Chris Velardi:

It is the '"Cuse Conversations podcast, celebratingdfiethmer Otto the Orange. Syracudeiversity’'s
iconic mascot is a membef the Mascot HalDf Fame’slass of 2023.

Julie Walas:

You don’'t do mascot stuff, like mascot life for any perstwoalor. It's for the enjoyment of othgyeople
and it's just everypnce ina while where you take a breath and ysay, "Wowthis is cool." Like, "Wow,
| was a part of doingomething really cool.” Smanypeople’s lives now, almostraundred of us that
have been Otto and worn thsuit and brought Ottdo life for other people.

Chris Velardi:

That’s Julie Walas, Ottatsach forthe last 16 years, and as ybeard her mentionpne of nearly 100
Syracuse University’s student athletes wiavebrought Ottothe Orangeo life. I'mChris Velardi from
Syracuse University’'s Office of Alumni Engagement. Thanks for listerting special editiorf the
'Cuse Conversations podcast.

Here’s the thingif you want to talk about Otto, you've got to talk with Julie, so we did. She shares some
great stories that reallpighlight what Otto means tthe university, Syracudans, the CentradNew Y ory,e8pdaRGiind)é



invited Otto tocomeasthey do every year, but they surprised Otto and all of the kids imade
congratulatorycards and posters for Otto Mascot Hall of Fame and they were telling Otto and us like,
"It's so cool that we wom nationalchampionship and you ithhe Hall of Fame at the same time."

| think it was humbling to me and ttetudents that the Men’'&ational Championship soccer team
would take a moment to bring their kids’ community together and honor Ottbah way andnvite

Otto in in that wayWe were at a 4th of Julyarty, 30 minutes outside of Syracuse at Tuscarora, past
Tuscarora, and it was so fun. It was just like pigsiic party fireworks, boat parade, the 4th duly
weekend,and we decidedo take the golf cart that was providezhd just hopa little bit to some more
parties on the way back to Otto’s changing area.

Chris Velardi:
So Otto showed upninvited?

Julie Walas:
Kind of, yes.

Chris Velardi:
But has Otto ever really uninvited? Yeah.

Julie Walas:

Yeah Everyone is thrilled. And the weird part was no @s&ed like, "Otto, why are you here? Why are
you out here?" They immediately went to, "Hall of Fame mascot." It wagrange to besomewhere
where you weren't expected or inviteghd people knew that Ottavas receivinghis recognition. So

I'm really grateful to the whole community for the publicity and for the excitement from syracuse.com,
the universitycrew here andeverybody just kind of getting the word out. But yeah, it's meannsch

I think to everyone to know that Otto means so mucthatiof us and Otto is a part of af our lives in

S0 many ways that on a global scale, on a national level, Ottcadgnized by the Mascot Hall of Fame.

Chris Velardi:
Let's take it from the global national level to the very personal level. What does this mean for you?

Julie Walas:

This is a big ondhis isa big one. | don't think | realized that it was going to meamsoh tome, and |
think it's on many fronts that the alumni that I've gotten to knowoaching this teanfor 16 years and
then thealumnithat I'vecoachedor 16 yearsalums have come befomae. It's a piecef allof them
andall oftheir efforts that have gottems to this placend this point. So thearall of them celebrate
together and be the onéhat got to deliver that message to them atell them we didit together has
really brought our community together in such a beautifully humbling way.

And then to know the kids that do this after aflus aregoing tobe a part of a program that is honored
in the likes of any of the best mascots in the wottdit we’ve built something together that really does
meansomething,not just to me or just to the community. That reflectibackhas just really honored
me to heareveryone be so excited for Ottbknow that the excitement is for Otto, but the honor | am
taking personally, like, "Wow, people really are excabdut something that we’'ve created over time,
that is somuch a part of people’s lives." All the day-to-day effort, everything of the scheduling, the
coordinating, the training the kids, the picking, all of that came to this moment.
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You don’'t do mascot stuff, like mascot life for any perstioalor. It's for the enjoyment of other
people. And it's just every onde a while where yotiake a breath and yosay, "Wowthis is cool." Like,
wow, | was a part of doing something really cool thatatianced so many people’s lives who interact
with Otto, but so many people’s lives noamost a hundred of uthat have been Otto and worn the
suit andbrought Otto to life for other people.

Chris Velardi:

There are so mucthere that | want to unpack and dHat, but go back to your first experiences and
how this1l6years axoach, but how this journelyegan?

