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On March 12, the Big Ten 

Conference canceled the 

remainder of the winter and 

spring sports seasons due 

to the COVID-19 outbreak. 

The men’s basketball team 

was literally minutes away 

from tipping off against 

Rutgers in the Big Ten 

Tournament. Men’s lacrosse 

had just posted a 13-12 win 

over Marquette the day before, in what would be the last completed athletic event for 

the 2019-20 academic year. All athletic activities were cancelled, including practices, 

effective immediately. There would be no March Madness, no spring ball, no chance for 

men’s gymnastics to capture an NCAA championship in front of a home crowd at Crisler 

Center. Seven weeks later, on May 4, the Big Ten extended its previously announced 

suspension of all organized team activities through June 1, 2020.

Incredibly, 20 of Michigan’s 27 varsity athletic teams saw their season come to 

a screeching halt. No practice, no games, no team bonding, no chance at trophies. 

Throughout this issue, you will read first-person accounts from student-athletes and 

coaches of those 20 teams and what that moment was like, being told it was the last 

time they’d be together as a complete team and with their seniors. But you’ll also read 

uplifting reflections on resiliency and gratitude, and understanding the bigger picture.

To the Class of 2020 who did 

not get their typical Senior Day or 

commencement, and was unable 

to take the annual class photo on 

the block M: congratulations to 

you all on truly being the Leaders 

& Best!



After 26 years on staff with Michigan Athletics, Greg Harden is 

retiring. Yes, we’ve heard it before, and it didn’t seem plausible then. 

But it’s real this time and it STILL doesn’t feel possible. For many of 

us, Greg has ALWAYS been there — with that mischievous smile and 

a glint in his eyes, ready with a hug and of course an ear.

Greg received both his bachelor’s degree and Master’s in Social 

Work from Michigan. He has worked with substance abuse, domestic 

violence, professional and personal relationship development, 

motivation and, of course, counseling. 

His resume includes such names and entities as the U.S 

Department of Health and Human Services, the State of Michigan 

Department of Social Services, U-M’s College of Engineering and 

Medical School, the Detroit Lions, Dow Chemical Company, Tom 

Brady and Desmond Howard. But there are countless others whose 

lives were impacted greatly by Greg, literally countless.

“G” was first hired by Michigan Athletics as a special advisor to 

athletic director Joe Roberson from 1994-98 and was then named 

Director of Athletic Counseling, a role and department he has defined 

in the years since. No one does it alone, but Greg has been the role 

model, leader and mastermind behind student-athlete counseling, 

not just in Ann Arbor, but nationally.

There is simply no way to adequately address all the lives Greg 

has impacted. Starting on page 16 of this issue of “M Magazine” 

you will read first-person thoughts and anecdotes from some of the 

individuals who were lucky enough to cross Greg’s path over the 

years. What an incredible legacy he leaves. From all of us previously 

and currently with Michigan Athletics — thank you, Greg!

GREG HARDEN:
Our Secret Weapon
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I am often asked what was my most satisfying accomplishment 
during my 10 years as AD. Naturally, most would say it was 
rebuilding Michigan Stadium or Crisler Center or strengthening 

the � nances. Actually, it was the honor and privilege to work alongside 
a leadership team of men and women who were talented, hard-working 
and committed to Michigan Athletics. Greg Harden was a key member 
of our leadership core.

With our mission of providing the resources for student-athlete 
success in the classroom and on the � eld of competition, Greg Harden, 
� rst and foremost, was all about the student-athlete. He was the “go to” 
guy for both men and women student-athletes, as well as coaches, for 
advice and direction. It seemed as if every one of our 800 plus student-
athletes knew Greg. Attending games or sports banquets, I would 
watch the kids’ faces light up when they saw Greg and talked with him 
like family. Many student-athletes are indebted to Greg for his wise 
counseling at critical times in their lives. His guidance extended to me 
personally for all 10 years.

� ank you, Greg!

Bill Martin
University of Michigan
Athletic Director Emeritus

A MESSAGE FROM

BILL MARTIN

Jalen Rose, Bill Martin and Mike Amine presenting Greg with his honorary 
letter jacket.



“Greg Harden is one of the most in� uential people in my hockey 
career, and he really knows very little about the game of hockey. When I 
� rst started meeting with Mr. Harden regularly, I was in a dark place in 
my personal life. � e � rst few meetings I looked at as sort of punishment 
and something I just had to get through in order to just get on with my 
life. Mr. Harden helped me understand that the life I was living is not one 
I would be proud of. He would ask me the question, ‘What kind of man 
do you want to be?’ Mr. Harden believed in me as a person when no one 
else did, and I’ve never forgotten that. I am still nowhere near a perfect 
man or the man I want to be yet, but so many of the things that Mr. 
Harden and I have talked about � ash into my mind and help me stay on 
the right course. I really never gave him the thank you and appreciation 
he deserves. I, without question, would have never accomplished the little 
that I have in my life had it not been for the in� uence Mr. Harden had on 
me, and I am forever in debt to him.”

