Dave Crean ‘76
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I started my first year in the Olean Public School System at School 5. I was in the sixth grade.  Coach Foster was the gym teacher and one day we must have done something that displeased him, because he made us drop and do 40 pushups. I knocked out the 'punishment pushups' rather quickly and that's when Coach Foster announced to the class that I was going to be on his high school wrestling team.  Although I was quite familiar with routinely getting my face scraped across the floor by my older brothers, I had never considered participating in a sport that officially sanctioned said 'floor-face-scraping'.  But who was I to question the Coach's pronouncement?  Shortly thereafter, I began participating in AAU competition and eventually learned how to sit out and turn in.  

On a side note, Coach Foster probably named others in the same announcement because Bruce Meyers was undoubtedly knocking out his punishment pushups right next to me.  As a matter of fact, it was probably Bruce's fault we had to do pushups in the first place! :)  Regardless, all I remember is the big announcement to the world and I didn't want to let the Coach down.

What kept you coming back year after year?

Besides the fact that I took Coach Foster's announcement mentioned above very seriously, I found something that I really enjoyed and was pretty good at.  Not to mention my best friend, Bruce, also enjoyed wrestling.  The thought of not wrestling never crossed my mind and I think Bruce was already headed in the same direction due to similar treatment by his own brothers and Coach Foster's influence.

Where/when did you practice?

[In]…middle school when Coach Jim Batesky took over (started?) the Junior High School team, I believe we practiced in the basement of the high school in a room full of hot pipes and not much room for actual wrestling.  Numerous laps around the HS basement would top off practice.  I think after Coach Batesky transitioned to head wrestling coach at Dunkirk HS and then all the age groups begin to practice together in the HS gym.

Did your hs career lead you to anything in general? Or in particular in the sport?

I like to think it helped prepare me for life in general and eventually a career in the military where both leadership and physical ability are appreciated.  And now that I'm a grandfather, I'm looking forward to watching my grandson grow up in the wrestling community.  I think I can help him understand obstacles a little better than I did.

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? 

We knew the wrestling team coached by Foster and Myers was something special.  I don't think I was the only one who felt this way.  Both coaches were always on the lookout for talent and when they found it, they had the ability to motivate and inspire.  They believed we were great, so we believed we were great even in the early years when we weren't winning every dual meet.

How did the 1975-76 team go from being locally good, to state wide good? 
We were always good and we knew it...even when we weren't.  Hard to explain but I think that's why our coaches get so much credit...they believed so we believed and then one day, we were that good.
Just in general over the few years, I noticed a smattering of large score wins Dave, like 14-0---do you remember not wanting to pin guys in order to get more wrestling in or were pinning holds not your forte? 
Pinning was definitely not my forte.  I could get them on their back but just couldn't seem to stick'em.
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 had many workout partners including Bruce Meyers, Steve Tripodi, Tom Bushnell, Al Jerge, Jimmy Diehl, Kevin Forrest, and many more.  I mostly practiced with “Trip” my junior and senior years and I recall he kept practice fun; he was able to find the humor in most everything and wasn't afraid to share that laugh of his.

I recall occasionally practicing with some of the younger guys and how they seemed to turn up their game because they were wrestling with someone older and on the varsity team.  Billy Thomas and Steve Pancio come to mind as guys who would go all out.  

I used to love watching Clar Anderson and Ricky Gould go at it in practice...some epic battles!

Do any particular (team) matches stand out in memory? 

The Portville loss at Bonas.  This was a real disappointing loss for me and I think the whole team…The only team loss that still bothers me.  

How about tournaments?  

My Salamanca Tournament win as a sophomore is a great memory for me. And I'll never forget Coach Foster being quoted in the OTH saying, “I don't want to sound sour grapes but I think my boy Crean should have been named MVP...” and then going on to explain why he felt that way.

Just prior to this tournament, we had a dual with Jamestown where I failed to make weight. To make matters worse, the team didn't seem too focused on the match even though we won. Needless to say, Coach Foster was unhappy and spoke “harshly” to us in general and me specifically after the match. At some point during this one-way “conversation,” the coach decided he should kick one of the lockers. I'll bet the dent is still there!  Someone said later that Coach Foster thought he had broken his toe but he never let on in the moment. I relate this story at this point because I left Jamestown HS highly motivated to do well at the Salamanca tournament.  I often wonder how much better I would have done had the coach kicked more lockers.