Julie Walas:

Yeah, | can’t even imagine it. | remember tellingmom and dad, "I think | might be a mascot now. |
think I might be Otto." Anthey were like, "What?"

Chris Velardi:
So you didn’t come intthis withthat plan?

Julie Walas:

No. And some of the students now come iitttelling me from their freshman semester, "l want to be

an Otto." They’'re emailing before they get here. It's a way bigger deal and a way bigger program. But at
that time, there were just a few of us, less than a handful. And | was not a typical mascot that was
coming to tryoutsSomy friendLaura Brietnall, Laura Hollands now, were RAs together and sheas

an Ottoandshe was the ongho said, "I think you need to do tryouts." Andjust last year, thewere

all overat my househer andher family, wewere having dinner together aridvas able tahank her

because she was talking about, "Do yemember like wavere Ottos andike nowthisis your whole

life?"

And | was like, "It wouldn’t be that without you saying you should goytmut, Laura. | remember sitting
on the quad and you saying it and me laughitraff, like | would never be a mascéwe never
considered that in my life. And thgmou tellingme go and | showedp." | actually don’t even remember
how many people were there, but there were a couple of people coming in. It was in Manley Field
House and we did this tryouThecheer coachvas there, Dena Segbers at that tinaed it was silly.
Everything about it wasilly andmascoty and welbutsideof my normal comfort zone afew housekid,
RA,U100 and I guess for many students mascots fit, but | didn’t have that silliness to me.

Chris Velardi:

You were out of your comfort zone asdmetimes the best things happen when you get owair
comfort zone put you never realize it ithat moment.

Julie Walas:

No. Yes, exactly. And | think the whole time that | @#s, | felt a little bit,now looking back, like |
know this is significant, but | can’t figure out why it's cool. It'sam. I'm getting akorts of crazy
experiences that | wouldn't have gotten otherwise. Aaisb | feeh lot like an imposter. I'm not really
sure,but | hadno idea it was drawing me into a career in coachingthatiwould lead me dowthis
path of probably the most fulfilling professiorthing I've evedone is coaching college students and
now generations of theseollege students.
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| felt throughout my short time as &ntto that | had so much more to offer. | had just kind of gotten
involved in this and comfortable. And so Ottas a different program at a different tinteen too, and
so there was a lot of things that weere advocating for and it was hard b@ coming of age with social
media and trying to havihese conversations about what do we do with vidawl social and nationals
andwho are we as a mascot prograind it's taken a ton of time to figure that olBut from there,
every year, | think we've gotten moamd more sure of ourselves and our identity and we’ve builobff
eachyear andnow have come to this magicallace where there’s a ringpming, a nationak Hall of
Fame ring coming home this time.

Chris Velardi:

Yeah And that recognition obviously has got to be so fulfillimgt, looking back at your, yosaid brief
time as Otto, is there any particular moment that stomat?

Julie Walas:

Yeah, | always come back to a couple. tfimk it's going to be the big moments where you run out
onto the field in front of all the fans at a big footbgdime that is cool and therowd feels so loudnd
echoing in the suit angou’rejust allyou hearin your headhough areyour own thoughts about what's
coming next and what you’réoing.

Chris Velardi:
Hard to enjoy that moment because of aflthe things that you'veot to focus on.

Julie Walas:

Yeah, you'rgust taking it alin and thinkingaboutso much that it's like deafenirgilence at the same

time, but it'sthe smallmoments,the ones where you went to litle birthday partyof a kidthat gives

you a card that they spent time creating for you, or a high five that then lights up their whole face where
you just know this is the reason that wehere, this is the difference. And the parem® then crying,
capturing their photo of their little kiind theywent to Syracuse. It's a whole moment for them that

you are pausing in their life and spending that deliberate time to see someoneasmé:ct with them in

that way really matters. Thossre the momentghat | kind of remember. And now | think sometimes
thoselittle kids aregrown up adultsare college studenthemselves nowand that's pretty neat that

it's been that, maybe that moment was the moment yoeateda fanin Syracusend for allof us.

Chris Velardi:
You mentioned neighborhood of a hundrstlidentsnow, alumni who have been Otto, but one of



andkind of learning about things like that, creating a consistent charadifining your character’s
signaturemoves, how your character’s different from other characters. fath at some point Otto
evolved to past the basi@nd| started having our own Ottcamp and retreat, so students still come
back for Ottoretreat early, and weoachour own camp here.

