Steve Tripodi ‘76

 (
You have noticed in other memory documents this
 spot is occupied by a photograph. However, Steve’s photographs were difficult to come by
; there was no senior photo
. I asked him about this. He replied:
 “Considering I was going to be famous, I thought it amusing historians would have difficulty finding pictures of me from my youth, of course adding to my inscrutability; I realize now that may have been a mistake.” 
That said
,
 you will be pleased to know a very rare photograph of Steve has been found, and I’ve placed it at the end of the document. I encourage you to wait for it
.
)How/when/why did you start wrestling? 

It was in my sophomore year, 1973 after being cut from the basketball team. I had known Mike Foster- he worked at my dad’s lumberyard while going to school at SBU, and probably a while after.  I was also pals from a number of guys in the neighborhood that were part of the program--Dave and Shahean Simon, Chris Leichtweis, Bob Cleveland--I seem to remember rasslin’ around with these guys, and thinking about trying out.  If I am not mistaken, Joe Piccirillo and I were both trying out for basketball and talking about how, if we were cut, there would still be time to try out for wrestling.  Now it’s history.

What kept you coming back year after year? 

I don't know how to quit.

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? 

I think that I was in the early part of the [upward] trajectory. Being new to the game, I had no idea that we were good, but as a sophomore, Kirk and Dan could be counted on, and as a senior, almost all of us could be counted on to either win or keep damages to a minimum.

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? 

Kirk Anderson deserved all of his successes.  I remember a time when I was struggling to lose weight in my sophomore year, when I was thrown into the starting position without adequate preparation to lose as much as I needed, Kirk offered to bicycle with me after a practice. I couldn’t keep up with him-he’d encourage me, but never once ridicule or complain.  He carried himself humbly and confidently and he was the one to emulate.  I often thought of him as second to Foster as the leader.

Dave Crean was both a challenge and a pleasure to be around.  He had technique and could do things with low energy. 

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

I seem to remember defeating Eisenhower was awfully important, and I think that matches against Maple Grove held some extra interest.  I think Foster had some significant rivalry with Coach Errico.

How about tournaments?

So many to list here… my first sectional tournament as a sophomore; I won it, but never thought much about it. I didn’t know that I wasn’t supposed to win it.  I never realized its significance until I was told afterwards.

A Franklinville tournament that should have been a piece of cake (junior year?); instead I got an elbow in the nose and I bled all over the mat like I had severed my carotid. We tried to fix it.

Salamanca Tourney as a senior. My only loss in the regular season until the states.  Tundo beat me and won most outstanding at the tourney. That was my solace.

Despite your losing to Tundo at Salamanca, it was the first year the team beat pioneer there. Do you remember that?
 Pioneer was great.  It was a real accomplishment, and we all knew it.  I remember almost losing earlier in that tourney to a Pioneer wrestler.  He had me on my back, but apparently, he used the wall (remember, we had a lot of mats on the floor for the early rounds, some close to walls), to push off with a leg and down me.  Thankfully, the ref called it.
The state qualifiers in my senior year: I was behind 5-2 in each of the first three matches, see comments on Steve Bird below.  Somehow, I managed to win it all, with Dave Tundo being my easiest win of the day. 

I didn’t qualify for any awards that year, not outstanding or valuable, not most improved*. I even lost the takedown award after Ray Pikulski “cheated” by taking down his fish all night.  Mr. Foster made up an award for me—I guess he recognized that my best year ever deserved something—he gave me a plaque for “The Most Thrills in a Tournament”; yet another reason to adore the guy.

* You went from 17-6 as a junior to 33-3 as a senior. To what do you attribute the growth and change in success? 
It’s funny, but I thought I could be considered most improved [I don’t remember who did win that and the year end summaries don’t say, but a great case can be made for Ray, despite the questionable circumstances surrounding his “most takedowns!” He went from 8-6-3 as a junior to 34-2-1 as a senior] But I think I made steady, unassuming progress and it didn’t show up much.  Wrestling is a maturation sport.  Maybe I had a weak weight class.  I don’t know.  But in my senior year, I wrestled closer to my natural weight, so I was probably also full of more energy.
I can’t forget the state tourney.  I like to blame my losses on a hyper-extended elbow and a lack of confidence due to the unexpected gravity of the situation.

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

I do not remember my first match-but I have many matches that come to mind…

Mike Ognibene in my sophomore year—I was so intimidated by his reputation that I decided not to be pinned.  I can remember him complaining to the ref that I wasn’t doing anything.  It worked.

