Eric Simpson ‘78

[image: G:\Olean Wrestling Memory Project\photos\yearbook photos\individual\eric simpson 74-78.jpg]How/when/why did you start wrestling? [Eric I fear I might have botched this a bit! My apologies if I did.]
In 6th grade gym class with Matt Conte at School Ten, wrestling with Tom Spiller. He was this hot kid that I could beat who had a girlfriend I had a crush on. When I went to my first high school match and saw Kirk and Dan as Batman and Robin (I was into comic books at the time), I thought I could be a hero and get the girl. After that, I joined the junior high school team.  
What kept you coming back year after year? 

I was an okay athlete but I was a good wrestler, the success gave me confidence and I never gave up on the “girl thing!” There was the time too where I drank the Foster Kool-Ade that being an Olean wrestler was a higher calling. That salmon/pink t-shirt was the finest article of clothing that could be worn. I made a conscious decision as adolescent to take a different path. 

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

I wrestled in college---my success as an athlete and being sought after as a student, expanded my choices. I had an interest in the Naval Academy, and then ROTC. The nature of the sport helped me do okay as a soldier controlling conflict. 

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

I was the Fort Sill champion, I won a tournament in Germany, Coached at Alfred State, did some officiating, Met Dan Gable and Bobby Douglas, and I left after my son tried for one season but didn’t like it. 

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 and talk about it a little? 

I was on the vertical ascension…my senior year, 77-78, is the best overall! 

What do you remember from junior high? 
Me saying “hey Jim can you help me out?” and hearing Mr. Foster say, “he’s not Jim, he’s Mr. Myers.” 

Mark Shaw’s hand me downs, and trying to step exactly where Kirk Anderson stepped when we ran laps, literally following in his footsteps, a little hero worship. 
You were 8-1-1 as an 8th grader, tied for second most team pts with Kevin, behind Chris.
Wow---didn’t know that. 
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? 

Kevin was a tough guy to workout with. We developed a pretty strong and intellectual friendship and even developed a partial language code---in hindsight that was silly. I was a part of Kevin’s success (and he mine) ---I was tough to take down but he was a fierce competitor so he was driven to work harder to succeed against me. He became more well rounded as a result our work together senior year.
Jim Diehl---fierce rivals, going in he had the edge but eventually I could beat him. The fact that I eliminated him as starter maybe soured the experience. Trip and Crean destroyed me in one particular practice when there were no jvs around to wrestle with---laughing about it…having Mr. Myers to workout with sometimes was helpful. 

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

The Sweet Home, East Rochester, Canandaigua quad meet--the bigger stage, the uniqueness of the quad meet. It was a statewide stage. 

How about tournaments?

The Southern Tier Tournament---my first tournament win (against Caskey in the finals) The Sweet Home Tour because I almost derailed the fledging tournament winning streak [the team was behind after the semi-finals and I cannot help but wonder that Eric must have been thinking, “oh no, what if we get beat!”]. The Salamanca Tour where I got the “phantom” nickname from Mr. Foster. I was out trying to make weight, I missed the team meals and ending up going out with Maple Grove. 

What was your favorite tournament championship?
 Section 6 [Eric’s senior year, 77-78]
Any particular individual bouts (yours or others?) Stand out in memory? Do you remember your first varsity match?

Exhaustive skin of my teeth matches with Caskey. First losing to and later beating Seth Becker from Maple Grove. Back points against McNulty in a slime move; Chris was “hip and hop and don’t stop, state finals!”  Didn’t get a shot against Bennett [from Pioneer], so disappointed. The Canandaigua Tour finals. 

In terms of nickname, I personally never called you “slime”---but can you talk about that a bit? Dave Simon gave it to me. It became a cruel sort of thing and ultimately I saw it as a derogatory. [I spent a couple of years wrestling with Eric and then another year watching him. To me, that nickname only ever conjures up his amazing ability to get into, seemingly be comfortable with, and then eventually turn these really awkward positions into scoring points.]
A few of the family have left us, and I’d like to give them a bit more attention. Can you say a few things about: 

Kevin Forrest: I admired Kevin on so many levels, as an athlete, as a successful student, his approach to things, his perspective, and the benefit of hindsight to be the person he was. 

Dan Shembeda: He was Robin! I idolized him as a wrestler. 

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

Being a really good wrestler on a great team and a great sportsman who made friends with my opponents. 

