Ray Pikulski ‘76

1. [image: G:\Olean Wrestling Memory Project\photos\yearbook photos\individual\ray pikulski 72-76.jpg] How/when/why did you start wrestling?
2. 
Back in 7th grade (’70-’71), I came down with walking pneumonia during junior high basketball try-outs and all that was left was wrestling.  I had to do something and I was not going to be in the band! I really liked sports and couldn’t stand to watch my friends play ball while I sat on the sideline.  So, wrestling was introduced to me at the time and I went out for it.  Believe me, that was not an easy switch but my parents were supportive and said if you go out you will finish out the year.  Many times I wanted to quit but stayed the course……Thank God!

One early memory that has stuck with me in the 8th grade, I went to the year ending JH Wrestling Tournament at Sweet Home and experienced my first time of not making weight even after running and spitting before weigh-ins.  I was like a ¼ pound over with little time left.  So, Coach Foster was there and he took a pair of tape scissors and began hacking away on my hair.  I made weight but my Mom was extremely displeased to say the least.  It all ended well as I took first place and secured my love for the sport.  

What kept you coming back year after year?

I had some success starting out the first year winning every now and then but at the end of the year, I actually won Junior Olympics [see above] and that was the turning point to stick with the sport.  Kept my basketball friends though.

Where/when did you practice?  If I remember correctly at times the YMCA and other times in the Industrial Arts building boiler room.  Nice and hot.  Oh yeah! [Ray’s frame of reference here is his early years]

Did your HS career lead you to anything in general? 

Yes, a work ethic second to none.  Had I not been involved in this sport and had Coach Foster as a mentor, I often wonder where I would be today?  I know for a fact because of wrestling, I have continued my whole life working out to stay in shape and even ran 2 marathons and two half marathons.

When did you stop wrestling? Or being involved in the sport? 

My collegiate career ended March 1981, at the NCAA qualifying tournament in Virginia.  During the second round, I was losing 3-2 with 10 seconds to go and both on our feet.  I tried a desperation move, landed on my head and fractured my C6 & C7.  Had total upper body paralysis for about 4 hours.  Now we know why I had 3 back surgeries in 2014 within 7 months.  Ugh, the price we pay now to play back then.  

It wasn’t until 1998 that I got back into the sport and helped start a wrestling program here in the Houston area.  I had two boys and wanted them to experience or have the chance to play the sport that I so loved.  After 4 years and three trips in front of the Cy Fair Board of Directors, I was able to get them to agree to get wrestling into the Cy Fair school system and was adopted and recognized as a UIL sport in Texas.  In 2009, I quit coaching the feed stock program and now enjoy going to local matches, the State Tournament and at least every other year or so to the Division 1 NCAA Wrestling Tournament.
From the very beginning of the program, the varsity teams went from near winless and being the worst in the area, to undefeated and being the best team in the state. Where were you in that process? 

 Well, let me just say that the pioneers of our sport back in the late 60’s and early 70’s were definitely looked up to by us little squirts.  Dale, Danny, Kirk, Mark, & Oakley to name a few and we hung on their coat tails watching them grow and succeed, which of course made us want to succeed as well.  I graduated in ’76 and that is when the domination began to take hold and gain state ranking and recognition.  In ’75, we knew if we could keep everyone healthy that ’76 might just be a special year and for the most part it was.  I think we sent 4 of us to states that year---Trip, Bruce, me and Simple Simon? 

Here Ray talks about some of the other years:

Junior high was the “awe aspect”, junior varsity, I was one of the fortunate or misfortunate freshmen & sophomore’s not to wrestle JV along with 5-6 of us and that in itself is one big reason why we started becoming successful our junior and senior years.  We were a team from day one and graduated as a team when it was over!

[In reference to freshmen year] That year our team was loaded with quite a few freshmen. I didn’t know anything about my guy and literally was sick to my stomach starting the day before.  Coach took us aside and told us this will be a tough learning year for us all and the future success for OHS will be ours.  Just go out there and give it your all and what you learned in practice will be both your offense and defense… 

The 73-74 team was the first Olean team to win the Sectionals. Did you know, or remember what that was like? 

