of young tennis stars
and gymnasts and figure skaters who danced across our television screens, he has been given nothing.
A multimillion-dollar contract from a professional soccer league and the promise of millions more from shoe
endorsements might really seem like a gift from the heavens.

Most read

Most commented

Most e-mailed

But at an age when he should be throwing spitballs in geometry class, Freddy Adu will instead be cashing
a monthly check that can buy him a fleet of Lincoln Navigators — what will that mean in six years when he
is 20 and his MLS contract expires?

1. Brier Dudley's Blog | E3: Microsoft Xbox throws
down gauntlet with "Natal" controller

Can the plea of the soccer commissioner really be heard?

4. Raw sewage pouring into harbor off Bainbridge
Island

Can Freddy Adu really never change?

5. Huskies reach Women's College World Series
championship round

Les Carpenter can be reached at 206-464-2280 or lcarpenter@seattletimes.com.

6. Two crashes snarl Interstate 5 traffic

Copyright © 2003 The Seattle Times Company

2. Seattle radio rankings shaken up: Star 101.5 on top
3. Air France jet with 228 passengers missing over
Atlantic Ocean

7. Groups to 'out' those who sign petition against
same-sex unions
8. Washington clobbers Florida 8-0, sits 1 win from
NCAA softball title
9. Pimping charges filed against Fort Lewis sergeant
10. Pearl Jam to play on Conan O'Brien's Tonight Show
Premiere

Ads by Google
Seattle Seahawks Tickets
Just Buy Seattle Seahawks Tickets Seattle Seahawks 2009 Tickets
Justbuytickets.com/Seahawks
Seattle Baseball Tickets
Cheap Seattle Baseball Tickets. Buy Great Tickets at Low Prices!
TicketTango.com/Baseball
Seattle Seahawks Tickets
Cheap Priced Seahawks Tickets. Check Our Prices. Save 10% Or More.
www.TicketLiquidator.com/Seahawks

http://community.seattletimes.nwsource.com/archive/?date=20031123&slug=les23[6/2/2009 10:02:52 AM]

Sports | Can 14-year-old legs carry sweet burden of youth? | Seattle Times Newspaper

Get home delivery today!

Site map

Our network sites

seattletimes.com | Advanced

The Seattle Times Company

Services

About the company
Employment opportunities
Seattle Times store
Advertise with us
Newspapers in Education

Your account / Log in
E-mail newsletters
Contact us
Feedback and questions
Submit listings
Send us news tips

News

Marketplace

Getting Your Newspaper

Home
Local
Nation/World
Business/Tech
Entertainment
Living
Travel
Sports
Opinion
Extras

Jobs
Autos
Homes
Rentals
Classifieds
Shopping
NWsource
Personals
Post an ad

Home delivery
Temporary stops
Subscriber services

Privacy statement | Terms of service
Copyright © 2009 The Seattle Times Company

http://community.seattletimes.nwsource.com/archive/?date=20031123&slug=les23[6/2/2009 10:02:52 AM]

Other editions
News by e-mail
Mobile
RSS feeds
e-Edition
Low-graphic
Twitter

