Jeff Ryan: Finding a Niche  

By: Ben Maitland

   Several weeks ago, I conducted an interview with two of the seniors from this year’s men’s basketball team. I appreciate Aaron Mitchell and Earl Gee II for giving me their thoughts on their final season as Lancers players. However, I did leave out the one other senior from the men’s program, that of course being Jeffrey Ryan. Ryan did not play competitively for the Longwood Lancers the last two seasons for an undisclosed medical reason. The specific medical reason as to why Ryan did not play was never revealed during that time. That left many Lancers fans to wonder about the state of Ryan’s health. Now that his time at Longwood is drawing to an end, Ryan finally opened up about what exactly sidelined him for the latter part of his collegiate career.

   Ryan, a native of Beacon, N.Y., went to Newburgh Free Academy before coming to Longwood. At 6’7,” 185 pounds, Ryan played during his freshman and sophomore seasons at Longwood as a forward. He started one of 44 career games and scored 115 career points with 66 career rebounds. Late in 2009, right before his junior season, it was determined what kind of health problem Ryan had. Ryan said that he was diagnosed with an enlarged aortic valve. The aorta is the largest supplier of blood to the entire body and is a vital part of the cardiovascular system that includes the heart. Ryan was also told he has a slightly enlarged heart. The doctors who treated him recommended that he no longer play basketball competitively. Ryan received that news via a telephone call. Ryan was told that if he overexerted himself enough on the court, he may fall victim to an aneurysm which would likely kill him.
   “Honestly, I couldn’t believe it,” said Ryan. “I was in denial. I couldn’t understand why something would happen to a guy like me. I was somebody who took basketball seriously. Basketball was life. I wasn’t the best, but I trained myself. Everything I did was basketball. Anybody who ever knew me knew me as ‘Jeff the basketball player’ or ‘Jeff the athlete.’ It was extremely disappointing because I was finally coming into my own.”
   Head men’s basketball coach Mike Gillian had never dealt with a medical condition of this significance before in one of his players. He explained how difficult the situation was for Jeff as the news sank in.

   “This is the type of news that’s devastating to deliver and to hear. The process of coping with that and how it takes a toll on you emotionally and mentally is going to be a lifelong process. I knew there would be difficulties for him, but I told Jeff I was with him 100%,” said Gillian.
   Ryan was still allowed to be a member of the men’s basketball team, sitting on the sidelines providing encouragement and acting as a cheerleader for his fellow Lancers. All throughout the last two years, Ryan has been a constant sight on the bench for Longwood, a reminder to his teammates that he was still with them.
   Ryan’s career plans are somewhat up in the air at the moment. He was planning on playing basketball professionally after his college career was over. Now that that path is no longer available, he has to decide what he wants to do. He is a Communication studies major here at Longwood with a concentration in Mass Media. He told me he has to look deep down inside himself to determine if he wants to pursue that as a career. He can still live his life without any foreseeable difficulty. This entire ordeal, from the time he was diagnosed with the medical condition to today, has given Ryan a chance to look at the positives.
   “If any good can come out of this situation, it was a chance for me to really do some soul searching to know that there’s more to me than just basketball,” said Ryan. “I’m still trying to figure out my niche in this world.”
