WRESTLING WITH RETIREMENT

After 32 years directing the Newark wrestling program, Jack Fisher decides it’s the right time’ to walk away
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Jack Fisher spent 32 of the past 35 winters directing the Newark wrestling program.
Finger Lakes Times (Geneva, NY)
Tuesday, March 27, 2007
armdrag.com

By CHRIS MARQUART

FinGer Lakes TIMES

EWARK — Slowly, one memory at a time,
N Jack Fisher is packing up his boxes in a
historic corner of Newark High School.

The longtime coach and physieal education
instruetor is retiring from teaching following the
current school year. His tenure as wrestling
head coach, which spanned four decades, ended
in mid-Febuary.

“There's never a perfect time to walk away,”
Fisher said, pointing out there are several see-
ond-generation wrestlers on his team who are
gons of Fisher's past grapplers. “You always
want to be there for someone, and that makes it
tough. I'm leaving a good group.

“There’s never a perfect time, but it's the right
time."

Few coaches can look back on a career and
reflect on these accomplishments: Four Section
V team championships, 56 tournament titles
and 326 dual meet wins; 43 individual sectional
champions, eight state tournament representa-
tives and 12 grapplers with more than 100 wins;
and four Coach of the Year awards.

Fisher, 57, guided Newark's wrestling program
for 33 vears in addition to 24 seasons as a foot-
ball assistant. He spent the past six falls with
the Reds’ girls tennis team, including 2008 as
varsity coach, and the last four springs as a girls
lacrosse assistant.

A former eollege lacrosse player, Fisher was
instrumental in the formation of the Reds' boys
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Longtime Newark wrestling coach focused on a family-oriented program

= Continued from Page 13

program.

“Jack is a Newark icon,”
remarked Len Colavito, who
worked with Fisher for
many years when Colavito
oversaw the Reds’ football
program and has taught dri-
ver's education with Fisher
the past seven years. “He is
a thorough guy. Whatever
he did, he did 100 percent.
You never had to worry
about what he was going to

0.

“I eould leave (football)
practice for a week, and he
would have practice the
same as when I left. He's a
great father and husband, a
great teacher, a great coach
and a great disciplinarian.”

To Fisher, it's not about
the wins or trophies, the

ts or
onships. What he'll remem-
ber most are the lives he's
touched.

“It's tough to go through
all the articles and pic-
tures,” Fisher said as he
leafed through a mental
scraphook.

“Before Jack, Newark
never had recognition in
wrestling. We had wrestling,
but no history,” explained
Chris Avery, a 1977 Newark
graduate who wrestled for
Fisher.

Fisher, a Long Island
native who played four
sports at Uniondale High
School, took the helm of the
wrestling program in 1973,
kick-starting what would
eventually turn into the
longest coaching tenure in
Newark High School history.

“When I took over, they
never had a winning season,
let alone a tournament
title,” Fisher remembered.
“That year was the one that
helped it start taking off. It
was a great group of kids.”

Fisher's first team includ-
ed John VanLare and Jeff
Kaller; VanLare’s son, Josh,
was the first son of a former
wrestler to compete for
Fisher. Kaller came back to
help out Fisher in the late
19705 and early '80s before
going to Victor as athletic
direetor and varsity football
and wrestling coach.

In 1974-75, junior Brian
Williamson won Newark's
first Section V individual
title. The following year,
Newark senior Harrison
Allerton burst onto the area
radar. Allerton won a Class
AA sectional title to high-
light a 27-1 season.

“He is a person who
always looks for something
positive in kids,” noted
Allerton, who went on to
wrestle for Team USA in a
dual against Iran. “It helps
bring the best out of every-
one, and he tried to focus on
that. He’s a good man. You
have to admire him.”

One match during *
Allerton’s final campaign
signaled the arrival of
Newark wrestling as a force.

Canandaigua was recog-
nized as the area power-
house at the time, In
December 1975, the Braves
scraped by the Reds 24-21,
using the match's only six
forfeit points to claim the
vietory. Fisher considered it
the turning peint for
Newark wrestling.

“It had always been a
tough league, but that was
the year we started to rise,”
Fisher said.

