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Equipment manager Erich Heidolph applies decals to the team's helmets before they get packed on
the truck. Instead of handpainting decals, Missouri uses stickers to save money.   |  Kenton Schoen
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Erich Heidolph and student equipment manager Connor Wright do laundry in preparation for an
away game. In addition to team gear, the Mizzou Equipment Room stores past football memorabilia,
some of which is displayed around the room or on mannequins.   |  Kenton Schoen
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Erich Heidolph tosses some laundry into a sorting bin Nov. 12. The equipment managers are
responsible for the laundry of players and coaches.   |  Kenton Schoen

The Missouri football team's laundry waits to be dealt with in the laundry room at the Mizzou
Athletics Training Complex. The equipment managers know football players by their laundry
numbers instead of their jersey numbers.   |  Kenton Schoen

Moving Missouri football from town to town — and soon Atlanta http://www.columbiamissourian.com/a/181860/moving-missour...

3 of 10 12/11/14 10:34 AM



Erich Heidolph prepares a football helmet for the Mizzou Tigers' road game against Texas A&M.
Because applying decals takes a lot of time, Heidolph gets this job out of the way at the beginning of
the week so he can have the truck packed on time.   |  Kenton Schoen
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The equipment managers are responsible for the laundry of players and coaches. They load everything onto a
trailer for away games. The trailer hauls about 20,000 pounds worth of equipment to each away game.   ¦  Kenton
Schoen

COLUMBIA — The smell of diesel fuel perfumed the frigid air in the back of the tractor-trailer
as Erich Heidolph hunched over a heater.

"Why're you filling that up in here?" a fellow worker asked.

"Because I like to party," Heidolph said. The terse tone of his
retort hinted annoyance at the question; the sly smile he
flashed suggested otherwise.

Athletic equipment manager for Missouri football might be
his title, but making do is Heidolph's job. As is prepping,
packing and moving the Tigers from one town to the next —
such as Atlanta, where Saturday, for the second straight
year, Missouri will play in the Southeastern Conference

A view of the football trailer from the Mizzou Equipment Room, where helmets, jerseys, and gear are
held at the Mizzou Athletics Training Complex. The trailer hauls about 20,000 pounds of equipment
to each away game.   |  Kenton Schoen
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Championship Game.

On Nov. 13, the equipment staff was packing for Texas A&M.

Heidolph arranged the yellow diesel-powered radiant
heaters — two of which were new — in a line in the back of
the team’s 53-foot trailer.

The trailer hauls roughly 20,000 pounds of gear to every
Tigers away game. That's a fact: The load's been calculated
at highway weigh stations. It's a load Heidolph is responsible
for carrying.

In four hours, the trailer would leave for a cold College
Station, Texas. At the moment, it was virtually empty. And Heidolph was struggling with a gas
can that, in his words, poured slower than a man could spit.

***

"I’m gonna do this 'til it isn't fun anymore, basically," Heidolph said as he folded towels in the
bowels of the Mizzou Athletics Training Complex.

In high school, the 27-year-old Wentzville, Missouri, native wasn’t having fun with football.
Practice and conditioning bored him — he just liked to play. He became an equipment manager
to stay close to the game without tiring of it.

As a college freshman in 2005, Heidolph started volunteering as a student equipment manager
for Missouri football. He interned with the Baltimore Ravens' equipment staff in 2007 and
2008, and he continued working for the Tigers until he finished his graduate degree in 2012.
He preferred the college game: more passion.

Heidolph was hired on Missouri's equipment staff full time in 2012. Last year, he was put in
charge of the football equipment staff.

He's a new homeowner. He holds a master's degree in public administration. He jokes that he
doesn’t know many folks with graduate degrees who fold towels for a living.

***
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Moving Mizzou from Columbia Missourian on Vimeo.

After he finished fueling the heaters, Heidolph stood up and walked out the back of the trailer
and onto the loading dock behind the Mizzou Athletics Training Complex.

Snow flurries flitted through the air, and the clouds threatened to snuff out the few rays of
sunshine that beamed down on Missouri’s baseball stadium. Heidolph, wearing a beanie over
his shaved head and a pair of old Nike receiving gloves he’d repurposed from the "loose gloves
bin," stood back and surveyed the mound of gear on the loading dock.

A staffer from the athletics department made her way up the loading dock ramp with four cases
of drinks. They were bound for an oversized laundry bin that held Doritos, bottled water and
Styrofoam coolers. Food and drink for the bigwigs such as Mike Alden, Missouri’s athletics
director.

Heidolph helped her open the bin and pack the drinks. And then he picked up the Styrofoam
coolers.

"You mean to tell me they can’t buy these when they get down there?" he said to her, feigning
annoyance.

