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You spiraled out of control
until a teacher and coach
changed your life. Your anger
still simmered and your regret
remained, but you finally saw
your future beyondhigh school,
and youwere just so tired of be-
ing unhappy.

So you straightened out your
academics and went to a junior
college and on to Xavier, and in
the spring you’ll be the first of
your siblings to graduate from
college.

You’re Amé White. And
you’re a fighter.

‘I was just a menace’
Nowyou’rebacktobeingyou

andAmé isAmé,which is to say
she has an infectious smile,
freckled cheeks and a life story
so compelling that her team-
mate, Alex Smith, is filming a
30-minute documentary about
her. Smith plans to pitch it to
PBS.

“I think her story is one that
everybody should hear because
it’s so inspiring,” Smith said. “It
shows Amé’s spirit and how
she’s a great person and a great
friend and leader, even though
she’s been through things that
are pretty intense and tragic.”

In15 years of playing volley-
ball, Smith has never met a
more explosive fighter on the
court – or anyone so thankful.
Amé is the first to express grat-
itude for gear the players re-
ceive in their lockers before the
season, an event dubbed
“Christmas.” When the team
loses a match at Cintas Center,
Amé reminds players how
lucky they are to compete in
such a fine arena.

“I’m grateful because I nev-
er had all these opportunities,
all these things given to me,”
Amé said.

Money was scarce growing
up. Amé’s mother, Penina
White,worked two jobs tomake
ends meet and was gone from
3:30 p.m. to 7:30 a.m. When a
layoff left the family in dire
straits, Amé said her mother
dealt drugs toput foodon the ta-
ble.

“I’m never, ever proud of it,”
Penina White affirmed. “I
would never tell you that would
be an option for anyone.”

Amé stayed away from
drugs, but couldn’t dodge trou-
ble. She was a smart girl, a trait
that became her saving grace
whenappearingbefore juvenile
court judges, but she said she
was kicked out of three elemen-
tary schools, a junior high and a
high school for “fighting or get-
ting caught doing bad things.”

Here’showAméexplained it:
She was respectful at home to
her mother and her mother’s
boyfriend, Alvin Itula, but she
became someone else when she
left. Shesaidshe lived inanarea
infiltrated by gangs and it was
cool to be tough and important
to be strong.

Mrs. White said Amé was
also angry about her limited re-
lationship with her dad, Dave
White, who lived about an hour
awaywith her two brothers and
sister.

Amé sullied the elementary
school she was attending with
graffiti. She lit her homework
on fire near an open field and
created a blaze that forced the
cancellation of a kids’ carnival.
She made her first trip to juve-
nile court in fourth grade after
punching a boy who’d insulted
her sister.

Amé’s dad accompanied her
to court, where, he said, there
was a mass arraignment of ju-
veniles in trouble for things like
shoplifting. There were 15- and

16-year-olds and then there was
9-year-oldAmé,whodidn’t even
know the definition of assault.

White,an investigatorfor the
UtahAttorneyGeneral’sOffice,
tried to reason with Amé and
steer her in the right direction,
but she tangled with a lot more
trouble before finding her way.

She and her friends stole
bikes when they didn’t want to
walk home from school. They
stole shoes for athletics. When
she was 15, they stole a car,
bought a paintball gun, and
drove around “shooting out the
window” until police converged
on themat a four-way stop,Amé
said, guns pointing.

“There was a time I thought,
‘This is going to be a long road
for her.’ I didn’t know how she
was ever going to succeed,”
DaveWhite said.

Penina White called it a
struggle and said Amé was a
handful, but Amé herself prob-
ably put it best: “I was just a
menace. I was the worst. I was
such a troublemaker.”

Living with loss
If there was one person Amé

adored, itwas Itula. She regard-
edhimasher father for the dec-
ade he was in her life, and said
he was perfect in her eyes de-
spite his checkered past, which
included a history of fighting
with police.

Améwas sitting on the porch
with the 35-year-old Itula in
2006, sharing good news – she
was eligible to play volleyball
her sophomore season – when
two Salt Lake City police offi-
cers approached. They mistak-
enly believed Itula was wanted
on a warrant, according to a re-
port in the Salt Lake Tribune.