The Reds earned their
firat Section V team title in
1981. Bob Button and Scott
Eberhardt were among the
top performers that year.
Button, a 215-pounder, went
37-1, won his fourth individ-
ual sectional title and
logged a then-11.8. record 28
pins in a row.

Eberhardt, 33-4 that sea-
son, later represented the
United States in a matchup
with Poland.

“We see each other a faw
times a year and it is
always nice to get together
with him,” Button said,
adding that he still calls
Fisher “Coach’ or “Mr.
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Scrapbook full of memories

Here are some tidbits from
Jack Fisher's 32-year tenure as
Newark wrestling coach:

Wayne County District
Attorney Rick Healy was a member
of Fisher's first team, in 1972-73,

m Two of Fisher's former
wrestlers, Harrison Allerton and
Scott Eberhardt. Team
USA in international matches.

= In 1981, Bob Button capped a
career in which he went 140-12 by
setting a school record with 28
consecutive pins. He also set
then-national records for pins in a
tournament (9) and fastast pin (6
seconds). The three-time state
tournament representative was a
two-time Empire State Games
gold medalist,

W Mewark won back-to-back

“Newark has had a history
of successful heavyweights,
but people would go home
before they would wrestle,”
Avery recalled, “Jack’s solu-
tion was to alternate class-
es, and we would have'liglit
then heavy, light then
heavy. It gave the heavy-
weights the center stage |
before a main crowd.”

He encouraged athletes to
wrestle out of season and
asked boosters to help raise
funds so students could
attend camps.

Fisher also developed I.he
Pin Award. Every time I.hes
pinned their opponent,
wrestlers would get a pin to
wear on their uniform.

43

Section V titles in 1992-93 and
'93-94. Fisher was honored as
Coach of the Year each time.

m Jack Fisher Jr. posted a 120-
10 record in his varsity career.
That winning percentage still
stands as the best in school his-
tory, as does his career mark of 17
tournament titles.

m Jon Kelly set a single-season
win record in 2001, going 44-2 in

001 The three-time Section V
champion won seven tourna-
ments that year,

B Helly's classmate, Eric
Spratley, won six tournaments in
2001, The two-time sectional
champ finished his career with a
schook-record 162 wins.

Fisher.” * I don't feel like a
peer. He is someone [ lo

up to. I am probably just
one of hundreds who respect
him and thank him for his
service. It was selfless.”

“We had some amazing
athletes,” Fisher said.
“Wrestling is such a gruel-
ing sport. I admire any kid
that wrestles. You have to
be in the best shape of your
life. It's a sport you take
home with you. You have to
watch your diet, and the
season is so long.”

Fisher's own busy sched-
ule was starting to take its
poll.

As Newark's athletic
director, he would be at the
high school in the morning.
In the afternoon he headed
to the middle school for
teaching duties. After
school, he ran intramurals
at the middle school, then
went back to the high school
for football or wrestling
practice.

“And, I was taking admin-
istration classes at
Brockport and Cortland,”
Fisher said, recalling how
the daily grind took its toll
on his wife, Kathie, and
sons Jack and Lance. “It
drove Kathie crazy. I'd leave
in a suit, change into teach-
ing clothes, then spend the
afternoon in coaching
clothes.”

Fisher took a break from
wrestling following the '80-
81 season, but returned
three years later. Bob
Binggeli, who succeeded
Sam Catalano for the '82-83
and '83-84 campaigns,
stayed on to assist Fisher
when he came back.

“Bob had such huge shoes
to fill," Avery said, “and I
think he saw it was immi-
nent that Jack would be
head coach again.

“Jack had the vision on
how to keep the program
unified, and part of that was
keeping the model around a
family-run organization
where students came back
and contributed.

“] heard critics question
how could he leave the pro-
gram back in 1981, It both-
ered me to think that any-
one wasn’t appreciative of
what he done. Now, [ don’t
know how anyone can ques-
tion him. Look at the contri-
butions. He's done so much
to promote the sport, tha
teams and the i

Allerton was an assistant «
for several years,

“Chris and Harrison
always said they would
come back and help me out,”
Fisher said, adding Allerton
still helps out on occasion.
“Harrison has a boy (Izaac)
in the modified program.
Chris has got a kid on the
varsity team (Alex) and
another son in the modified
program (Nolan).”

