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The Hooker Likes Pastels

The Rugby World Cup begins next week. From now until the RWC's end, or at least until I run out of material, I will be attempting at least one rugby post per day. Let me know if you can guest-write a team preview, or if you can invite me to an embassy RWC watch party, or if you have any other coverage ideas.
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That's Owen on the left. He's not teaching art at the moment.
USA Rugby's Owen Lentz may not be the biggest guy on the rugby field--he's 5-foot-9, 211 pounds--but he's no slouch, either. "He's a physical guy and he doesn't shy away from anybody," said Jason Maloni, Lentz's manager with the Maryland Exiles. "He's hard. He's hard, and he's committed."

Committed enough that he played professionally for three years in South Africa, logging time with both the Border Bulldogs and the Eastern Province Mighty Elephants. He'd play professionally in the States, too, if it were possible, but it's not. So instead he does the next most natural thing for a young rugby star: he teaches art.

"He also gets made fun of a lot," noted Lentz's wife, Bethesda native Erin Johnson. "He's like this rough guy--he's big, he's a hooker--and then he's an art teacher too. It doesn't fit a rugby player's profile, really, to be an artist."

Many of the sports backers would disagree, of course, pointing to the PhD's and physicians and engineers who play their game, but this isn't about them, this is about Owen Lentz. He took up the sport when he was 6, played for his provincial squads and eventually graduated to the national U-21 team. But after three years of being a South African pro, his body had taken a pounding, and so he decided he'd take a break and see more of the world by coming to the States to play for the Exiles. 

Then he met Erin, a former honorable mention All-Met soccer player from Whitman High who played collegiately at Brown while studying visual art. She had bounced around after college, for a time teaching ceramics and photography at Whitman, where she instructed a future USA Rugby call-up named Inaki Basauri. Around the time she met Owen--who had also studied art in school--she decided she wanted to open her own teaching studio. 

After they were engaged, they opened Bethesda's Artworks Fine Art Studio together. And so, between his pre-dawn training runs and evening weightlifting sessions, Lentz helps aspiring artists ages 5 and higher learn the fundamentals of drawing. He prefers pastels, and specializes in realistic scenes from South Africa. I asked whether he'd rather be playing his sport for a living.

"It's kind of a difficult question to answer," he said this week from Iowa, where the Eagles are training for the Rugby World Cup, which starts next week in France and England. "Rugby's been the love of my life, you know? I've always thought of it as my most passionate thing. But my wife is in America, and you don't really get paid to play rugby in America, [so] I guess art is my work. If I had a choice to play professionally, yeah, I'd play rugby here."

Being in America, though, did give Lentz a chance to play in a World Cup. He had lived here long enough to qualify for the U.S. side, and after months of training camps and scrimmages and cuts he was included on the 30-man final roster this month, fulfilling what he called "a childhood dream." The U.S. side, of course, is in a five-team pool that also includes South Africa. Lentz knows several of the Springboks from playing on the U-21 team; he regularly gets up at 3 in the morning to watch South African matches online, collects South African uniforms and cheers on his countrymen whenever they're playing anyone but the U.S., making this whole proposition a bit odd.

"His whole family's pretty torn; they want to root for Owen, but they also want to root for South Africa," said Erin, who is pregnant with the couple's first child and unable to travel to Europe for the Cup. "They're all proud and supportive of him; at the same time, they're torn between who they should root for."

Anyhow, Lentz thinks he's in the U.S. for good, and after the World Cup is over and his daily stipend of about $100 disappears, he'll be back to teaching art in Bethesda. The studio focuses on instilling proper artistic techniques, which Erin and Owen think are prerequisites for more advanced experimentation. Owen's presence helps convince some of the younger lads that going to art class isn't a girlie endeavor; "it really helps the boys in our class say 'Oh, this is ok'," Erin said. Plus, the moms just love him.
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