Penina White was inside,
sleeping. She quickly awoke.

“My mom came up and was
like, ‘No, check your system
again. We just got the warrant
cleared.’Theysaid, ‘No,hehasa
warrant. We’ve got to take him
in,’ ” Amé said.

Itula bolted. He ran toward
thebackof thehouseand intoan
alley, Penina White said.

“Growing up, he always got
in trouble.His first instinctwas
to run. I think he was just so
used to getting in trouble all the
time that when he wasn’t in
trouble, he thought he was,”
Mrs. White said.

The officers chased Itula
around the block and caught up
with him near the residence.
They told Itula to get to the
ground. He resisted, Amé said.

Penina White implored her
daughter to talk to Itula so he
would complywith the officers,
butAmé froze. She tearfully de-
scribed it as being “in stuck
mode.”

“I just watched the whole
thing andmymomwas scream-
ing at me, over and over: ‘Amé,
do something! Tell him to get on
the ground! He’ll listen to you!’
But I couldn’t say one thing,”
Amé said. “I just watched it all

happen.”
The Salt Lake Tribune said

officers sprayed Itulawith pep-
per spray, struck his leg with a
baton and shot him multiple
timeswith a Taserwhen he con-
tinued to act aggressively.

Twomore officers arrived to
help subdue Itula, who said he
couldn’t breathe after being
handcuffed.

His pulse weakened. He was
pronounced dead at a hospital.

Threemonths later thenews-
paper revealed that Itula had
been under the influence of co-
caine andmethamphetamine. A
medical examiner determined
Itula died from “excited deliri-
um,” a drug-induced condition
that can “spur pulmonary ar-
rest, especially after being re-
strained,” the paper said.

Amé was consumed with an-
ger and grief and guilt over It-
ula’s death. She lost trust in au-
thority. She vowed never to be
on “stuck mode” again, which
led to her expulsion fromHigh-
land High.

Aboypicked a fightwith two
of her male cousins, flashing
gang signs before hitting them
both, Amé said. She thought she
was next. She delivered a pre-
emptive punch and didn’t stop
there.

“He’s on the ground and I’m
on top of him just (hitting him).
And then it clicked in my head:
‘What are you doing? You’re in
(volleyball) season right now.’ I
freaked out and jumped off and
I grabbed my backpack and
tried to walk away,” Amé said.

“(Administrators) called me
in and asked why I was in a
fight. I was like, ‘What are you
talking about? I was trying to
break it up.’ They were like,
‘Really? Kicking the kid in his
head ain’t breaking it up,
Amé.’ ”

And that was it, her last
chanceat theschool.She leftbe-
hind the college volleyball
coaches slated to scout her at an
upcoming tournament, as well
as the adultswho’d shaken their
heads and said she was wasting
her talent.

Amé and her mother moved

into a five-bedroomhouse filled
with 16 relatives in a different
school district, where Amé en-
rolled and excelled and found a
waytofeel, for thefirst timeina
long time, alive.

A new influence
Wendy Sanders knew a thing

or two about Murray High’s
newest junior. Murray and
Highlandwererivals, andSand-
ers, Murray’s volleyball coach,
had had her hands full trying to
prepare for Amé when she was
on Highland’s team.

“Athletically, she was just so
dominant. We always tried to
come up with a game plan to at
least slow her down,” Sanders
said.

Sanders also knew Amé’s
reputation. It wasn’t good.
Highland was one of the tough-
er schools in the area, and “she
was definitely the toughest kid
on the toughest team,” Sanders
said.

But Sanders saw a lot of her-
self inAméandunderstoodwhy
Amé felt compelled to fight her
way through life. They had a
heart-to-heart about pain and
loss and making better deci-
sions, and they sortedoutAmé’s
academics as part of the credit
recovery class Sanders taught.

Amé repaid Sanders with re-
spect.