Agside from his three-year
hiatus, Fisher missed only
two matches as head coach,
one after his mother, Marie,
died in 1987. The other was
Jan, 29, 1972, the day he
married Kathie, whom he
met when she was secretary
to the athletic director.

“Since the Newark tourna-
ment falls on that anniver-
sary, we never really got a
hnneymocn," Fisher said. “It
will be nice to be with my
‘v;';:e during anniversary

Fisher coached his sons in
e League and peewee

sports, and when they
reached high school. He was
on Colavito’s staff when the
Reds won a sectional title in
1990 — Colavito's son,
Chris, and young Jack
Fisher were on that team.
The elder Fisher also
watched both his sons help
Newark capture sectional
vgvrestling titles in "93 and
94,

According to Button, one
of the reasons Fisher suc-
ceeded was a style that was
both flexible and appealing
to the changing generations.

“He was excellent in
teaching kids how to set and
achieve goals,” Avery said.
“You have to know how to
promote their individual
success, and different kids
respond differently. He
always crafted an appmach
for a different kid."

“He instilled confidence
through training,” Button
said. “He made us train like
we were going to perform or
compete. When you got to
the mat, you weren't
awestruck. You weren't sur-
prised to have to do some-
;hmg you hadn't already

Fisher was a master inno-
vator as well, particularly
when it came to the annual
Newark tournament.

He was a driving force
hehmd getting the Newark
finals aired live

Avery feels connected to
Fisher and admits that one
could easily finish a sen-
tence for the other.

“We're like a large,
extended famlly. remarked
Avery, who ul ly

on television before it
became more commonplace
to see high school sports in
that medium. Instead of
large, cookie-cutter trophies,
the‘r opted for medals.

became the trea.surer of the
booster club and director of
the Newark tournament,

twist was Fisher's
development of the spotlight
ceremony before the tourna-
ment finals.

E Iy, it was d
ued. "
“You wanted that badge of
honor,” Avery said. “It was,
so successful, but some.
wrestlers would have so
many pins, it would threat-
en the uniform with tears or

'The Pin Award gave say.
to a more maintenence-"
friendly ticker board — sil-
ver stars for JV grappers .
and gold stars for varsity —
that hung in the wrestling
room for years, The board
was discontinued when - -
Avery stepped down as an.
assistant. .

That board would have
been full in 2001 and '02;
when Jon Kelly and Eric -
Spratley carved their lagacy
in Newark wrestling history.
Spratley holds the career
record for wins, going 162-
44, Kelly owns the most,, |
wins in a season, 44, in."01.

The 2002 Reds won
Fisher's fourth and last
Section V team title while
boasting six individual
champions.

Fisher announced his. .
retirement at the annual
wrestling banquet March 10.

“l read a speech to begin,
and when I looked up after
the first paragraph, every -
kid was crying,” Fisher said,
“It took me a me awhile to!
catch my breath and go on
from that."

Fisher is looking forward
to spending more holiday
time with his family —
young Jack is a Marine
Corps lawyer at Camp - -
Lejeune, N.C., while Lani:’q
is a mechanical engineer -
with Secor in State College,
Pa. — and more time as’a
whole with his wife.

“If not for her, I wmidn’t
do all tlns coaching all these
years,” Fisher said. “She isa
coach’s wife.”

“His wife was always sup
portive of him being gorie, -
and they are a unique conj-
bination. They make you
feel worthwhile,” Button
said. “The time off will be’
nice for him. I'm sure there
are a lot of things he's want-
ed or would have liked to do
for years, but it was always
about other people more
than himself."

While Fisher will continue
coaching girls tennis in the
fall and may stay with girls
lacrosse, he stressed that -
his wrestling commitment. is
finished.

His influence will be felt
far beyond the recently m
pleted wrestling season.

“I ean tell you that he'is
probably one of the best
influences I've had as far as
coaches,” Button said. “He |
was really on the straight'
and narrow and instilled.
good values, Onee I got into
the college ranks, only then
could I really appreciate
what he brought to l‘.he
table.”

“I think of him as bemg
irreplaceable,” Avery added.

“There are so many mem-
ories, great memories,” -
Fisher said. “So many peo-
ple look back on jobs and
they might hate them. .
When I look back, I know..
this is what I was meant to
do. Lloved it, but now is ﬂ}e
right time to go."
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