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FREEHOLD TOWNSHIP HEAD COACH

MIKE CELANO

Describe your roots in hockey?
I remember the yrst time | picked up a hockey stick. | was 4
years old in my driveway at Old Bridge. My father taught me
how to hold it and let me shoot a roll of electrical tape against
the garage door. | played as a kid with my cousins at Sky Rink
in Manhattan. It was on the 16th poor of a building in NYC.

I also played youth hockey at the Old Bridge Wings. | went

to Manalapan High School and graduated in 1993. | played
hockey through 8th grade and when | got to HS | ran cross
country, wrestled, and ran track. | continued to play hockey
but on a recreational level. | went to Seton Hall University and
walked on the team. By the end of my senior year, | was an
alternate captain (Chris Enrico T Coach at Pequannock HS) was
the captain. | graduated from SHU in 1998. | became an as-
sistant coach later that year. | had the privilege of coaching a
few other players that went on to become NJ HS coaches (Jeff
Myhren T Kinnelon, John Perrone T Dayton HS, Chris Trzpinkska
T Wayne Valley HS). | stayed at SHU for 5 years. After that

I went on to coach the Jersey Penguins for two years. | then
went to the Wildcats for two years. Now | am at the Wood-
bridge Wolfpack just ynishing my second year.

Who was the greatest inpuence on your career?

There were a couple of coaches that really developed me as a
player and coach. The funny thing is, | learned more about the
game after | started coaching than | ever did playing. | would
say that Steve Reithinger was one of the guys that gave me the
most knowledge of the game. He graduated the year before
me at Seton Hall and taught me the science of hockey. 1 also
learned a lot from Frank Stanco and Frank Barone, Sr. when |
was a coach at the Wildcats.

My most memorable coaches didnit have much to do with Hock-
ey, one was my wrestling coach in HS and the other was my
track coach. My wrestling coach (Bill Terrell) taught me that
you donit need to be the best athlete to compete, you need to
have the most heart and 9 out of 10 times your will to win will
beat out the other guy. It always comes down to who wants

it more. My track coach (Dion Smith) taught me all about the
strength and conditioning | still use today.




Tell us about your playing days leading up to your college experience at Seton Hall?

| grew up in Old Bridge and then moved to Manalapan in the 80is. There were only a few programs
back then in my area. The Old Bridge Wings, Brick Hockey Club, East Windsor. | remember going to
Old Bridge for skating clinics, and then not leaving the rink and staying for open skates. On week-
ends during the days when | wasnit at a game or practice, | would go to open skates with my father
or my friends. | played a lot with my cousins in NYC at sky rink when we were little. That was more
fun than it was competitive though.

Do you feel coaches have a responsibility to be role models for their players? | absolutely
feel that coaches need to be role models. We need to set the example on and off the ice.

High School hockey is extremely competitive. Coaches receive pressure from many sourc-
es to develop a win at all cost philosophy. How do you ynd ways to build character in Aallo
of your players when this mindset exists?

That is probably the biggest challenge as a coach. As in all sports, you are going to have some play-
ers that have more talent than others. You are going to have players with more heart than others.

I have been very fortunate throughout my career that | have had some very talented players with a
ton of heart. That has made my job as a coach even more tough. At the end of the day, the coach
needs to make sure the team is having fun. There are times in my career where | lost sight of that
and it came back to bite me. When there are situations that arise when | have to shorten the bench,
| try to explain to the players after the game my reasoning.

When | coached at the Wildcats | had a very talented player (Chris Roeth) fracture his vertebrae. He
went to the doctor with back pains and while he was there they did a bone scan. Not only did he
have a fractured vertebra, they found he had two cracked ribs and a micro-fracture in his shin. He
still came to every practice and every game when he was in recovery. He was the best example of
the character | try to instill in my players. He cared more about the guys sitting next to him then

he did about himself. That became like a virus with the rest of the team and it spread. That team
didnit have the most talent in the league, but we only lost 7 games that year because they each
gave everything they had and more based on his example.

How do you motivate your players?

A lot of times, | jump into the drills on the ice or work out with them in dryland. When they see a
33 year old man showing them up and they are 16 or 17 years old, they start trying really hard to
do better. I make it competitive. By nature, if you are playing hockey, you have an alpha personal-
ity. You want to be the best and you want to give it 100%. So | push my players to that point at all
times and they can see the improvement in themselves.

Can you speak about what will distinguish the Freehold Township hockey program from
other schools in the state of NJ?

Conditioning, pure and simple. When you ask a player, any player how many games they have been
decided in the third period, you will ynd that most of them have lost more than they have won. |
push my players in dryland so that in a game, the third period is their time to shine. My most mem-
orable moment was being down in the third period to the Buffalo Stars by 2 goals with 38 seconds
left in the game, and we came back to tie the game. They did that because of their conditioning and
their will to win. They just didnit quit. | impose that on every one of my teams.