I don’t remember to much other than the upperclassmen were elated to go out on top after being the pioneers and guinea pigs for the past 5-6 years.  They had no feedstock program to build from but persevered through all the tough times.  It was good for us underclassmen to see the sweat equity these guys put into the program and never gave up.  I really feel that grass root group of guys made us who we were going to be in the next couple of years.  Oh yeah and not to forget that Coach Foster was a huge part of that equation!  [And by this time, I would add, Mr. Myers] 

The team showed a large improvement from your freshmen year to your sophomore year (9-7 to 14-2), do you remember that? Can you speak to why that was? 

 Absolutely. As a pretty young and inexperienced team my freshmen year, we realized the leadership we had ahead of us with Danny Shembeda, Kirk Anderson and Richie Morton at the helm.  We were still a very young team with unproven talent (Tripodi, Crean, Meyers, Diehl, Bushnell, Dave Simon, Schieler and myself).  Foster believed in each and every one of us and used his motivation and techniques to get the best out of each and every one.  Coach always preached that wrestling is a one-on-one sport but first and foremost, we were a team.  And a team we were.  We always hung out together and always encouraged each other during the dark days of having to make weight, discussed upcoming matches, etc., etc…

Do you remember thinking what your junior year was going to be like? 

Oh yeah….new girlfriends, upperclassmen, varsity football, parties, fast cars, more girlfriends….Now back to being serious.  Our core group worked our butt off in the off season.  Some of us for wrestling and some for both wrestling & football.  After the ’73-’74 season, we all knew what we had our hands on with the core nucleus of guys who started as freshmen and now with experience to move on to the next level and perform accordingly.  

Senior yr 75-76, a huge difference both in you, and in the team from 74-75, how do you account for that? What was the 75-76 team like to you?  

Rick, it was a culmination of 4 years being together with of course, Coach Foster mentoring us through this journey.  We definitely knew we had something special going into our senior years with a solid group of juniors behind us.  We packed the house at every home match with SRO turnouts.  That in itself puts goose bumps on top of goose bumps.  

Say a few words about any of your teammates, your workout partners and your friendships. Anyone you looked up to? Took under your wing/looked after? 

I always looked up to both Danny and Kirk.  They had a presence on the mat like none other.  Danny was so strong and powerful and Kirk, strong as well but lightening quick and the best at that time in take downs.  He used to beat the s**t out of me in practice.  And when I was able to take him down, then the blood bath was even more intense with him.

I’d like to say I took Chris L under my wing.  My senior year, we would go an extra 20-30 minutes on the mat after practice.  He made me better and I hope he feels the same.  

[I asked Ray about the back and forth at 132 and 138 freshmen year between him and Kirk in the dual meets] 

Pretty simple Rick, Kirk was the bad ass and I was in awe of his wrestling prowess and always kicking my ass in practice.  He never let up or gave anyone a break on the mat no matter how good or bad they were.  So, I would usually match up with the weaker opponent unless coach though Kirk could get a pin on the easy guy and I could either win or lose by a decision, giving us a better team point scenario. 

Kirk went to the state meet that year, the first ever from Olean to go. Did you have a sense of helping get him there? What was practice like with him? Did you have a sense of your own improvement as a result of working with him? 

 Yeah, my sense in helping him get to states was him beating the “sense” out of me every day at practice.  I don’t think I helped him more than he helped me realize how much work I needed to put into the sport to get to his level.  Kirk was a mentor more so by his actions than verbiage.  All us freshmen thought he was a stud!   

Both you and Dave Simon went to the state meet---comment on your workouts with him?   

Simple Simon was a clown with a very unorthodox style of wrestling.  Long arms and legs…..a freak of sorts if you will.  Dave was a great guy and always had a smile on his face.  When it came to mat time, he was strictly business and no screwing around.  We were always close and definitely helped each other through the ’75-’76 season. Was a good friend too.

Do any particular (team) matches stand out in memory? Portville ones…they were the most important back then.

How about tournaments? The Southern Tier and Sectionals were always ones to get your juices flowing.

Any particular individual bouts (yours or others?) stand out in memory? Do you remember your first varsity match? 

I vaguely remember the first match but I do remember how nervous and sick to my stomach I was.  Never felt like that before playing a football game or a golf match.  The one bout that stands out in my mind to this day and caused me from an undefeated [regular] season was wrestling Duane Held in the Sweet Home Tournament.  It was in the semi finals and we tied at regulation and then in OT.  I lost in a referee’s decision, which in my mind was a homer job.  I did get redemption later that year by kicking his ass 15-4.  