Chris Velardi:
Yeah.

Julie Walas:

We'venow createdsome partnerships and a netwodk... it's a smalhetwork, but there’sa network of
mascot coaches mostly on the collegiate lehat bounce off ideas o#ach other. Or wenight doteam
Zooms andlo some ideas bacind forth. And






really great about encouraging that engagement for a multitude of reasdos. | havemultiple
generations of friends from WJPZ and multiple generations of frirods the Otto programywhich is
pretty nifty.

Chris Velardi:

That's the best of alumm@ngagement is where it's multi-generational. It's not just the people you were
in school with, but it's the people whihen maybecame before you or camafter you and are part of
some affinity, some typef thing that connects you all.

Final thing, is there a special Otto memory, a moment that stands out for you? And | know having talked
to other people who have been Otto for a period of time, it's hard to pick just one, but is there kind of a
thing or a common theme among the moments that stands out?

Brian Lapis:

Yeah, there ar¢hree that standout for me. The first one is the fact that | had the opportunity to go to
the Aloha Bowl as a senior and what that involved was a week long trip with some of my best ftends.
the time, Otto was closely attached to the cheerleading squad, so | had several friends on the
cheerleading squad before | becai@o, and thernwhen | becaméhe mascot, wbecame even closer.
So it was thisnagnificent trip to Honolulu for a weakver Christmasf our seniotyear of college. |

mean,it doesn't get any better thathat. Then there was the time that | was mascotting, | was @ito

the BC, the Bosto@ollegefootball game at Boston College, atite BC Eagle comes up to me &aays,
"Hey, listenthere’s this thing that the band likes tio. They likgo pick up the visiting teamimascot
andcarry it off the field. Are you up fahat?" | go, "Yeah, sure." | got carried off the field by the Boston
CollegeMarching Band. That was pretty fun.

And thenthere was this annoying time, arnd this day, I'm annoyed by Villanova because there was a
time when Villanova waglaying us at the dome. There was some music and the Villanova Wildcat
decided to go dancing on theourt, and the mascot protocds that you don’t do thatThemascot

comes out and dances for 30 seconds, 45 secarbthenthe home mascot comes and chases the
visiting mascot off the court. So theweas theVillanova Wildcat on our court dancing around. So Otto
comes waddling out and tries to shoo the Villanova wildcat off the court andahe wildcat wouldn’t
leave.Sol had to engage my cheerleading friends and it was more like a gang repellentibwytzl
Backwhenl| was in Otto, it wasn't a secret. Slet everybody know that | was thmascot because | was
really fired up and really proud of the fact that | was thascot. Ottas a treasureaxperience for me

at Syracuse University.

Chris Velardi:
And a Hall of Famer.

Brian Lapis:
And a Hall of Famer. I'm proud to aeHall of Famer.

Jeff Kurkjian:

Hi, I'm Jeff Kurkjiartlass 02015, and was Otto the Orange from 2011 to 2015 grdud to call Otto a
Hall ofFamer.

Chris Velardi:
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What does that mean to you?

Jeff Kurkjian:

Being a part of the mascot program at Syracyse,quickly realizehat it's about samuch more than

you. It's about what it represents amnehat Otto represents. Being a part of that, | didn’t really fiedll
selfish that Otto became a Hall of Famer d&tiédxplain. Because everybody | was on the team with and
most people | meet whavere Otto at onepoint, they understandhe gravity of what it means to do the
job. So it's almost like you disconnect from it in a way where I'm just so proud ofliGt@llof the hard
work and theaccumulatiorof all of this great workrom all of these people who have served acolach
Julie Walas, who'’s absolutely incredible as a caacthas grown this program massively and she



into the program andhe mascot itself isinique, hilarious, and represendgsuniversity that is the
greatest quitefrankly.

Chris Velardi:
Before | let yougo, share anOtto experiencehat has stayed witlyou,

Jeff Kurkjian:

I'll tell you quickly myavorite Ottostory, andl want you to understand that this has nothing to do with
me. This has everything to do withtto, | just happened to bthere for it.

Chris Velardi:
That'’s the key.

Jeff Kurkjian:

It was Syracuse’s first ACC tournament and Otto was down for théo&@@y,and nobody knew who
Otto was, right2Ve're new guys. People were thinki@gto was the mascot fothe ACC tournament
because he looks like a basketball and nobody cafetiody cared about Syracuse when we were
sitting in Tar HeeCountry and Blue Devil Country in North Carolina.

