East High rugby players tackle yoga for cross-training
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From left: East High School rugby players Jjuan Larkin, Duncan Frost and Neil Roper hold a pose. (Kathryn Scott Osler | The Denver Post )

Most rugby players happily perpetuate the legend that rugby is the toughest, most macho of male sports, and the sounds made by these East High School rugby players seem to confirm that.

"Uh!" "Ack!" "Ow!" "Arrr!" 

They aren't lifting weights or running drills. Instead, 30 to 40 of East's rugby players are positioned on sticky mats — sticky mats! — obediently pushing their muscular rumps into the air as a willowy yoga instructor coaches them on Downward Dog.

"Drive your heels into the floor," Dana Hanizeski says to the adolescents in shorts and sweats. All around her, calf muscles ripple as the boys obey.

This is how the East High intramural rugby team keeps in shape during the off-season? And the team has plenty of company.
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Juan Bermudez and teammates assume Eagle pose during yoga class. (Kathryn Scott Osler | The Denver Post )

In school districts in Aspen, Denver, Cherry Creek, Boulder and elsewhere in the state, yoga is being incorporated as cross-training for football, lacrosse, track and other sports. Learning discipline in stretching and balancing, coaches and yoga teachers say, helps improve core body strength and avoid injuries.

Thwarting injuries "I see yoga as a very sophisticated stretching program that will reduce injuries," says Bill Baer, the volunteer coach of East High's rugby team.

Last year, when Baer asked players about expanding their off-season training to include yoga, the response was warily positive. Now, after several months of regular yoga practice, most members of the team are converts.

"I'm definitely much more flexible," says senior and team captain Taylor Charon, whose team nickname is Pookie.

"I think flexibility is key to being faster and to preventing injuries. In rugby, there's a lot of dislocated shoulder trouble. If you have more flexibility in the arm, that's less of a problem."

Getting to that level of flexibility means rolling out the sticky mat for about 45 minutes twice a week in a basement classroom near the weight-training room.

As Hanizeski calls out poses, she walks between the boys, adjusting their posture and smiling in sympathy when they wince or groan.

"Stay soft in the face as you move your shoulder blades down and back," she says. "Keep that stretch as you straighten your legs."

Muffled groans leak throughout the room. When Hanizeski finally relents and says, "Child's pose," a prone posture that suggests a sleeping toddler, the groans morph into sighs of relief.

Watching her put the rugby team through the Tree Pose, East High principal John Youngquist smiles.

"It's just incredible how this fits with how the rugby team members view themselves," Youngquist says.

"They're all about being tough and taking care of business on the field, but thoughtful off the field — thoughtful in a way that takes care of their bodies."

Each yoga session ends with the traditional "Namaste" between teacher and students. Afterward, the rugby players roll up their sticky mats and put the room back in order before walking over to lift weights. They also drink a lot of water, as nutrition coach Mark Hoskin has schooled them, and politely thank Hanizeski.

Good for body, mind "Rugby has the reputation of being a rough sport, but it's also a thinking man's sport, and yoga teaches purposeful behavior," Hanizeski says.

"Yoga and rugby aren't as far from each other as you might think." Coach Baer, who joins the team for yoga, has noticed that what he learns in yoga affects him when he's not on the sticky mat.

"It's made me more aware of my posture," Baer says. "And I'm really looking forward to seeing what it does for us when we start our program next month."
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