JON MERRILL 
Hockey 2011-13, NHL’s Vegas Golden Knights

“In spring 2014, I reluctantly walked into Greg’s o�  ce because I was 
told to go. I had no intention of actually sharing. In fact, I decided I 
would say as little as I possibly could. From that day on, I walked out of 
his o�  ce a better athlete, student, family member and friend. Whether 
on the high of a winning season, or the low of a losing one, Greg has 
been monumental for my mental, emotional and spiritual growth. He 
taught me to control the controllables and that, with self-love and self-
acceptance, anything is possible. 

“Greg is an anomaly — truly, a one of a kind human being. I cannot 
imagine my University of Michigan experience without him. Greg and 
the many lessons learned from his friendship continue to hold extreme 
value and importance to me throughout my life. � ank you, Greg, and 
congratulations!”

DANIELLE WILLIAMS
Women’s Basketball 2013-1716
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“I’ve had the blessing to have many mentors and leaders in my 
life, people to shape me into the person I am today, and Greg 
Harden is at the top of my list. I remember the � rst time I had 
to meet with him in his o�  ce ... seated in the corner with the 
tissue box next to me ready for use. Little did I know that those 
weekly and bi-weekly meetings would build me into the strong 
woman I am proud to be today. � e � rst lesson he taught me broke 
me down. We came to the conclusion I was playing the victim in 
situations and needed to take ownership. Eighteen years young, 
I was trying my best to self-re� ect, become more aware and be a 
leader & best thanks to G. 

“I would stare o�  in his o�  ce, and see photos with incredible 
athletes, his honorable accolades, books galore, and I knew that if I 
trusted him, became the best student I could be, that I too would 
mature into one of the athletes he had surrounding the walls of his 
o�  ce. I could write my own novel on how Greg has poured his time 
into athletes like me and shaped us to be the best version of ourselves. 
He challenged me and pushed me like a father would, and I am forever 
thankful. I am honored to have had a leader like him in my life, and 
will always ‘control the controllables,’ like he taught me a decade ago. 
Congratulations on your retirement Greg!!!!”

REEMA ZAKHARIA
Women’s Gymnastics 2011-14

thankyou,G
GREG HARDEN TAUGHT US ALL HOW 

TO “CONTROL THE CONTROLLABLES”

with Reema Zakharia

Greg, with coach Beilien, was also the basketball 
sport administrator for many years.
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“I would like to add my congratulations to Greg Harden on his retirement 
from the University. I have had the pleasure of interacting with Greg on 
multiple occasions over the past 25 years. In each of these instances, I 
found Greg to be thoughtful and very professional. His approach to solving 
problems was always balanced in that he weighed both sides of an issue 
before arriving at a conclusion. He had a special way with students that was 
mixed with love and support and at the same time holding them accountable 
when the situation called for it. He has been a rock of consistency in the 
athletics department for a long time. To say that he will be missed is an 
understatement, but I will say it loud and clear anyway ... he will be missed. 
Greg, good luck and best wishes in your retirement.” 

ESROLD NURSE, PH.D 
Former Assistant Dean, Undergraduate Education, LSA

Currently Special Advisor to the Provost, University of Michigan

“I � rst met Greg 10 years ago as an intern at the University. My life 
has been rocked ever since. � e love, mentorship and example he has set 
for people to follow has been extraordinary. Seeing Greg impact all of 
the student-athlete lives has been truly inspirational. His presence will 
be missed but forever felt by the department. I feel truly blessed and 
fortunate to have the opportunity to know Michigan’s Secret Weapon, 
who is de� nitely not a secret weapon to everyone in the Michigan family. 
‘Control the controllables’ is one of the many life lessons he has taught me 
since I’ve been at Michigan. I just want to say thank you Greg for helping 
me become the man I am today and giving the courage to so many people, 
including myself, to � y and pursue their dreams. I love you and forever 
GO BLUE!”

CLAIBORNE GORDON MILES GREEN 
U-M Athletics Academic Success Program

“Greg, throughout his tenure at the Michigan Athletics Department, 
has served with humility and a profound sense of respect for all the 
young student-athletes who joined the Michigan family. He has been a 
trailblazer, thinking outside the box, to help young people reach their 
fullest potential not only on the � eld, court, track, or pool but as citizens, 
who give back to their communities. Greg has always cared for the whole 
person and has tirelessly worked to promote the well-being of his beloved 
Michigan. He has worn the block M with distinction. It has been an 
honor to learn from, and to have worked alongside, him.”