Chris Velardi:
This is Greensboro, right?

Jeff Kurkjian:

ExactlyNobody cares about upstate New York down thé&lketell you that much. And they think we
know nothing about basketball, whid$ absolutely not true, but | digress. In between tournament days,
Otto and the rest of thenascotshad an opportunity to go to a children’s hospital in Greensboro and we
met all of these kids who have begning through someeally difficult times. A lot othem, cancer
diagnosis, leukemia. Sonoéthem unfortunately were terminalSomeof them were going through to
trying to get through somef the hardest times they will ever face and that anybody eviétr face. Otto
was thereand all of the kidéoved Rameses and the Blue Devil and the DeBwacon and all that
because they know thosélot a lot of people



Chris Velardi:
Wow.

Jeff Kurkjian:

And the impact that Otto the Orange can have on this community is amazing and it stretches far and
wide, and that is why Otto the Orange is and always will be a Hall of fame.

Zannah Bailey:
Hi, I'm Zannah Bailey, class of 2014. | was Otto from 2009 until | graduated in 2014. When | first visited






Exactly. And it's really ftsamdto have the privilege to listen in to those experiences over time and to
watch. There aresome excitement right now arourttie current groupof Ottos, and of course they're
still a secret.

Chris Velardi:
Right.

Julie Walas:

As you are a part of this, your life is about giving to Otto, and so until you graduate, we don’t know, but
there are some really special pieces of this grehat tie them to the groups before that | just can’t wait

to have play out over time. | think the generation idea is refalfyto watch the Otto family kind ojrow
andchange and to now have Ottos from the early '80ghaliwaythrough.Now, wehave 40 years of

Ottos.

Chris Velardi:
BeforeOtto was even officially Otto, right?

Julie Walas:

YeahHonestly, yes. And Otto wasn’t even named @imdil really 1990 and becanmur officialmascot

in '95. Sat’s cool betweerall of them to sharghese milestones witleach other and to learn like, "I
was the Otto at the nationathampionship andlwas the Otto that named the Otto costume, and | was
the Otto who was in Japan for this event, or | wasdhty military based veteran Ottihat | know. | was
the first femaleOtto." There’s all these significant moments whamu have a group that'so small but
also spans this kind ¢ifne.

Chris Velardi:

Otto is sanclusive. Everyone can relate to that experieaod canconnect through theishared
experiences with Otto. It doesn’'t matter how old they are, as long as they're rooting for Syracuse. And
even if they’'re not, sometimes theyan't help it, but kind ofove Otto.

Julie Walas:

I think you'rereally right on that. We've experiencedfew times where we’'ve been on a commercial
shoot for Nissan or at an ACC tournament where multiple teams and mascdtgyatker from all
across.

Chris Velardi:
ESPN.

Julie Walas:

Right. And people show up to take pictures witto like, "I've been wanting to meet you. You're a
[inaudible00:36:56] mascot." And they may be declad in some other team’s geabut Otto does
have this inclusivity about Otto and really isn’tiatimidating, scary like, we’neot going to like you
kind of teasing mascot, whichrings peoplan. | think the Hall of Fame recognized that témd they're
pretty thrilled about the support that the Syracusemmunity is giving Ottbecause it means so much
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to the Hall of Fame to induct a mascot whgat a fan base that's showing up and is excited and voting
from all around thaworld. And so thewere thrilledto invite us in.

Chris Velardi:
Yeah.That was one of the things that they pointed out after tallying the votes from around the vgorld
that the support for Otto was overwhelming.

Julie Walas:

Yeah And when you think about it, a lot of the fan bases for professional sports are kiodatized.

They might beeally big andeally deepbut it's often for the team and the mascot is the side character
to a team. Andhot to diminishthe work of some of these really incredibly talenteerformers in



And that should really be a pride point falt of us. Ottowill be inductedinto the Mascot Hall of Fame
in Whiting, Indiana during ceremonyand family friendly fafiest on Saturday, August 12th. There's
more information in this episode’s description. You afso make a gift to support Otto through the
Otto the OrangeMascot FundYou'll find that link inhe description.Thanks to Juli#Valas, Briat.apis,
Jeff Kurkjian and Zanndailey forbeing a part ofhis celebratiorof the Hall of Famer, Otto the
Orange. And thanks to ydar listening. I'm Chri¥elardi. Go Orange!
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