

Chuck Irving ‘81
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My older brother John was on the JV squad during the Kirk Anderson/Dan Shembeda (dynamic duo!) era. My earliest memory of OHS wrestling was a dual meet with Salamanca. The OHS gym was rocking. For some reason John got bumped up to varsity that night – and pinned his opponent. That sparked the interest. I then participated in local Jr Olympics. In fifth grade, my brother Steve and I joined the Olean YMCA team.

What kept you coming back year after year?

I almost quit after one year of YMCA. I had to make a choice between basketball and wrestling – I struggled with the fact that professional basketball was real, and professional wrestling was not (back then whatever I chose I was going pro!). I chose to become a wrestler once I realized I was a pretty crappy basketball player. But I’d be lying if I did not admit that the prestige of becoming an OHS wrestler was a big motivator. In elementary school and Jr. High, I looked up to the guys on those teams. 

Where/when did you practice?

Right after school; they opened up the sport complex near the Jr High when I was freshman.

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. 

As a YMCA (1974-76) and Jr. High wrestler (76-78), I was a “groupie”. I was in awe of the line-up top to bottom. In Jr. High, there were many times we’d get rides on a separate bus to away meets. I also was lucky enough to be able to travel with the great Tony Iacovino to the state tournament in Syracuse – twice. (Tony was Chris Leichtweis’ godfather, I think). I think those years were the golden age of OHS wresting. My favorites were Jimmy Diehl, Eddie Jennings, Kevin Forrest, Eric Simpson, Gary Bliss, Billy Thomas, Bruce Meyers…ok, all of them. As a freshman (78-79), I started the year on varsity at 105 pounds - and I was very much intimidated by it all. It was a great team with one exception. I would bet a paycheck that I am the only OHS wrestler in that era to start his career at 0-7. [Chuck, if you are reading this, you might find some solace in studying Richie Morton’s first year on the team as a sophomore] 

Although I wasn’t in the line-up that day, it was tough watching the streak end that year. 

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 hated working out with Clar – how could a guy so nice be so darn cruel. I was spared working out with him much my freshman year, but after Andy Taylor, George Pancio and others graduated, I got a daily dose of the finer points of wrestling (elbows, knees, and chin). Crossface induced bloody noses were welcomed because it gave me a brief respite from getting schooled. How could you not look up to a guy like that?

Favorite workout partners: John and Tom Hickey, Bruce Taylor, Pat Schwabby, Billy Forrest, John Jaekle.  
Any particular individual matches stand out in memory? 

Chuck didn’t answer this question, but I have this humorous exchange from a Facebook conversation I can share: 

Chuck Irving: Pat, I still think you threw one of those wrestle-offs so I'd get to take a beating from some dude from Fredonia!
Pat Schwabenbauer: No Chuck, you beat me squarely that time. My condolences though about you having to take on Alex at the time. [image: https://static.xx.fbcdn.net/images/emoji.php/v8/f4c/1/16/1f642.png]
[This is from Pat’s memory document]
There seems to still be a little bit of in the line-up/out of the line-up going on with Chuck. Why was that? 
“Chuck and I were pretty evenly matched… either one could win on any given day.  I think we made each other better because we had to always compete for the starting lineup.  When we had to wrestle off there was so much was at stake.  We really had some outstanding battles. “
 How about tournaments? 

Canandaigua Tournament, freshman year. I was glad to finally be able to contribute to the team by making it to the finals – helping keep the tournament streak alive. I know I got pinned in the finals, but don’t remember much at all. My clearest memory of that weekend was getting introduced for the finals (spotlights, etc) and hearing my opponent’s long list of accolades (14-0, multi-tournament champ). All they said for me was “with a record of 5-7…” [Tournaments seem to go back and forth between “most valuable wrestler” and “most outstanding wrestling..” The OTH coverage does not say if either of those two was awarded, and I don’t remember, but if it was the former, I don’t know how anyone other than Chuck could have won it. With Kirk out, and all of his subsequent team points gone, we would not have won the tournament except for his unexpected performance.]

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

Don’t remember first match – but know I lost. Last match was for third place in Sections. I sprung a bloody nose in the first period and no amount of gauze and cotton was going to hold it back. I remember riding an ankle and wiping my nose on my opponent’s clean sock – poor guy looked like he was a victim in a horror movie when we were through. But at least can say I won my last match.

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

Kevin Forrest: what a competitor. I hated it when he came home from Bucknell to work out over Christmas break. I got lucky and took him down clean once – then paid for it the rest of the week.

Dan Shembeda: For all of us number street kids from the West End, Danny was a hero. Even those who had no clue he wrestled.

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

Southern Tier Tournament, senior year, won it as a #6 seed. But the thing I liked best was winning a tournament with my brother Steve. Wrestling is a family sport – if you wrestle and you have a brother, he wrestled too [if you were on the teams during that time, or study the rosters now, you will see that what Chuck is saying here was indeed the case quite often]. We started our wrestling careers on the same day at YMCA. I was proud that he and I were the only brothers to come out on top. 

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

A Clar story: He was looking for a travel partner to the summer state tournament in Johnson City. I had qualified (barely) a couple weeks earlier but had no intentions of going – I was looking forward to baseball
season. He chased me down at Forness Park and basically told me I was going with him to Johnson City, so off we went. We both made it through the first day, snuck into a movie theatre and spent the night sleeping in the front seat of his VW Rabbit. The next day I had a match first thing. I got tossed onto my shoulder and was transported via ambulance to JC Hospital with a broken collar bone (there went baseball season!). Since
Clar was there to qualify for nationals he had a full day of wrestling ahead of him. After about 8 hours lying in the hospital, he came to pick me up. He qualified for Nationals, but forfeited his last match and settled for second place so we could get on the road. Again, how could you not look up to a guy like that?

A Rick Fie story (ha!): It was late in the 78-79 season and I was home sick from school. We had a dual meet against some patsy team that day. In the late morning my mother answered the phone: Mom: It’s for you.
Me: Who is it? Mom: Rick Fie. Me: WTF? (in my head) Rick: What’s wrong with you? Me: I’m sick. Rick: Are you going to wrestle tonight? Me: No. I’m sick and besides, you don’t really need me. Rick: Yes we do. We’re going for the shutout tonight! (Hang up)Mom: What did he want? Me: He wanted to know if I was wresting tonight. Mom: I don’t like that Rick Fie.

OK Rick “Yoda” Fie: Who did we wrestle that night? Did we get the shutout? Extra Credit: Who replaced me?

[I laughed out loud when I read Chuck’s account here and I vaguely remember the occurrence…I actually went looking at the end of the season results to see if I could figure out the opposing team in question, and I think I failed.]
 
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?

The biggest problem is still having the occasional dream where you have to make weight (I’d like to know who else gets that one). With the holidays approaching, I’m taking care not to slip from heavyweight to unlimited.

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

I’d invent a device I could carry in my pocket that could record video and sound of matches, road trips, etc. It would be great to be able to look back.

 Say some things about:

Mr. Foster – scared me. I once tried to iron my warm-up top and burned a hole in it. I panicked and tried to get my grandmother to fix it – she put a patch on it that looked almost as bad as the burn. I was sure that I’d get a verbal beat-down, then suspended and humiliated for eternity. When I took it to his office at the HS, he just looked at it, shook his head, and went in the back office and handed me another. All he said was “don’t try to iron this one”.

Mr. Myers – He was easy to underestimate, but had the knack to let you know when you screwed up without saying a word. I always look forward to running into him whenever I’m back in town. He’s one of the best people I know. 
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