More on that tournament: 

You wrestled Payne (3rd time now) in the Salamanca tour, and had to come back from being down 5-0. 
I got taken down straight to my back (5-0) in the first period by Jim and struggled just to survive.  As the match progressed, I was able to come back without giving up too many points and at the end of the match ended up winning 7-6.  The fact that I had given him his first loss a week earlier didn't hurt from a mental perspective either.
You’re not seeded in the tournament, but then you won it. 
My first two wins (Jim Payne and Mike Fuller) in the tournament were by the “skin of my teeth.”  By the time I wrestled Audie Plumley and Tom Birmingham, I'd had plenty of time to tank up and process some food and water.  This might explain why these later matches, although against the number 2 then 1 seeds seemed much easier than the first two matches.  I do remember warming up for the finals and looking across the gym at Tom Birmingham showing off for some cheerleaders by doing pushups on two fingers.  The guy had some serious “pipes” for arms!  Of course this wasn't good for my mental health at that moment and Coach Foster must have sensed it because he came up to me and told me, “no screwing around with this guy, don't stay on the mat with him...take him down and let him up.”  I ended up beating him 10-5 because I traded escapes for takedowns.
Any particular individual bouts (yours or others?) stand out in memory? 

My matches with Seth Becker (Maple Grove) stand out as my favorites.  I wrestled him three times and won all three by one point.  He and I wrestled in the finals of the Sweet Home tournament and I recall picking him up and carrying him out of bounds before he could get an escape.  Unfortunately, the ref awarded him a point anyway for it so I didn't get away with anything.

A few of the family (so to speak) have left us; can you say a few things about:

Kevin Forrest:  I lived directly across the street from Kevin growing up.  We spent a lot of time on the “play ground” together.  He was a great friend and an amazing competitor.  Anyone who knew Kevin knows he hated to lose and that he never would give up.  When Kevin first started wrestling he was probably pretty good but because Bruce and I were older and more advanced, we could easily push him around on the mat which we took great pleasure in doing.  For a while, our nickname for him was “tomato muscles” and “canvass back”.  You'd think all the abuse we foisted in his direction would send him packing but I don't ever remember him getting mad...he just got better!  Every time I go home and look across the street, I think of Kevin and all the good times we had growing up together.

Dan Shembeda:  Even though I practiced on the same mat with Dan for a couple years, I never got to know him very well. I put him on a pedestal and did more watching than interacting.  He was a work horse…never tiring, always focused...I really admired that in him.  I had a few idols and he was certainly one of them.  

In retrospect, do you have any accomplishment you are particularly proud of?  I have lots of fond memories of my wrestling career but I'm most proud of the fact that I was a wrestler.

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

I think it was an end of year party at Coach Foster's house when Bruce and I left the party; we put a porch chair on top of Coach's ragtop car.  The next day, Coach Foster captured me in the hall and told me the chair had put a hole in the roof of his car and that Bruce had blamed the whole thing on me!  Like a sucker, I fell for it and said something like, “Bruce was in on it too!”  

Funny the things you remember...like when the team went to dinner and before we'd even been served, Jimmy Diehl grabbed his spoon, scooped, and said, “mmmm, ice cream” as he shoved it in his mouth.  Turned out to be the butter dish!
I remember the first time I met Chris Leichtweis, I thought he was the cockiest guy alive.  Turned out he was one of the nicest guys on the team who happened to be a great wrestler.  I guess first impressions aren't always accurate.  Several years after HS, I needed a job and Chris' dad (Harry) hired me to work for Boss-Linco Trucking.  The trucking industry was going through deregulation at the time and Boss-Linco was struggling to stay afloat.  So not long after hiring me, Harry would get a call from HQ up in Buffalo to fire me because they were cutting costs anywhere they could.  Everyday like clockwork, he would close the door to his office and for 30 minutes do battle with them.  He never said anything to me but the walls weren't very thick so I heard most everything.  Eventually he lost the battle but he kept me on long enough to collect unemployment benefits which helped until I left for basic training a few months later.  I never forgot how Harry Leichtweis looked out for me and I think Chris is cut from the same cloth.

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?  

Making 105 lbs as a sophomore was miserable!  I missed making weight routinely that year mainly because I had this habit of wanting to eat occasionally.  I had no desire to go on to college after HS and I think feeling obligated to go wrestle and start losing weight again had a lot to do with it.  I don't have any concerns with food or weight loss today.  My time as a wrestler demonstrated that losing weight is easy if you exercise for three plus hours every day and eat sparingly.

Here’s some more from Dave about weight loss when I asked about a particular match or two: 

I didn't make weight.   First of all, I wasn't very good at not eating, and second, I wasn't able to move up a weight class from the year before due to the competitiveness of my teammates.  I weighed in at a little over 130 lbs at the beginning of my sophomore year and struggled the entire season to make 105 lbs.  Those last few pounds were always the toughest and if I didn't time it just right I wasn't going to be able to drop them at the last minute.    I also recall missing Gino Baldoni's 8am geometry class routinely due to being so tired from weight loss and wrestling practice (my story, sticking to it).  Needless to say, I failed geometry miserably and had to retake it in summer school. 

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

For a while we would ride to dual meets listening to a new album by Sweet.  It got played so much at one point Coach Foster got up out of his seat and turned it off.  Much later in life, I looked for that album and bought it and even had “Ballroom Blitz” played at my daughter’s wedding.

Say some things about: girls---cheerleaders, girlfriends, sisters… what did your mother think of your wrestling?  

