
there. I didn’t really believe it until it came from
one of the campus supervisors.”

•
Sports is where real life rarely intersects with

the game between the lines. But when it comes to
death, there isn’t a sport out there that will erase
the emotional wounds often left behind. That’s been
true in the case of two Vallejo tragedies. While dif-
ferent, they are similar in how the community and
athletes reacted to them. 

Mike Pennerman
Jesse Bethel High School football assistant coach

Phillip Shelley’s pain still resonates seven years after
he was on the sidelines for a game against Rodriguez
High School. He watched as his nephew was tackled
and then collapsed on the sidelines.

Pennerman was rushed to the hospital and later
died from his injuries.

“It was difficult. I’ve never been around anything
like that before,” Shelley said recently. “There
aren’t a whole lot of words to describe it.”

Pennerman’s shocking death brought heavy
media attention because it was so unusual that a
player would be killed from an apparently innocu-
ous play. Area reporters attended the Jaguars’ next
practice much as they did for the Vallejo girls bas-
ketball team after Capoot was killed in the line of
duty.

The week after Pennerman died, his Bethel
classmates mourned his loss, but for his grieving
teammates, there also was a game to prepare for the
next Friday. 

Bethel coach Turner said that there never was
any doubt whether his team would play the game
that week.

“I think it’s very important for the people
involved,” Turner said. “If you get out of your rou-
tine it messes with you. We wanted the kids on the
same routine.” 

Shelley, though, took his nephew’s death hard.
For days it was a struggle for him to even come to
work. But he returned to the sidelines that Friday
night for a game critical to the Jaguars chances for
a Solano County Athletic Conference title. 

Shelley said he relied on his players and fellow

coaches to get him through the painful emotional
experience. 

“It’s amazing how resilient kids are,” he recalled.
“I was able to deal with things at that time leaning
on 16- and 17- year-olds to get through practices.
Mike was there in spirit and they played their
hearts out.”

When Bethel played Benicia High the Friday
after Pennerman’s death, banners on both sides of
the field honoring “Dawg” — Pennerman’s nick-
name. All players wore stickers on their helmets
bearing his No. 9 jersey number. 

After the Jaguars won, Shelley wept in the arms
of his brother,  Jason.  

Years later, Pennerman’s legacy lives on during
practices, games and in the locker room. There are
moments in every Jaguars’ season that players get a
“Ball for Dawg” pep talk. This year it happened dur-
ing the Sac-Joaquin Section playoffs when Bethel
upset nationally ranked Grant of Sacramento.

“You get it when you feel led and need a Mike
Pennerman ‘Ball for Dawg’ once or twice,” Turner
said. “We do it every time we feel sorry for our-
selves and think we’re up against something unstop-
pable and need a little bit more out of our kids.”

Jim Capoot  
Following the shooting of the 19-year Vallejo offi-

cer, there were moments that the Vallejo High girls
basketball players were asked by area TV reporters
about Capoot’s impact on their lives. Akauola said
these questions often drove home the fact that her
coach, who often gave her rides to school, was never
coming back.

“It got real when I saw all the news people com-
ing,” Akauola said. “I didn’t feel like talking to
them. I didn’t really like them asking questions, but
I was trying to be nice. ”

Vallejo High school tried to return to normal
after the Nov. 30 Capoot memorial at Corbus Field.
But for the athletes involved, returning to the bas-
ketball court would be both a reminder of what’s
missing and a way to move forward. 

Vallejo High would play a “Foundation” charity
game against Napa just days after Capoot had died.
Athletic director Mike Wilson and new girls basket-
ball head coach Charles Harrington spoke to the
team about canceling the game, but the players
opted to play.

The Apaches lost 52-43 that day. 
“We decided to play because coach (Capoot)

would not want us to grieve over what happened,”
Akauola said. “He was a real man who didn’t
believe in saying ‘We’re going to not do this.’ We
played our hearts out. We tried our best.”

Harrington has the task of coaching his team
through a season that principal Clarence Isadore
described as one of “grieving.”

Harrington’s outlook on tragedy is colored by a
rough upbringing in Tennessee. In the sixth grade
his favorite uncle died in a car accident. In high
school a cousin was killed in a nightclub shooting. In
college, a fraternity brother died in a car accident.  

“When these things happen, you have to be
strong, maintain the focus on the road ahead,” Har-
rington said. “I’m not saying to not be connected to
overall emotional content, but there is still a life to

live. We have to be thankful that we’re here being
able to support anyone who has dealt with tragedy.”

