From Jud to Magic to Izzo, Lori
Soderberg has been MSU
basketball's unsung hero
Chris Solari
EAST LANSING — The one person at Michigan State who owns two
national championship rings quietly retired Friday.
You likely do not know who she is, which is how Lori Soderberg prefers
things. But she has been the nerve center for Spartan basketball for 43 years.
How important do those inside the Berkowitz Center feel the executive
secretary has been for more than four decades? Enough for assistant coach
Dane Fife to place her on MSU basketball’s Mount Rushmore, next to her
two bosses — Jud Heathcote and Tom Izzo — and her Lansing Everett High
classmate Magic Johnson.
"She kind of just keeps on trucking and doesn't let anybody or anything get
to her," Izzo said Saturday. "I can maybe think of three or four times when
she was mad, which is incredible — I mean, working for Jud and me, you
should be mad every day. But she never let her emotions go. That's why she
was a good balancing act for me. I'm oﬀ the deep end a lot, and she's never
oﬀ the deep end.
"I'm gonna miss her."

Michigan State men's basketball executive secretary Lori Soderberg stands outside her
office Friday at Berkowitz Center in East Lansing, beside photos of her two bosses, Jud
Heathcote and Tom Izzo. (Photo: Chris Solari, Detroit Free Press)

Soderberg’s final oﬃcial day as Izzo’s primary planner and organizer was
Friday. She fought for her coworkers to keep it a low-key deal, not wanting
the added attention of an elaborate farewell or stories about her in the press.
They planned secretly to give her a lunchtime party. Soderberg found out,
though. She caught a glimpse of it on Lupe Izzo’s calendar while planning
ahead.
But Izzo and others finally did convince the 61-year-old Soderberg to
reminisce about a job that began when she was 19 and turned into a career
with an inside look at MSU basketball like few others have ever had.
“We have so many stories," Soderberg said Friday, shortly after her party
wrapped up inside Breslin Center. "Fun stories. Silly stories. A lot of people
have asked me, ‘When are you writing your book?’ ” “I’m like, ‘Hey, maybe I
should — I need some money in retirement.’

“There have been so many stories, I just can’t pick out one. … Being here for
the 2000 championship, the ’79 championship and all of the Big Ten
championships and seeing these guys with rings and being around a
successful program has been fun.”
Here is Lori Soderberg’s story.
[ New e-book: 'Green Giants!' The Inside Story of MSU’s 2019 Final Four
Run ]

Seeing the Magic
It began with a directive from her mother in the spring of 1975: Find a job.
Then Lori Eichholtz, she was about to graduate from Everett, where she was
two years ahead of a budding basketball superstar who already had people
buzzing around the state capital.
“I was a senior when Earvin Johnson was a sophomore at the school,”
Soderberg said. “During my senior year, I worked for the State of Michigan
in the treasury building downtown Lansing, and I did co-op and went to
school for three hours and then went to work. There was a guy there who
used to oﬃciate on the side, and he was always talking about Earvin
Johnson.”
Her mother told her to try to find a job at Michigan State, and Soderberg got
hired in the horticulture department. A year later, her friend — Kris Smith,
who also retired Friday as MSU hockey’s executive secretary — changed jobs
within the university and suggested Soderberg apply for her old position.
Soderberg interviewed with Heathcote, just a few months into his new job
after replacing Gus Ganakas, and was hired to serve as his secretary along
with then-baseball coach Danny Litwhiler.
“Now that I think about a 19-year old today working for a head coach, and