I married my HS sweetheart and have Stu Dallas to thank for introducing us. My mom enjoyed watching wrestling.  She especially liked to tell the story about sitting next to Audie Plumley's mom and dad at the Salamanca tournament.  Audie was a senior and I was a sophomore.  Audie's mom was comforting my mom before we wrestled explaining how I would have plenty of other chances to win in the future.  After beating Audie fairly soundly, he had to go get several stitches in his lip and couldn't eat that steak he was looking forward to.

Any injuries worth mentioning? Did you have to wrestle through anything? Anything permanent? 

My junior year, I sustained torn cartilage in my right knee...nagging injury for the final two years of wrestling and a few more years after graduation.  I couldn't do anything about the physical effects of the injury but it wore on my performance mentally too.  My knee was always on my mind.  
If you had the chance to go back and do it all over again, what would you do differently? 

More focused...all year practice/tournaments.  Make weight loss part of my wrestling program!  Postpone putting a cast on my leg as a junior until after the season.  Improve my situational awareness about what was ahead of me and the rest of my teammates.

Dave also said this in response to: Did you know that a few of us “squeakers” thought you were “slick?” 

Well thanks...In hind sight I wish I had spent more time with the younger guys.  I've recently gotten my 5 year old grandson (Elliott) into wrestling and he really enjoys it when the “big kids” take the time to talk to him and wrestle around with him.  He's going to be a much better wrestler than I ever was!!  :)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SEuytzTdtgk
Say what comes to mind when I say: 

Salamanca:  skinny dipping in their pool after a dual meet my freshman year (I think we lost).  Salamanca tournament freshman year, first and only time I wrestled in the 98 pound weight class.  

Scrimmages/practice with other teams? Keith Floyd, the Pioneer 112lb went to the state meet. Tom Morton, Mr. Foster and Mr. Myers have mentioned scrimmaging/practicing with Pioneer. I have no memory of it. I’m asking because you probably would have wrestled Floyd. Do you have any memory of that?  

I vaguely remember practicing with them but I don't remember wrestling Floyd.  And when there's another team involved, there's no such thing as scrimmage/practice.  It was 100% for as long as the coaches wanted to watch us beat each other up.  Must have been my freshman or sophomore seasons.
Dave had an 18-1 record as a junior and had beaten the eventual 112lb state rep, John Callen, in the Salamanca dual meet. I asked: Do you remember having a sense of how good you were and that you were really looking forward to next year? Especially given that you had beaten John Callen, the 112lb state rep, in the dual meet? 
I was looking forward to my senior year; I believed I could go to the states.
The state tournament:  shoulda/coulda...only got to watch.  We sent some awesome wrestlers to the state tournament who did a great job representing the school. 

[I’d put Dave at the top of the list of people from Olean who didn’t get to go the state meet, but had circumstances been better for him, he would have.]

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? I loved it and was pretty good at it. Was it worth it? How so?  

Definitely worth it...enjoyed being part of a team and a successful program.  It gave me the opportunity to excel that I wouldn't have in any other sport due to my size.

Best memory? Every time I made weight and see Salamanca tournament discussion above.

Who do you think was the toughest guy you wrestled Dave? And if you had one match to do all over again, which one would it be and why? 
I wrestled Mike Arnold once early in my career at a summer tournament and it wasn't even close.  He's just a tall, skinny dude but he bent me in ways I never knew I could go.  When he was done tying me in knots, he flipped me over and pinned me.  He was a beast.
Do-over match would be Mike Fuller in Salamanca tournament finals.  He caught me the first period in a cradle and was up 5-0 immediately.  By the third period I was coming back but lost 5-2.  Might be the same outcome but I wonder how it would have turned out without getting caught that first period.
How do you want to be remembered?  

Kind of late for this question...probably should ask others how they remember me.  They'd probably say I didn't know a lot about him except that he was one of the small guys on the wrestling team.  I'd like to be remembered as a pretty nice guy who made a positive contribution to a great wrestling program.

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

You're surrounded by amazing people who want nothing more than your success.  No one to blame but yourself for success or failure.

Three things you hated: 

Losing weight, running to lose weight, jumping jacks in the YMCA steam room to lose weight. 

Three things you loved: 

Winning, being part of something special with exceptional people, doing something my parents enjoyed and appreciated.

Say some things about:

Mr. Foster: dedicated, focused, willing to do what was necessary.  My junior and senior years, Coach Foster taped my leg every single day, what a pain, but he did it without ever complaining.   

Mr. Myers: just as dedicated to the program as Coach Foster; the technician who always had an interesting new move to teach and then mentor until we had it right.

What would you like to tell and or ask Mr. Foster and Mr. Myers? 

 I would often look back and use your leadership styles throughout my own career.  Although at the time, I didn't realize the amount of yourselves you poured into the wrestling program, I do appreciate it today and thank you belatedly for it.  

And, Mr. Foster, did you break your toe?
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