“She was the only person I
could kind of feel comfortable
talking to. She sat me down and
said, ‘Look, these are your
grades. If you want to play for
me, you need to go to class, you
need to do this.’ She introduced
me to all these tutors thatwould
talk to my teachers for me. She
put me in a class to express my
feelings. She gave me all this
help, which I really needed,”
Amé said.

It was the beginning of
Amé’s transformation, which
was enhanced by a renewed re-
lationshipwith her dad andpop-
ularity among classmates. She
was Homecoming queen run-
ner-up her senior year.

About the same time, a juve-
nile court judge gave Amé a
huge opportunity. He saw her
potential, she said, and promis-
ed to clear all charges against
her if she never returned to
court.

She didn’t. Amé went on to
lead Murray’s volleyball team
to a third-place finish at the
state tournament and earn her
high school diploma. Sheplayed
basketball and volleyball at Salt
Lake Community College, all
the while planning a transfer to
a bigger college to play volley-
ball.

“She said, ‘Well,Mom, I think
I’ll stay at the (University of
Utah) or play somewhere near
here.’ I said, ‘Oh, hell no. You’re
not staying here. In order for
you to get stability in your life,
you’re going to have to leave,’ ”
Penina White said.

Xavier coach Mike Johnson
accidentally stumbled upon

Amé – it was “dumb luck,” he
said – while reviewing footage
of another player. He later
learned Dave White played
football for twoyearsat theUni-
versity of Cincinnati, which
provided a connection to the
city.

Johnson also recruited Amé
to play her natural position
when other schools wanted her
as a libero, or defensive special-
ist. She committed to XU soon
after her visit.

At 5-foot-7, Amé was and is
small for an outside hitter, but
she has an astounding 30-inch
vertical leap. Because it took
time for her to adjust to the Di-
vision I game, Johnson said, she
became a consummate team-
mate while working to be her
best.

“In some ways she’s one of
our leaders in terms of how
hard people compete,” Johnson
said. “We actually hold her re-
sponsible for the level of com-
petitiveness in practice. She’s
probably one of the best com-
petitors we have.”

Finding peace
Being inked hurt, oh yes,

Amé said, but she couldn’t
imagine a better tribute to her
family than via the seven tat-
toos on her body. The first one,
on her calf, says “Tonga.” The
second is her mother’s name.

She has a bigmusical note on
her left thigh, representing her
family’s musical gifts, and a
sleeve of tattoos on her right
arm all the way to her elbow.
Her inner arm says “I am my
family’s keeper.”

It’s the truth. Amé has stead-
fast bonds with her parents and
her older siblings, whom she
talks to regularly.

On separate occasions Pen-
ina White, who is working on
her own degree, and Dave
White,whohas remarried, have
made cross-country trips to see
Amé play. They both plan to re-
turn to Cintas Center before
Amé’s greatest achievement:
College graduation.

“I want to get my degree be-
cause I know it’ll set the bar
higher for my nieces and neph-
ews and the younger genera-
tion,” Amé said, tears rolling
down her face. “That’s a really
big important thing.”

Her big-picture plan is to
play volleyball overseas, repre-
sent Tonga in beach volleyball
in the 2016 Olympics, and even-
tually help teens from similar
walks of life.

Amé’s evolution from trou-
bled child to adjusted 21-year-
old college student and athlete
has, at times, left Dave White
pinching himself.

He credits Sanders for
sparking the change and his
daughter for being responsible
and accountable.

“She definitely isn’t the per-
son she was five or six years
ago,” he said. “You just can’t
help but get that tear in your
eye, knowing that she’s really
turned it around.”

Amé carries memories with
her, thoughts of Itula. She wish-
es he could see her now.

She has found a certain
peace, too.

For years she waited to be
asked onequestion:Whatwould
she say now to the people who
didn’t believe in her, those who
thought shewaswastingher tal-
ent?

When the query was finally
posed, she thought for a mo-
ment. Then she laughed.

“I still don’t know,” she said.
Does it matter?
“No. It doesn’t. They never

did matter,” Amé said. “I’m
really happy now, but I feel like
I’m not done yet. I want to be a
person that makes history, that
changes lives.”