Harrington has approached the season with a
mindset of making this a winning season for the
Apaches despite the difficulties. Even though Valle-
jo, under Capoot, won a section title in 2010, it is
bookended by losing seasons in 2009 and 2011.

“The difficult part is teaching them how to be
winners and what it takes to be winners,” Harring-
ton said. “This team hasn’t consistently won. With-
out tragedy, this was still going to be a challenge.
With his passing, it’s even more difficult. It’s anoth-
er reason, another variable that may lead the girls
to be on the court and not focus.”

Part of Harrington’s concern is getting his play-
ers to properly express how they feel about
Capoot’s death while facing constant reminders
about him. 

“The thing about teenagers is that they may not
be able to truly articulate how they are being
affected,” Harrington said. “Coach (Capoot) is going
to be with the Vallejo High family and that is some-
thing that will never go away. The question is how
the girls will deal with him never being around.”

After Capoot’s death, Akauola said that she
briefly considered quitting the team, but it’s the
memory of Capoot that kept her coming back to
play.

“For some reason it feels like a responsibility. I
don’t want to let my coach down,” Akauola said.
“We’re trying our best to not think about what hap-
pened.”

The emotions don’t surface when she’s going up
for a layup or trying to guard another player. It usu-
ally comes in those quiet moments on the bench
and during practice.

“When I play basketball, I don’t really think
about it,” Akauola said. “When I’m on the bench, I
think about what coach Jim would say. It gives me
the motivation to try harder.”

Opponents have made kind gestures related to
the tragedy.

At the “Rumble in the Jungle” tournament at
Bethel, Vacaville offered the team flowers. The
Apaches’ opponent in the Northern California State
Playoffs in 2010, Northgate from Walnut Creek, sent
brownies and a card wishing them well.

The gestures are bittersweet to Akauola.
“That was really nice of them, but I was really

sad when they gave those gifts,” Akauola said. “I
know they feel bad for us and it was really nice of
them. They didn’t have to do all that for us.” 

It never really goes away
Shelley still feels the loss, but has gotten back to

a normal routine and even started a scholarship in
his nephew’s name.

“It’s something I still live with and think about,”
Shelley said. “It completely changed my outlook on
life; that whole experience is something I pray I’ll
never going through it again. Whenever I get upset
or stress, I don’t even worry about it. Nothing can
compare to what my family went through.”

Likewise, the emotions are still very raw for
Akauola. But the Apaches senior has dedicated
much of what she will be doing this year to her
coach.

“I want to get to a four-year college,” she said.
“That’s my goal and I want to do that for him. I
think people die every day, but you have to be
strong and not grieve too much or get distracted.
You have to be mentally strong.”

For the Bethel football team, Pennerman will
always have a presence on campus. 

“I don’t know if you ever get back to normal. Me
personally, (I) don’t want to get back to normal,”
Turner said. “We want to have him be apart of us. It
hurts forever and that’s not a bad thing. That shows
you how important (Mike) is. It shows you how much
influence Officer Capoot had.”
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50% off
Relaxing 2-Hr. Delta Discovery 
Cruises for only $34.50 per 
person ($69 Value)

Offer only good with
GotDailyDeals voucher

.com/vallejo

GET THIS DEAL ONLY AT
GotDailyDeals.com/vallejo

Instructions:
Sudoku is a num-
ber-placing puzzle
based on a 9 X 9
grid with several
given numbers. 

The object is
to place the num-
bers 1 to 9 in the
empty squares
so that each row,
each column and
each 3X3 box
contains the
same number
only once. 

The difficulty
level increases
from Monday  to
Sunday. 

SSSS uuuu dddd oooo kkkk uuuu
Monday’s Sudoku appears on

Page 12B of today’s Times-Herald

Times-Herald

22001111 CCoommmmuunniittyy CChhrriissttmmaass CCaarrdd

This year’s goal: $72,011

so far: $31,242.52
Benefits:

Vallejo Sparrow Project, 
Christian Help Center,

Florence Douglas Senior Center, 
Salvation Army

Send tax-deductible checks to:
SCF/ Christmas Card

c/o Times-Herald
440 Curtola Parkway
Vallejo, CA, 94590

or, Donate online at:
www.solanocf.org/FundListHome.aspx

Donations accepted 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.
Monday-Friday at Times-Herald offices.

*Names of all donors will appear in the Times-Herald
Community Christmas Card on Dec. 25

Deaths ...
■ Continued from Page 1A

Members of the Vallejo
High School girls 
basketball team carry
a sign remembering
their beloved coach,
Officer Jim Capoot,
as they visited a
memorial that had
been set up outside
the Vallejo Police
Department for
Capoot.

Chris Riley
Times-Herald file
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