Steve Bird-I pinned him, but he dominated the match.  It was in the third round of the state qualifiers.  Until the last match, I was behind in each match and in danger of losing, but the Bird match was the most egregious example-he was strong. Something weird happened and he came out of balance. I was plain lucky.

Dave Tundo-especially when he beat me.  He hit me with a terrific Japanese Whizzer out of bounds-had it been in bounds, I was pinned. I asked Steve more about this: 5-4 loss to Tundo in the finals of Salamanca but two weeks later you beat him handily at the dual meet. And then in the finals of the Section 6 meet you had a close match. Can you comment on all that? He was voted MOW when he beat me.  Although it didn’t count, he hit me with a spectacular Japanese Whizzer (we were out of bounds), but it was the finals, everyone saw it, it looked great….  It was because of that match that I decided that I could beat him.  And I did, each time after.   I think I was a little nervous in the finals of the state qualifier, as I was lucky to be there (see Steve Bird commentary in general questions).  I wasn’t having a real good tourney, but I won it. 

You’ve only got one loss going into the section 6 meet---did you think you had a shot at states? Was it a goal of yours? 
My expectations were never that high.  I needed to win each match, and I struggled with each one.  My first realization was when I beat Steve Bird.  I had Tundo, I think in the finals.  Now in those days during a tournament, there was a time frame after the semi-finals and finals for dinner while the gym was set up with one mat, etc. We would go out as a team, and I remember Mr. Foster talking with someone else, I think Mr. Myers, and knowing that I was within earshot, he said in an unbelieving, but quietly gleeful tone “Tripodi’s going to the States.”  He said it, I believed it.  
A few of the family have left us, and I’d like to give them a bit more attention. Say a few things about: 

Kevin Forrest: Kevin was full of fire.  Each practice was a match in and of itself.  He was tough to beat.  He became a brother in law of mine, and there is a lot that happened between us- too much for here.

Dan Shembeda: Competent, a real specimen, but aloof, stayed mostly to himself.  He was co-captain with Kirk, but was not a leader except by some example.

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

That I made the states with such limited experience.  I blame it all on coaching.

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?  

When Al Jerge quit* I had to lose about 10% of my body weight in a hurry.  I was so new, that I didn’t realize that the 98 pound weight class actually meant that you had to weigh 98 pounds! My first match began a cycle of starvation and dehydration followed by gorging that ended with a ridiculous weight gain in celebration at the end of the season. I earned the nickname pudgy- for about a week. In the following years I was better prepared, and the amount of weight loss needed was less as a percentage of my natural weight.  Today, I can still go long hours without food or water.  The experience with weight loss has probably helped me.

*You’re not in the varsity line-up until January. Did you join the team late, or was it a matter of Al Jerge beating you in wrestle-offs? If the latter was the case, did you eventually beat him, or did he quit and you assumed his spot? 
Al Jerge was the preferred starter.  In fact, he was pretty good and I had very little experience.  I used to go to the YMCA after practice (talk about energy), probably because someone like Dave Simon would need to go there after.  I remember Al being there as well as he needed to make weight.  Like all of us, he was thin to begin with.  He quit the next day, tired of the weight loss and I was all they had…My natural weight was probably about 108.  I had to make 98 (or maybe 101) in a hurry to assume his spot.
Your first year of wrestling and you’re on varsity, what were you thinking?
I was thrust into it, had no expectations, but I would compete.
On a side note, Al wanted to come back to the team the next year.  But I saw him again at the YMCA, and we wrestled there.  He said I shocked him, and he stayed away.
Think about how music intersected with your life in the sport---what do you remember? 

Play me some tunes and they will take me back. [Check the music folder!]
Say some things about girls---cheerleaders, girlfriends, sisters, friends, etc. what did your mother think of your wrestling? 

My sister loved my black eyes.  She said she wanted one.  I told her I’d give her one.  One day while she was washing dishes (because the girls in our house had to do the work) with both hands in the water- I sidled up to her and said ‘”Hi, Sue” and thereupon slugged her in the eye.  I will never forget the look on her face-then she took her hands out of the water and gave chase.  When I, laughing, reminded her of her wishes, she just laughed with me.

I think my mother liked and was proud of my wrestling, but secretly harbored resentment about my ability to lose weight as she struggled with it herself. She always looked for foods that would give me energy before a match, and cooperated with me to help me avoid things when I needed to cut.