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

Run to Buffalo---rolling people up in mats…wrecking Mr. Foster’s car, not telling the truth about the joy riding. Jim Diehl being willing to fight Dave Simon in the locker room over something and not back down even though he would have gotten killed. 

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 did all the things you’re not supposed to, rubber suits, steam room at the YMCA, suppositories, laxatives, self induced vomiting. It was a given I’d be a little overweight and so lifesavers and spitting. I would count the number of swallows any time I drank something cold. I’m aware of cutting off when I want to do more. Every once in awhile if I get too full I’ll still induce vomiting. I still plan to manage my weight…intellectually, it informs my decisions today. Then, my sense of team was so powerful it shaped my prioritization of what was important. 

I asked Eric about a particular tournament in which he wrestled at 112 when his “normal” weight was 119: 

I checked my weight before the finals I weighed 126! It was such a struggle to make that weight---the emotional and physical toll was really high. I remember coach asking me if I wanted to go 119 and I was so relieved. All I could think was I could order pizza and eat something…
Think about how music intersected with your life in the sport---what do you remember? Anyone know how the teams from the late 70s almost always warmed up to China Grove by the Doobie Brothers? 

Steve picked China Groove… [I think so too, but I’m thinking Steve doesn’t remember that]

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

Who didn’t have a crush on Paula Stavish? Theresa…cute kid! Wrestling cheerleaders were to some extent, the “lesser.” I don’t know if they had a choice they wouldn’t have been a football/basketball cheerleader. I was the guy that all the wrestlers’ girlfriends could come talk to--the Richie Cunningham of the wrestling team. Nancy Schaeffer from Maple Grove, I had a crush on her and we had a friendship. Mark’s [Pioneer] girlfriend---I got a kiss from here when I made it to states. Dave Simon---he actually dated a MG cheerleader.  

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

Wrestling saved me from a life of juvenile delinquency (my words); I can’t say what else what might have impacted my moral compass or had been a watershed mark for me, had it not been for wrestling. Wrestling provided a template I’ve carried most of my life. 

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

Two things---I wish I had availed myself more of summer wrestling and camps earlier. At the same time I wish I had taken academics more seriously, wrestling was so important other things I didn’t have as much time for.  

Say some things about: 

Mr. Foster:  He had a gift…he had the ability to foster (no pun intended) the cult of personality, the leader in the truest sense of getting people to transcend themselves. He was fortunate to have been blessed with a gifted partner---the Batman and Robin of coaching [that moniker is becoming Eric’s trademark]. 

Mr. Myers: A sweet man, patient---their collective whole was greater than the sum of their parts. Mr. Foster would not have had his success without Mr. Myers but Mr. Myers could not have been Mr. Foster. Foster inspired confidence, Myers inspired competence. 

Say what comes to mind when I say: 
Practice: sweat
Shark bait: fun
Wrestle offs: tough
Bus trips: spit
Portville: mildly despise
Salamanca: team weak, the tournament frustrating. 
Pioneer: choke
Officials: respect

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? 

It’s fair to say that during that period in my life it was the single greatest thing I was successful at. It took me to a place to in the social stratosphere I would not otherwise have enjoyed. Just the sport itself, there is so much to love about it. Was it worth it?  Yeah! 

What did your hs career (or being a part of the team, or wrestling) mean to you? 

It was the defining characteristic of that time in my life. 

Thoughts on high school wrestling when it was over?

Having gone through the state tour sick as a dog, I always wonder how I might have done as my complete self. Being part of that team was transcendent. I wasn’t done, high school was done but I was looking on to the next level. 

Best memory? 

That time when it was in doubt that your hand would be raised, and you prevailed. 

How do you want to be remembered?

I was unconventional wrestler but I achieved success beyond my physical attributes. As someone worth knowing.  

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

One aspect I value is that it is direct competition…the result is directly accountable to your performance, it’s conclusive. 

Do you remember your last varsity match? 

The 5th and 6th place consolation match at the state meet. I was sluggish and not there but it wasn’t difficult to win. 

Three things you hated:  

Being sucked out (from too much weight loss), arrogance (from teammates and competitors), spitting. 

Three things you loved:

Good technique, the toughness we were a part of, and our fraternal subculture. 

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

To Mr. Foster, at a time when I had a somewhat contemptuous stepfather, the role you played as a father figure, I want to thank you for helping me to be a more complete person, with attitudes and values today that I count among my very best. To Mr. Myers---none of us would have been as successful as we were without your giftedness in the art of the sport. 
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