With a knowing smile, Heidolph knew that, like it or not, he would end up packing the truck
with whatever made its way on the loading dock.
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When the Tigers go on the road, Heidolph packs all the football team's gear. And the alumni
association's tailgate trappings. And the athletics administration's accouterments. 

For the football team, he overpacks. The Tigers took cold weather gear to Florida, for instance.
Boxes of extra pants, gloves and underwear are packed on the trailer, adding to those left on
the truck from the previous trip. The pile of gear on the loading dock practically screams "just
in case."

Heidolph tapped his finger on the side of his head. "We're always right there thinking about it,"
he said.

The equipment staff has to stay one step ahead.

***

The heaters aren't on the list. But "Sweetcheeks," "4 Minions," "Pee tent and accessories," and
"Rake and Shovel" are.

In the back of the truck, Heidolph checked the items off the "Truck Packing List" as they were
loaded.

The list has a lot of the items you'd expect to see: helmets, pads, balls.  

Then there's Sweetcheeks, the coffin-sized Gatorade cooler. And the Minions, the smaller,
square coolers stacked next to Sweetcheeks on the loading dock like oversized orange Legos.
The pee tent looks like a gray camping shower, as tall as a lineman, in which players relieve
themselves on the sideline. They pee into silica-filled plastic bags — the accessories.

The rake and shovel? They're used to clean up the locker room after a game. Heidolph and his
staff rake dirty towels and athletic tape into piles, and they shovel the stuff into a laundry bin
or wastebasket.

***

Postgame cleanup is the first step of the following week's travel preparations. After a game, the
equipment staff gathers the dirty laundry and uniforms, checking them for rips and tears. On
Sundays, they do laundry and start repacking everything for next weekend's trip. They apply
decals to the helmets on Mondays and Tuesdays and sometimes Wednesdays.

Heidolph gets the 70-player travel roster on Tuesdays, and he starts compiling uniforms. Fans

Moving Missouri football from town to town — and soon Atlanta http://www.columbiamissourian.com/a/181860/moving-missour...

8 of 10 12/11/14 10:34 AM



know Bud Sasser as No. 21, but the equipment staff knows the wide receiver as "127," his
laundry number.

The crew aims to have 85 percent of the truck packed by Wednesdays, though that doesn't
always happen.

Thursdays are for stepping back and taking stock. Are all the visor shields packed? Is the
kicking net on board? What about the stool offensive line coach A.J. Ricker often uses on the
sideline?

The men from Sites Trucking in Blackwater, Missouri, might arrive on campus around 4:30
p.m. on Thursdays. They'll hook the trailer to the truck and leave around 7 p.m. They’ll drive
through the night.

Heidolph and his staff will follow shortly thereafter. They ride in a big bus with beds. They
sleep so they can start unloading Friday morning. Sometimes the Tigers cheerleaders will help
them set up players' lockers before the game.

***

Heidolph is the pack master, but he has a lot of volunteer helpers. He needs them; Missouri’s
professional staff just lost an equipment manager, meaning his workload has increased.

Michael Garner, a former plumber and pipefitter, is a constant in the equipment room. The
46-year-old is a cancer survivor; leukemia forced him into early retirement. He volunteers with
Heidolph's staff to keep his mind occupied.

Garner is a colorful character, equal parts crotchety and cheerful, with a gravelly St. Louis
accent. He’s in charge of the coaches' gear. He carries an extra pair of gloves for coach Gary
Pinkel on the sidelines.

And Garner runs errands, such as picking up those two new yellow radiant heaters that
Heidolph was struggling to find room for on Nov. 13.

***

Those heaters were throwing off Heidolph's floor plan. He's packed the trailer so many times
that he just knows where everything goes.

With four hours to go before the truck left for College Station, Heidolph and a student worker
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had to shuffle things around. The trailer was nearly empty except for the front platform, where
the heaters needed to go.

The front of the trailer is more stable, and Heidolph wanted to make sure none of the diesel
fuel spilled from the heaters. Just one more darn thing to account for.

Heidolph and his helper moved trunks, bins, cases and the old heaters that were already on the
platform.

At one moment they played Jenga, cautiously removing an item and hoping another wouldn't
shift. Then they played Tetris, sliding and cramming and slamming stuff into impossibly small
nooks and crannies.

It's no wonder Heidolph's friends seek his expertise when they move.

***

There was never any doubt that he would have the truck packed on time. Once he wedged the
new heaters on the platform, everything else fell into place. The coaches' rolling armoire
arrived. The hamper of helmets was loaded. As was the athletics administrations’ bin with the
Doritos, drinks and those Styrofoam coolers.

Heidolph is thinking about a career in athletic administration. But he doesn’t know when that
will be. Right now he’s just happy doing what he’s doing. Making do.

Supervising editor is Mark Selig.
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