Springsteen sings about high school in Glory Days. “And I hope when I get old I don’t sit around and think about it, but I probably will. Yeah just sittin’ back, trying to recapture, a little of the Gloria, well time slips away and leaves you with nothing mister except boring stories of, glory days.” Comment on that statement? Can you put high school wrestling days in perspective of your whole life? 

Isn’t this what we are doing?  I relate well to that song but wrestling also provided me with much of my character, and the other things taught to me like perseverance, self confidence,

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

Say some things about: 

Mr. Foster: Mr. Foster was a master motivator.  For many reasons, you would want to please this guy.  He played, probably naturally, the fine line between creating fear and providing positive energy in the people around him.  You didn’t want to disappoint- his anger was palpable, but you could count on him being back momentarily with something positive about what you’re doing.  He was also a quick learner- you had the impression that he was a wrestler.

Mr. Myers: I think he taught Mr. Foster about wrestling.  He was the technician.  He was easier to relate to possibly because I actually practiced with him.  I remember being taught to move the opponent’s head.  I must have slugged him in the ears 25 times during a drill—he complained about it later, good-naturedly, of course. 

Say what comes to mind when I say: 

Wrestle offs: I think I lost one to Kevin, but I was undefeated, so Foster declared me the winner, so that I would start.

Portville: Hey, I beat Jim Payne 

Salamanca: Loved the tournaments 

Pioneer: I always wondered why we never had a dual meet.  I was always intimidated by them-you knew they were well coached.  

Officials: Guido Sarducci [Is Steve’s inspiration here Norm Thomas?] 

Eisenhower: I was surprised how easy they became after we first beat them 

State tournament: An awesome spectacle and I can’t believe I made it there.

Why did you do it? What was your “reason” why that allowed you to endure the challenges and trials of the sport? 

I just don’t know how to quit.  See my comments on Foster. But I was also involved in something greater than I had known. It also came with a good deal of recognition which is a reward in itself.

Was it worth it? How so? 

Absolutely, I learned a lot, I developed some discipline and self confidence, and I learned a lot about the athletic process.  I am certain that I still benefit athletically.

Thoughts on high school wrestling when it was over? 

I didn’t do as well in college as in HS.  I missed the special coaches, and the enthusiasm of the student body.  I believe I got a lot of motivation through the more close knit community of those days. [Steve, I believe you’ll find some shared sentiments in my memories] 

How do you want to be remembered? Well

If wrestling is the best sport, what makes it so? It’s personal—really. High discipline is needed, mentally and physically. When I asked Steve if he had wished he had started sooner: I would have loved to have developed more of the character that wrestling imparted to me for a longer period.  
Do you remember your last varsity match? Well, yes, I got my ass kicked in the States. I asked Steve a little more about this---0-2 at the state meet---can you comment on that? You got beat by Howie Berger, Section 2, in your first match. He ended up taking 4th. Then what?
 I am sick to this day of my performance there. I don’t think I was mentally prepared.  Maybe I believed I was just lucky.  My elbow was hyper-extended, the gym was hot, a year or two ago, I thought everyone there was excellent, and I didn’t believe I was.  I remember watching Berger and I think a guy named Hogan or something were wrestling in the first round.  They had a match with lots of points, and it looked like they were rolling around a lot. Chris Leichtweis commented that they both sucked and I should beat the winner.  Berger won and I lost to him.  Then I proceeded to lose to Hogan in the wrestle backs.  To make matters worse, the second guy was related to my health teacher at school, and he razzed me about losing.  Last place….
Three things you hated: losing weight- including the rubber suits, spitting into a cup, late night running on the dikes, walking past water fountains when I was dying of thirst, etc., starting practice -that was always tough, especially Saturday mornings.

Three things you loved: camaraderie, winning, and celebrating for a day before preparing for the next time. 

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

Thank you for having some confidence in me, for the technical help of Mr. Myers, and for the motivation inspiration of Mr. Foster that helped me become more than I had thought.  The impact that they had on me is immeasurable and, as teachers their impact as human beings will be felt for generations.  I’ve seen the impact on others as well, and if I could live a life such as theirs, I would trade mine in.  The world is a better place because of their efforts.
I hadn’t realized that Mr. Foster had gone through cancer nearly 10 years ago, and that is my fault, as it was that I decided to become all self-absorbed after high school and did not stay or get in touch.  I am thankful for the medical community for the second chance to say “I love you”. And thanks to Rick who will perhaps give me the chance to say the same to Mr. Myers.

The following photograph appears to have been taken at great distance, just moments before Steve attempted to get Miss Orleans County’s phone number: 
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You can also look here, for his junior year photo (note the t-shirt)
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