Howv is the team coming together? Can you tell us about your players?

Fortunately | have a really good group of kids. They all love the sport and have the heart and desire
to improve. | have a lot of younger players so | am looking at building the team for the future. This
season | am only losing four seniors, so teaching these guys the system, and getting them in shape
has been my main priority.
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Who do you expect to be your key players for this season?

From an offensive point of view, | have a few really talented forwards. John Talamo has been an outstand-
ing player so far this season. He has 15 points through 9 games so far. David Reid and Charlie Schoch have
been doing really well too.

On defense, | have Jared Minski who is a junior and has a great head for the game. Matt Martin is a fresh-
man and also is going to be a great player for this organization.

Tell us about your assistant coaches?

Unfortunately, the district did not allow me to have any assistant coaches. Since we did not have a JV team,
I was unable to get an ofycial assistant coach. | have a few alumni that have come to the games that are
always offering advice and assistance as they can.

Club hockey and High School hockey schedules often collide in New Jersey. What is your philoso-
phy regarding commitment to both clubs?

In all honesty it truly is what is best for the player. If the player is on a high level junior team, of course that
team will take precedence over high school hockey. | always try to work it out with the player though. |
would like them to be at my games. If they have a club practice that conpicts with a HS game, | expect them
to be at the game. If they have a HS practice that conpicts with a club game, | will let them go to the game.
The real issues happen when both teams have a game. | would like to say that HS hockey comes yrst, but
being a former junior coach, the junior game should come yrst. With practices, | would work it out with the
junior coach. Usually split the time so that the player can learn both systems.

It is not uncommon for top public high school players to jump from public school teams to private
or prep schools to advance their careers. In your experience, do players always beneyt from these
transfers?

I wonit say that it doesnit help, but the player has to know what he is in for. He can go from being a yrst line
player on my team to being fourth liner or not even dressing for games at a prep school. Every kid growing
up in NJ that is interested in hockey wants to play for Delbarton or SHP. | understand that desire, but the fact
is, those teams can only dress 20 players and donit always roll 4 lines, so they take that chance by going to a

different school.




What do you expect your biggest challenge to be as a Head Coach of Freehold Town-
ship?

Developing a feeder program to keep the team alive. Hockey isnit like any other sport. In foot-
ball, all you need is a ball. In basketball, itis a net and a ball. With hockey, you need to have
frozen ice. You need qualiyed coaches that can teach the game. To develop a program that will
survive, we need younger kids that live in the town to start playing travel hockey. Being a pub-
lic school, | canit go out and recruit kids like I would for junior hockey or a prep school can. So
I need to be able to reach out to the grammar schools and middle schools and try to get some
interest and develop the program.

In your opinion, when is junior hockey the best alternative to playing for your high
school team?

Junior hockey is for hockey players, not a bunch of kids who play hockey. There is a big difference
between the two. With junior hockey, you are on the ice three nights a week, you have dryland
one night a week, and then you leave on a Friday night on a bus without your parents and stay in
a hotel to play a few games, then you come back on Sunday night to start the week all over again.
It is a major commitment. It isnit for everyone. At that point, hockey becomes your life. Itis a
job. It is year round and doesnit stop. You spend every weekend, every holiday, every birthday
with your team. Your team becomes your family. For a HS player to do that, he probably does
not have the time to play other sports for the school, and sacriyces a lot of what being in high
school is all about. When a player is that good and can play at that level consistently and produce
for the team, he should consider playing juniors over HS.

Do you have a favorite quote or saying that you impart to your players each year?
I have a few, fiPain is just weakness leaving the bodyo iNo one ever drowned in their own sweato
Alf it was easy, everyone would do itéif you want easy, go play basketballo

Freehold Township is a yrst year program. What has it been like preparing for an initial
season?

This is one of the most difycult but most rewarding things | have had to do. First and foremost |
had to get these kids in shape. At the same time, | had to teach the fundamentals of the game
because not everyone has played hockey at a competitive level. Just explaining the basic rules

of hockey to some of the team had to be done. Next | had to build a group of individuals into a
team. Seeing some of these guys go from tryouts (some never skating before) to now is amazing.
In 6 weeks, | can see a very big difference.

Fortunately, the school and the Athletic Director (Brian Donahue) have been supportive. They
have given me a class room access to the gyms, and the freedom to run practices as needed for
the team.

The parent organization, RIHA, and speciycally my liaison Ron Reid, have been a God send. They
came up with the funding and everything else that was needed to get this program off the ground
and running.

The most unexpected thing | have seen is the fans. During club and junior games, the only peo-
ple that are typically in the stands are family members. Our fans (Im sure like most others) are
loud and energetic. It helps pump up the team, and they are a great asset to our program.
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