M. COOKIE MANKOWSKI 
Ph.D., MSW, LICSW, U-M Athletics 2001-06

“I cannot put into words what Greg has meant to me as a mentor, 
counselor and friend. I know that I am just one of many that his light 
has helped guide through really dark days. He is truly special; one of 
the most caring people on this earth and treats others with the utmost 
respect. Going anywhere with Greg is like being in the presence of a 
rock star — people � ock to say hello, shake his hand and get one of his 
uplifting smiles. While there are many things to be grateful for working in 
Michigan Athletics since 2001, Greg Harden is at the top of the list, and 
I will miss him tremendously.”

CHANTEL JACKSON 
General Manager, University of Michigan Golf Course

“In 2011, while helping a U-M student-athlete navigate through 
a di�  cult time that appeared to be hopeless, I was fortunate to meet 
the man, Mr. Greg Harden. Greg’s stealth ability to move through the 
layers of ‘stu� ’ was nothing short of a miracle! As a result, he became 
my ‘go-to’ for students who had gotten in their own way and needed 
a swift kick in the butt to get back on the right track and successfully 
graduate. Congratulations on your well-deserved retirement; you will 
de� nitely be missed!”

KATHERINE WEATHERS
LSA Scholarship Senior Manager (former DAAS Academic Advisor) 17
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 “Greg Harden painted a picture of life I had never seen before, a 
reality I never dreamed of or thought would be possible. Greg taught 
me so many important life lessons; among my favorite are:
 1 – ‘Life is not fair, son; what are you going to do about it?’
 2 –  ‘You are much more than a soccer player; SOCCER IS 

SOMETHING YOU DO. It does not de� ne your self-
worth. You get to decide that.’

 3 –  ‘CONTROL THE CONTROLLABLES.’
With Greg’s guidance, I started to dream, I began to believe, and 

I made giant leaps toward becoming the man I ultimately wanted to 
be. And all of this was possible from my work and friendship with 
Greg. For that, I am forever grateful. � ank you, G.”

MICHAEL PARKE 
Men’s Soccer 2004-08

with Anita and 
Michael Parke

Condoleezza Rice and Greg



“I met Greg in 2007 in the � rst month of starting my position at U-M. 
He was one of the sta�  members on my initial onboarding schedule.

“He was widely regarded as a great partner by my colleagues and one of 
the people who created the ‘connective tissue’ between athletics, student-
athletes and the rest of campus. We hit it o�  from our � rst meeting. His 
advice to me was to make Michigan a smaller place by creating meaningful 
connections with the ‘doers’ on campus.

“One of my favorite memories with Greg was in 2011, when we 
were brainstorming about how to create a safe and fun atmosphere 
as U-M was preparing to host our � rst night football game against 
Notre Dame. � e goal was to create a safe and fun ‘once in a lifetime’ 
atmosphere. We wanted to get a high pro� le athlete to help us bring 
more awareness to our ‘Stay in the Blue’ campaign, a campaign to 
help students better understand how to prevent alcohol-related harm. 
I scheduled a meeting with Greg to see if he could help us identify 
a student-athlete to help. While sitting in the o�  ce with him, he 
picked up the phone, dialed a number and in a matter of � ve minutes 
convinced Desmond Howard to help. How is that for a high pro� le 
athlete? � e video still is used today!

“Greg is a ‘doer,’ a tireless advocate for student well-being and treasured 
colleague. I will miss him dearly.”

MARY JO DESPREZ 
Director, Wolverine Wellness, 

University Health Service

“Over my years at Michigan, I’ve been so fortunate to build an extensive 
and intelligent network. I truly believe this is the Michigan di� erence that 
is used in all our discourse. I remember Dr. Harden giving me a binder 
that held business cards. He instructed me, ‘every card you get you should 
make note of a fact about that person you learned, and where you met 
them.’ � is advice alone has gotten me so intimately connected with the 
deep pool that is the Michigan network. 

“You see, Dr. Harden knows people and understands relationships. 
� at is why there is no one more � t to have done what he did in his career 
and service to our Michigan. He embodied what psychologists call the 
Michelangelo phenomenon. He sees what is a blemished piece of marble 
of a person, � lled with potential. He then carves and shapes them, thus 
pulling the greatness out of him or her — just as Michelangelo did with 
his Statue of David that other sculptors turned down due to the blemish 
in the marble. � ere are many who love Michigan. And there are those 
like G, who serve her unequivocally.”

JEHU CHESSON 
Football 2012-17

“‘Life and its various circumstances are what you choose to make 
of them. You can either let them destroy you, or embrace them to 
make you stronger. Only base your happiness on things within your 
control, and know that the answer always lies within the truth of 
who you are.’