I’m thinking that doesn’t even seem possible,” Soderberg said with a laugh
Friday. “But times were diﬀerent, things were diﬀerent. … I liked working
for Jud. He was intimidating. But when you’re 19 years old and you’re
working for your first male boss, and that’s Jud Heathcote, you put it all
together, it was kind of intimidating. But he was always fair to me, he was
always good for me. He was a good boss.”
Three years later, she was riding the team plane with Jud and Magic as they
led MSU to its first basketball national championship. When they returned
to Lansing after beating Larry Bird and Indiana State in Salt Lake City, she
remembered the sheer enormity of the welcome home.
“The airport was a mob,” Soderberg said. “It was just amazing to see all
these people welcoming back the team. We had a police escort, which was
the first one I had ever been involved with. They put people on a bus and we
came back to Jenison (Field House), and the outside of Jenison was filled
with people, inside was filled with people. To me, that was a memory-maker,
to see all these people there to cheer on this team. … We had police oﬃcers
taking us by the arm and escorting us into Jenison because it was so packed
with people.”

Meet the new boss
Four years later, Soderberg remembered being at her desk and meeting a
new part-time assistant coach.
Many came and went during her 43 years. But Izzo has been there with her
since 1983, eventually taking over for Heathcote in 1995 and keeping
Soderberg around as his direct secretary.
[ Tom Izzo's memoir of Coach Heathcote: 'Jud brought out the best in me' ]

Lori Soderberg and her family with Tom Izzo and his family after the Spartans' senior night
win over Michigan on March 9. (Photo: Michigan State Athletic Communications)

“I’m really thankful that during that time, I’ve only had two bosses — I
worked for Jud Heathcote and Tom Izzo,” she said. “I was cleaning out my
files and found a picture of Tom with his mustache and his hair kind of
parted down the middle, and I remember when he walked in, that was what
he looked like.”
They shared a number of memories over those years, including her second
national championship experience in 2000. Izzo went to Lori’s wedding to
her husband Sam Soderberg, who also retired from MSU on Wednesday. She
attended Izzo's wedding to Lupe and watched their children Raquel and
Steven grow up — Izzo’s daughter got engaged last weekend, and his son
graduated from Lansing Catholic High this weekend. Soderberg’s children,
Jason (32) and Lindsey (28), also both went to MSU and now work for the
university, and she has a 3-year old granddaughter.
"Deaths, weddings, births, graduations of her kids, mine," Izzo said. "She's an
unbelievable woman at staying in her lane. She didn't need the attention, she
didn't need all of the frills. She just did her job in a quiet way."

That connection has been part of the family atmosphere Izzo has fostered
around his program.
“Coach (Izzo) said it best,” Fife said Friday. “He brought us into a meeting
Wednesday, and it was the first thing he talked about. He said, ‘Guys, I’m
gonna need your help.’ In his eloquent way, he said, ‘I’m losing essentially
both of my arms.’
“It’s the way Lori made people feel that I’m gonna miss the most, aside from
the impact. People like that, that are both feet in and love Michigan State
and love Michigan State basketball and love a program the way she does, it’s
hard to find.”

Changing times
Soderberg watched MSU basketball develop into a national powerhouse
under Izzo. That increased visibility meant more demands for her boss, and
more things she had to keep track of than before, during Heathcote’s 19
seasons as head coach.
She said Heathcote and Izzo had “two diﬀerent personalities” despite being
so close.
“Jud certainly did not have the demands that Tom does, but Jud was good at
saying no and Tom says yes, so Tom is going in more directions,” Soderberg
said. “With Tom, he’s in a million diﬀerent directions all the time. As he
said, I manage him — that’s how he would describe my position for him. I
make sure he knows where he’s going, what he’s got going on that day, I do
all his travel stuﬀ and just make sure he knows where he’s supposed to be."
Her detail-oriented abilities are what commanded respect from the two
coaches, both of whom are known for their meticulous game-planning.
"She's probably one of the more organized people I've ever met," Izzo said.
"Her attention to detail when I'm going on a speaking engagement or a

recruiting trip, everything is set up to the minute. I'm gonna miss that.
"And I'm gonna really miss the fact that (past) players always had someone
to call back to that they know. There was the Gus era, the Jud era and then
my era. She's transcended all of them and found a way to fit in with all of
them, which is just incredible."
Soderberg, who Heathcote would send birthday gifts to before he died in
August 2017, was one of the last connections to the time when Izzo was an
up-and-coming coach in his 20s. She remembered the voicemails Heathcote
would leave at the basketball oﬃce after his retirement critiquing MSU's
wins and losses, and Izzo recalled how Soderberg would nudge him to call to
check in on Jud from time to time.
“We know what an important role Jud played in coach’s life,” Fife said.
“Losing Lori is losing someone that brings tremendous value in her own
right, but I think that he sees as someone who still connects him with Jud.”