A few of the family (so to speak) have left us, and I’d like to give them a bit more attention. Can you say a few things about Kevin Forrest and Dan Shembeda:
 
Kevin was a good friend and a special person.  He was always funny and a very bright young man.  Kevin actually introduced me for my induction into the Wall of Fame back in 2006.  That was special because at the time, Kevin and I were the only two Huskies that wrestled, golfed and played football.  I don’t know if that still holds true or not but was special to the both of us. 

I grew up with Danny and played a lot of street ball and Midget League football.  My dad actually coached us in the West End.  He was exceptional at everything he did.  Strong, quick, determined yet always quiet.  He let his talents speak for themselves.

In retrospect, do you have any accomplishment you are particularly proud of?

Well, I thought making it to states my senior year was an accomplishment.  Unfortunately, my goals were not set high enough and got my ass handed to me on a platter that weekend.  The stage was too big for me to grasp at that time but did allow me to learn from that failure…

Random memories? Hi-jinks? Pranks? Best story? 

Weigh-ins---crowding around the scale when someone was close to making weight and lifting a butt cheek. Also, taking invisible fishing line, tying it around the big toes and having someone pull up on it ever so gently to make weight as well.

Losing weight---tell me all about it. As a part of this question, tell me some about food today. Any lingering effects from high school weight loss as concerns food/eating today? 

I do have a lingering effect due to the fact that throughout high school and college, I would gorge myself on drinking like a quart of water and then go and puke it all up.  This ended up giving me indigestion for three decades.  I would literally eat a pack of Rolaids daily.  Not good as two years ago, I was diagnosed with Barrett’s Syndrome.  This is scarring of the esophageal lining.  In my case, the scarring was there and so were pre-cancerous cells.  They had to go in and ablate the little bastards not once but three times.  I could not swallow anything solid for 2 weeks.  Now I go in every two years to make sure I’m clean.

Also on losing weight, which all will more than likely mention---rubber suits for running tours through the high school, YMCA sauna with it on and many, many miles at night after practice to lose that last pound or two before the match the next day…and not to forget chewing gum and sucking on hard candy to spit (yes in class) all day long.

Think about how music intersected with your life in the sport---what do you remember?

 Man, if we only had blue tooth wireless headphones back then, would have made running and working out a whole lot better.  8 tracks just didn’t cut it back then for what we have today.  LOL!  If I’m not mistaken, I’m pretty sure if not both our junior and senior year but certainly my senior year, we ran on to the mats playing “We Are The Champions.”  I loved the spot light introduction too. [Memories are funny things; Ray graduated long before this song came out]

Say some things about girls---cheerleaders, girlfriends, sisters, friends, etc.  what did your mother think of your wrestling? 

Donna Shotwell was a very close friend and a big part of the group we hung out with.  She was someone you could talk to and get good advice from.  Probably got that from her dad being a minister.  The other cheerleaders were a big part of our team.  Who could forget Denys Disorbo, Mary Ellen Ash, Patty Marra (wonder what’s she’s doing these days?), Debbie Brady of course and my favorite and girlfriend at one time, Malcolm Elaine Taylor!  These girls were the best. As for Mom, she hated me wrestling because of the weight loss and looking like a skeleton.  However, I’m proud to say that Mom & Dad never missed a match or tournament.  They were very involved with the program and Booster Club.

Can you put high school wrestling days in perspective of your whole life? 

I think I did earlier but to paraphrase and ad lib a bit more.  I’m who I am today because of what the sport and Coach Foster has taught me in that early part of life.  No one can understand fully who has not wrestled at any level and what it takes to go out and perform at your best, one-on-one in front of God and everyone.  It takes a work ethic second to none, dedication, a belief, grit, determination, aggressiveness, sweat equity and the progressive realization of a worthwhile dream.  If you can dream it, you certainly have the ability to achieve it.  Okay enough of the rah-rah….

If you had the chance to go back and do it all over again, what would you do differently? 

Oh my, you really went there?  First, to be able to go back and do it all over again, I would bring my wireless Powerbeats2 with me.  70’s Classic Rock would still be part of the package.  Best music ever.  However, what I know now that I didn’t back then would be to work a whole hell of a lot harder.  Look at 16mm video and dissect my matches on successes and failures.  Not drop 25-30 pounds and wrestle my natural weight by eating right and training harder.  Then marry Elaine Taylor!

