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The Lifelong Legacy of Ewing’s ‘Coach K’ 
Good News Staff      

 

In John Grisham’s novel “Bleachers,” a war veteran is sharing a harrowing tale of surviving enemy gunfire while 

holding onto a capsized boat in a turbulent jungle river. 

 

In his story, he emotionally reveals that what got him through the horrific experience was not thoughts of his 

mother, father or girlfriend, but of his high school football coach. 

 

“I thought about (Coach) Rake,” he states.  “I could hear him barkin’ at us at the 

end of practice when we were runnin’ sprints.  I remember his locker room 

speeches.  Never quit, never quit….If you’re winnin’, never quit.  If you’re losin’, 

never quit.  If you’re hurt, never quit.” 

 

The story demonstrates the importance of a coach in a student-athlete’s life, 

and the powerful impact they can have on a young man or woman’s growth and 

development.  A coach serves as a mentor, role model, and motivational force.  

The relationship between a good coach and athlete is a unique one, consisting 

of many different, often conflicting emotions, but always characterized by a 

strong, if sometimes begrudging, respect. 

 

Testament to this everlasting influence of a coach and their lifelong impact has 

been the outpouring of appreciation for legendary Ewing Schools’ educator James Kovalsky, who sadly passed 

away on September 1
st

.  Universally known as “Coach K,” Kovalsky spent decades on the fields of the Ewing 

Schools as a football and baseball coach.   

 

The loss of such an important figure in their lives motivated men, now deep into middle age and beyond, with 

lives, families and careers of their own, to take to social media and digital platforms to share, unsolicited, their 

feeling of respect and affection for Coach K. 

 

Kevin Shirk, a standout football player for the Blue Devils in the mid-80s who went on to play at Rutgers, wrote, 

“Other than my mother and father, Coach Kovalsky was the most influential person in my life. Thank you for 

your direction, inspiration, and caring to not just me but to all of the people you have touched throughout your 

lifetime. You will be deeply missed.” 

 

Dave Mountford, another 1980s student athlete who played both football and baseball for Coach K, wrote, 

“Coach K inspired and molded the character and future of so many Ewing athletes. He had an immeasurable 
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impact on athletic careers. He never failed to give his all. His sacrifice did not go unnoticed, and he served as an 

example carried on by all those he had taught on and off the field.” 

 

David Nitti, a Blue Devils gridiron star who went on to play at Villanova, wrote, “Coach K was my first football 

coach, and the first adult to trust me with responsibility and treat me like a man. Pushed us all hard but he 

rewarded hard work as well. First person outside my family that told me I could be a leader and greatly affected 

my life.” 

 

Ira Bailey, a rugged lineman for the Blue Devils, wrote, “Coach K made boys to men. An excellent coach and 

great human being.  When he pushed back his glasses with his thumb, you knew he meant business, but he did it 

out of love and because he wanted us to get better- because he cared.” 

 

Monti Robinson, a former EHS football and wrestling athlete, shared, “This is so sad to hear. Coach K was a great 

coach who instilled so many positive values in all of us who had the pleasure of being around him.” 

A common theme of many of his former athletes’ posts was that Coach K’s passion and dedication to his teams 

was so obvious and encouraging that it manifested 

itself as one common goal in all his players: “You did 

not want to let the man down.”   

 

Anthony Messina, a lineman on the outstanding 

Blue Devil football teams of the mid-80s, who is now 

Ewing’s Board of Education President, sums up how 

so many of his former athletes feel about their 

mentor.  “I truly believe that Coach K saw things in 

us as young kids that we did not even see in 

ourselves,” Messina stated.  “He believed that we 

could do great things on the field and in life before 

we even thought it was possible, and it was that 

faith and confidence in us that motivated so many of 

his athletes to be successful.” 

Henry Adams stated that a teacher affects eternity; that they can never tell where their influence stops.  That is 

certainly true for any educator, but it is probably even more so poignantly powerful for coaches, who spend so 

much time with their charges in an environment that is often difficult, challenging, turbulent and emotional.  As 

demonstrated by all of those who have come forward since the sad passing of James Kovalsky, he was the type 

of coach who has left behind a legacy of inspiration that his athletes will not only always carry with them, but 

they will pass on to future generations.     

 

 