One final run

Lori Soderberg walks with her husband, Sam, to be honored after the Spartans' senior night

win over Michigan on March 9. (Photo: Michigan State Athletic Communications)

Soderberg said she told Izzo two years ago about her plan to retire in May
2019, barring unforeseen circumstances that would require her to keep
working. Not surprisingly, her plan went smoothly into Friday.
The past few months got busy as MSU advanced to Izzo’s eighth Final Four.
But he always kept Soderberg’s impending departure at the front of his
mind.
After MSU’s final home game victory over Michigan to capture a share of the
Big Ten regular-season title, Soderberg and her family were celebrated on the
court during the senior night ceremony for her contributions. Then after the
Spartans beat the Wolverines a third time for the Big Ten tournament title in
Chicago, with his team calling for Izzo to cut down the net, he stopped
them.
“He was like, ‘No, Lori’s gonna do it,’ ” she said. “I’m like, ‘No, I’m not! No,
I’m not!’ There’s media cameras down there, and I’m looking at this tall
ladder and I’m short. I’m like, ‘No, my knee hurts, I can’t climb that ladder.’
All of a sudden, the players start chanting my name — ‘Lori! Lori! Lori!’ And
Lupe is behind me pushing me towards that ladder.”
Begrudgingly, she climbed it, a little higher than the 6-foot-plus players she
spent four decades around. Soderberg clipped a piece, then had to be told to
pull it. She twirled it around a few times as cameras snapped inside the
United Center. Izzo said he could tell Soderberg had "a great time doing it."
“The next day, I told Tom, ‘I hated that you made me do that, but then I’m
glad you made me do that,’ ” she said. “Another memory-maker. I don’t like
that attention, but that was a highlight.”
So was Friday.
Soderberg woke up at 2 a.m. and could not fall back asleep. She drove the

same route from her home in nearby Holt to Breslin Center, already having
spoiled the surprise of her party.
What she did not know was her parting gift from the Izzos, a note. They
bought Soderberg the Toyota Highlander she ordered in February. She was
supposed to pick it up in June. It “threw me for a loop,” she said a few hours
later.
“Of course, I started crying and I had to run into his bathroom. I’m an ugly
crier,” Soderberg said. “Then Lupe came in and hugged me. That was so
generous, I couldn’t believe that.”
She now has time to take the drives to all the places in Michigan she has
wanted to explore, and the room to bring her children and granddaughter
along.
But she also plans to keep helping Izzo on track at least through June.
“People keep asking me do you have hobbies what are you gonna do? I don’t
know, I’ve never been retired before,” Soderberg joked. “I told everybody,
‘You’ll see me.’ I won’t be here at 7 o’clock in the morning everyday like I
normally am, but I’ll pop in now and then. … I need to make sure he’s taken
care of before the next person comes in and takes over for me.”
That won’t be easy. Neither will 7:30 a.m. Monday, when Izzo arrives and his
trusted confidante won't be there waiting for him.
As Heathcote would close his voice messages, it is time for Soderberg to say
"over and out."
"It's going to be a little weird," he said. "She knew how to read me. She knew
when it was a bad day. She knew when things are right or wrong. That's
what happens when you're with somebody that long.
"I just had my 27-year wedding anniversary a few days ago. She's been right

there with me for 12 years as an assistant coach and then 24½ years as the
head coach, almost as long as I've been married. So she knows me probably
better than my wife, because I'm at work a lot longer than I'm at home each
day."
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