Say some things about Mr. Foster and Mr. Myers: 

Come on man, one could write a short story on both.  I’ll try to say it in a few words….Mr. Foster I thought he was a bad ass but I mean it in a good way.  He was a man who you loved to hate but would do anything and everything for him.  He had a special way in connecting with his athletes both on and off the mat and football field.  He didn’t demand perfection, he just asked for you to perform to the best of your ability, win or lose.  I am honored to be able to say that I was coached by this man and want to thank him for being part of my life in helping to guide my path over these last 40 years.  Lastly, I have never asked him this but will put it down in print.  Coach do you realize you never called me Ray but always, always referred to me as Raymond.  I didn’t like it that much but dealt with it.  At least he didn’t call me Raymondo.

[bookmark: _GoBack]I didn’t know Coach Myers all that well Rick.  I do know he brought a wealth of experience and new moves to our program when he arrived from Penn State.  I know this helped Coach Foster greatly and he was a HUGE part in our success as we forged through those early years and into the mid-70’s.  

Wrestling arguably is one of the most challenging sports and it involved some suffering. Why did you do it? What was your “reason” why that allowed you to endure the challenges and trials of the sport? Damn Ricky, your questions are making me suffer! We know why I did it because I couldn’t play basketball.  I just fell in love with the one-on-one competition and probably why I excelled at golf as well. Was it worth it?  Duh…..absol-F’n-lutely!

Thoughts on high school wrestling when it was over? Damn, I have to do this another 4 years at the next level and still didn’t marry Elaine Taylor. 

Best memory? As mentioned earlier, having Kevin introduce me into the Wall of Fame and me getting to tell my story in front of Coach Foster and my family.  Not to mention our undefeated ’75-’76 season.

[I’ve normally left this Q&A out of the memory documents but Ray’s was so unique, here it is]Talk a little about pre-match thoughts and emotions?

Of course, prayer.  Superstitions, started warm up with 33 pushups, and then if there wasn’t a pin, I would put my headgear on with 33 seconds to go in the match before me.  If there was a pin, I would count to 33.  By the way, that’s my favorite number.

How do you want to be remembered? As Ray & Paula’s oldest son who loved OHS, his coaches, teammates, classmates and teachers. [When Ray answered these questions he did so in an alternating “red & gold” fashion, but it was difficult to find a page color that would accommodate the two as best as possible, so I opted for the red font on this gold page, and hope that I’ve done justice to Ray’s intent to pay homage to our colors.]

If wrestling is the best sport, what makes it so? 

It’s a special bond you have with yourself, knowing full well you can be better than you are and also a bond with a special group of guys on the team and your coaches.  Plus it’s a dang exciting sport and the oldest one in the world! 

[The vagueness of history is such that the best one can say is wrestling is ONE of the oldest sports. Clar and I had this conversation once. I put forth that track and field would likely be older. He suggested that running sports developed as a result of guys trying to get away from the wrestlers. I suggested wrestling developed due to the poor sports that were getting beaten in running.] 

Three things you hated: Hair above the earlobes, Portville, and rolling up the mats after practice.  That should be an underclassman’s responsibility. [hmm, I remember as a “squeeker” having to roll up the mats]

Three things you loved: Making weight & being able to eat and drink for a day or two, winning, and Elaine Taylor.

What would you like to tell Mr. Foster?

I just want to say that wrestling was a first generation sport to all of us in the late 60’s-1980.  No one could impart the wisdom, dedication, turmoil, intestinal fortitude, sweat equity and focus to be able to participate in the oldest sport known to man.  No one had been there or done that before us at Olean.  Fortunately, we had one man who was willing to take on this position after being a star at Hinsdale and Bona’s in football and impart his dedication and wisdom on a bunch of unruly kids who grew to admire and respect him for what he brought to each and every one of us individually and as a team every day.  Mr. Foster had no idea what wrestling was about when he took over the position but undertook the task in learning the basics from reading books and getting his ass kicked on the mat…LOL!  He was young back then (29 I think?) [32 in 1979] but knew how to handle each and every one of us in his own special way.  Coach, you made me who I am today and I thank you for that as do both of my sons who I was able to impart the rules of life that you taught me over our 6-7 years together.  

PS:  One thing…..you really should have run me more and utilized my talents on swing passes in the flats my senior year in football and your first year as coach.  I’ll forgive you since it was your inaugural year!

Love you Coach, 

As you always called me….Raymond…(by the way, I really hated that proper name but I think you knew that!)
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