Amé
Continued from Page C1

Outside hitter AméWhite overcame a troubled childhood in Salt Lake City to become an inspirational leader
of the Xavier volleyball team, and now hopes to represent Tonga at the 2016 Olympics. PROVIDED

AméWhite transferred to Xavier
after her mother wanted her to
get far away from her past in
Utah. THE ENQUIRER/LEIGH TAYLOR

After two straight weeks in
which the University of Cincin-
nati Bearcats started slowly
and then rallied in the second
half to produce a blowout vic-
tory, UC coach Butch Jones
plans to focus this week on get-
ting out of the gate a little more
quickly.

“I can guarantee it will be
emphasized every way, shape
and form,” Jones said Monday.
“It starts with the way we get
dressed for practice, the way
we approach the day. I’m going
to rely on our seniors and some
of our leaders to really educate
some of our younger players
about what it takes to perform
at a very high level.”

UC, ranked No. 21 this week
in both the APmedia poll and in
the first BCS standings of the
season, will take its 5-0 record
and its eight-game winning
streak to Toledo to play one of
the best teams the Mid-Ameri-
can Conference has to offer.
The Rockets (6-1) have won six

straight and have scored 50 or
more points in each of their last
two games.

They also have a history of
beating BCS-conference oppo-
nents, having knocked off one
every year from 2006 to 2010.

This is theRockets’ secondof
two games against BCS compe-
tition this year. They lost 24-17
in overtime to Arizona in their
season opener.

Toledo, which is coming off a
52-47 defeat of Eastern Michi-
gan last Saturday, has averaged
44.3 points and 503 yards in its
last four games, but will be fac-
ing a UC defense this week that
ranks10thnationally in points al-
lowed at 14.4 per game.

The Rockets are led on of-
fense by junior quarterback
Terrance Owens, who ranks
second in MAC history in com-
pletion percentage (66.5 per-

cent). Owens was drafted as a
pitcher last June in the 40th

round of the Major League
Baseball draft by the SanDiego
Padres.

Junior wide receiver Ber-
nard Reedy caught 11 passes
against EMU for a school-rec-
ord 237 yards and set another
school record with 407 all-pur-
pose yards – 237 on receptions
and 170 on kickoff returns. He
returned one kickoff 89 yards
for a touchdown.

“Their skill level is very,
very good,” Jones said. “They
do a great job of creating space
for their playmakers. They’re a
very, very fast team. You’re
playing a very high-level team
and then you have to go into
their own stadium. It’s a very
difficult place to play. We need
to start much faster. Everyone
has to have a greater sense of
urgency.”

Toledo head coach Matt
Campbell, at 32, is the youngest
coach in the Football Bowl Sub-
division.

He was hired Dec. 12 and
coached theRockets in their 42-
41 victory over Air Force in the
Military Bowl.

He said Monday he’s looking
forward to this game to see how

far the Toledo program has
come in recent years.

“They deserve to be in the
Top 25 in the country,” Camp-
bell said of UC. “I really love
what Cincinnati has done over
the last four or five years to
build their program. It’s excit-
ing for us to see where we’ve
come in the last four or five
years when you get a chance to
play against an opponent like
that.”

UC will be the third-highest
ranked teamever toplayToledo
at the Glass Bowl. The Rockets

will return the game at Nippert
Stadium on Sept. 13, 2014.

LOCAL CONNECTIONS: Tole-
do has six local players on its
roster: defensive back Chris
Dukes (Colerain), defensive
back Cameron Cole (La Salle),
linebacker Drake Fletcher
(Roger Bacon), center Greg
Mancz (Anderson), tight end
Justin Morrow (Colerain) and
defensive end Keenen Gibbs
(La Salle).

Dukes is listed atNo. 2 on the
depth chart for this game.

Jones aims to get UC off to faster start
Not underestimating
high-powered Toledo
By Bill Koch
bkoch@enquirer.com UC AT TOLEDO

7 p.m. Saturday, Glass Bowl
Webcast: ESPN3
Radio:WLW-AM (700)

UC head coach Butch Jones slaps hands with his players during the
Fordham game Saturday night. AP/AL BEHRMAN