“� ese timeless words of wisdom were delivered to me by the 
man, Greg Harden, who took a very shattered version of myself, 
collected the pieces and helped me feel whole again. No tribute 
could ever do justice on just how much Greg means to my life, but 
what I can say with full con� dence is that I would not physically be 
here today, if it weren’t for Greg. Every week, I walked into his o�  ce 
with a new mental health challenge, with tear-� lled eyes and a pit in 
my stomach — and every time I would leave his o�  ce feeling free 
of that burden. He saw me before I could see myself. He believed in 
me before I could believe in myself. He held space for me until I got 
to a point where I could shine in all of my light — a light he ignited 
within me. To have someone who so unconditionally supports you, 
genuinely believes in you and sees your heart is one of the most 
amazing miracles I’ve experienced in my life. 

“� ank you, Greg, for providing endless hidden miracles buried in 
the thousands of lives you’ve touched. It’s so clear that a higher power 
channels through you as you work your light through person to 
person, awakening a sparkle within each individual. You changed my 
life forever, and I am forever indebted to you. Love you so much, G!”

MICHELLE MCMAHON 
Michigan Volleyball 2008-2012, 

Big Ten Network Sportscaster18
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with Michelle McMahon

Bottom � ont, clockwise: Mary Jo Desprez, Abigail Eiler, Candace Dorsey, Offi  cer 
Justin Berent, Greg Harden, Sgt. Gary Hicks. 



“Nerves ran up and down my spine as I stepped closer to his o�  ce. 
Reaching the entrance, I gripped the cold handle and pushed the door 
open. A warm smirk met my eye, and all I remember hearing was, ‘I’ve 
been waiting the last three years for you to � nally walk through that door.’ 
In that moment I knew this man was going to change my life forever. and 
it is without a doubt that he, in fact, did. Not only did he help de� ne who 
I was as an athlete, but he shaped who I am as a woman today. He taught 
me how to be my best self both on and o�  the golf course and helped me 
� nd con� dence that has led me to the success I have found today. I would 
not be where I am without him, and I am forever grateful to have had 
him in my life. He will remain a forever friend and guiding light. Here’s 
to teeing up your next chapter in life!”

CHELSEA PEZZOLA 
Golf 2010-14, Professional Golfer, 
On-Air Host & Media Personality

“During my time as a student-athlete at Michigan, I had the pleasure of 
being introduced to Greg. Twice. After our � rst introduction, I arrogantly 
concluded that I did not have the time nor the need to work with Greg 
and carried on with my life. Little did I know that a few short years and a 
couple of stumbles later, my second introduction to Greg would represent 
a seismic shift in my life’s journey. 

“When I � nally humbled myself enough to work with him, Greg 
challenged everything my college-aged self knew was true. In one of our 
more intense talks, Greg painted a vivid picture of who I was supposed 
to be and vigorously challenged me to be di� erent from that person. 
Instead of relenting in the face of adversity, I should be relentless in the 
pursuit of my dreams. Instead of succumbing to negativity, I should be 
unapologetically optimistic. Above all else, Greg taught me that instead 
of feeling sorry for myself, I should have an unwavering belief in myself; 
because if I cannot have that belief, then why should anyone else? 

“Grit and self-con� dence almost come naturally in athletics. Honing 
them in high school ultimately landed me at Michigan and helped me to 
achieve things I never thought possible in Ann Arbor. However, without 
our work, I would have never understood how to apply these principles 
in life beyond athletics. Frankly, I would not be the person I am today 
without his support. Greg has been a catalyst for the rest of my life and 
for that I am forever grateful. 

“Happy retirement, Greg!”
JOHN KIPF 

Men’s Track & Field, 2005-10

“Like hundreds of other student-athletes and parents, my family 
considers Greg Harden to be a hero, a life-saver, and a role model. 
Few people have had the impact on our lives as has Greg Harden. 
He mentored our son and helped him through rough spots in his 
athletics career — the way Greg did for many high pro� le student-
athletes and GOATs — but, more importantly, the lives of countless 
less visible young men and women will forever be changed by Greg. 
He will never get credit, nor would he seek it, but the ripple e� ect 
he produced will last for generations.

“Greg’s impact on us occurred not only in his direct counsel 
and support, but it also resided in his personal example, his display 
of integrity, his high moral code, his demonstration of positive 
leadership, and his practical wisdom. In the book, “Astroball,” Ben 
Reiter estimated that the Houston Astros won an extra nine games 
as a result of having Carlos Beltran in the locker room. My estimate 
is that the number of games Michigan athletics teams have won 
because of Greg Harden stretches into the hundreds. Greg’s positive 
impact on Michigan Athletics and on my own family is incalculable.” 

KIM CAMERON 
William Russell Professor of Management & Organizations, Ross 
School of Business, and Professor of Higher Education, School of 

Education, University of Michigan
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Greg with Kim’s son, Cam Cameron

Juwan Howard’s introductory press conference

with Chelsea Pezzola


