Billy Thomas ‘79

[image: G:\Olean Wrestling Memory Project\photos\yearbook photos\individual\billy thomas 75-79.jpg]How/when/why did you start wrestling? 

The why was, a son of a wrestler who was a PA state champ. And he hired Mr. Myers at the YMCA [see also here] and told him he wanted a wrestling program. Mr. Myers was my first coach. My friends were doing it too and it was fun. 

What kept you coming back year after year? 

The camaraderie of the guys, it was a social thing. 

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

Yes---I got hired as youth director at the Jamestown YMCA and ran the youth wrestling program. The “team” moved from Jamestown to Lakewood when I did.  We wrestled other teams in the Y league and we were always the only NY team. We used to get our asses kicked until, when I was ending my time, we won 3 of the 4 divisions. We transitioned kids to the Southwestern youth program with Walt Thurnau and Mark Hettrick. I also officiated for 7 yrs.  

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

About 5-7 yrs ago; the fulfillment was when my youth guys made it to the state meet.  

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?

On the rising to the peak. 

Talk about the teams you belonged to, including junior high and junior varsity and what it was like to be team member at each of those levels.

Junior high*, goofed around a lot…part of the camaraderie that helped it last. Later, the expectations increased. When I earned my first varsity spot, I clung to that spot. I won the spot wrestling off with Richie Kennedy and was surprised he never challenged again. Making weight---first yr was easy, second yr I was right on, third yr was miserable. 

*What you remember about being a “squeeker?” 

We were the lowest of the totem pole; we were the worker bees.

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? Had a love/hate relationship with?

I remember the coaches saying working with someone better than you [Billy worked out with Kirk Stephen a lot because I worked out with Robbie. We kinda laughed about that because he was 138 and Kirk was 177 and he was wondering how that happened.] 
Gary was always nice. Chris was hard, Kevin was a wild man. I liked Kevin a lot but when we got out on the mat, it was a battle. I looked up to Kirk Anderson, my hero at the time. I admired Chris Leichtweis. Robbie and I looked after each other. 

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

The ER match…not upset with myself, I won, did my part. You beat the guy from ER who you had lost to the year before. No wonder I didn’t feel so bad! 

How about tournaments? 

Salamanca Tour I beat Dan Dry with a move I created goofing around in practice. 

State qualifiers…wrestling Calvin Crippen--I hung on for dear life… [Section VI runner-up in 1977]

Any particular individual bouts (yours or others?) stand out in memory? 

I beat a kid from Lancaster (I think) that was really hyped. It was a close match and afterwards my father showed me the article. If that was at Sweet Home, I think that was also the famous episode of Mr. Foster telling Eric to start running. What did you think of that? That he was asking Eric to do the impossible. 

It was always fun to watch Clar and watching Chris was always entertaining too. [I hardly ever, if ever, watched Chris in duals when he was a senior. I was up at 177 and would be getting ready for my own match.] 

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: well---both went to School 5, friends for ages, pleasant and supportive, to each other---until we got into practice.

Dan Shembeda: part of that group of guys I looked up to---and Mark Shaw. 

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

Being the Section 6 champ, my pennant hangs on the school wall (if it’s still there!). 

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

When we had no responsibility, we’d wander the schools, crawl under bleachers looking for money. Get on top of lockers and climb around not touching the floor. I did that at the high school with Jim Diehl---we’d pretend the gym floor was lava. Sometimes we’d go through the lockers and eat the varsity’s guys’ food. 

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’d go to the YMCA, run laps and hang out in steam room. My favorite season was spring, wrestling was over and I could walk home after school and eat anything I wanted! 

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?) 
I can never hear China Grove without thinking of wrestling and telling whoever’s around me I used to warm up to this. [I was out to dinner with Billy when we were doing this interview and his wife Ann, with a smile, readily attested to the veracity of this statement.] I remember Chris getting in trouble with the “We are the Champions” warm-up. 

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

My mother did not like me having to lose weight. It was cool having cheerleaders. Wrestling was kind of the red-headed step child thing because everyone paid so much attention to football and basketball. Having them was nice. I don’t know if they felt it but I appreciate them. 

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

 Some of our best and truest friends, the shared experience creates a bond. 

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

 We knew a lot, but there was a lot more to know---I should have lifted weights more. Although I don’t think I’d be any smarter about the weight situation as I was then. [Billy, did I get that right or totally backwards? Ack!]

Say some things about: 

Mr. Foster: kinda like a step dad to all of us…a cool place to start gym teacher---natural step from pe teacher to wrestling coach. 

Mr. Myers: unsung hero of the OHS wrestling program. He developed a team that turned into the best in the state. Can t say enough good stuff. 

Say what comes to mind when I say: 

Practice: sweat

Shark bait: sequential battle…and hang on for dear life. 

Rotation groups: looking forward to being in an odd number group and being the one guy out for a rest. 

Wrestle offs: as long as I didn’t have to wrestle off, they were entertaining. 

Bus trips: a lot of things were happening in the dark. Jim Diehl crawled along the luggage rack and peeked over at Mr. Foster. 

Pioneer: I had to wrestle Kyle Grunwald, and was scared sh--less, happy to make it to the second period!

Officials: Norm Thomas was a treat to watch; flamboyant. 

Viktor Frankl survived a Nazi concentration camp and went on to talk about how about suffering without meaning creates despair. By contrast, he also paraphrased Nietzsche, saying, “He who has a reason why, can bear almost any ‘how.’” 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? 

The “how” is your shoulder on the mat… [I loved that!] It becomes a part of your culture; and you don’t know basketball’s* a choice. 

Was it worth it? Definitely.  

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

It molds your personality. 

*[Billy and I sometimes recollect a conversation he remembers with our 6th grade teacher, Mr. O’Connell. My memory of Billy’s original telling was “If I catch you guys playing basketball, I’ll break your fingers.” But as you know, we have a tendency to dramatize the past. We talked about this.] I don't remember his exact words but for us wrestlers he said "I don't ever want to see you with a basketball in your hands". When I coached my youth wrestlers I changed it to "basketballs give you warts." In context, I took it as a compliment that we were good wrestlers and should not play basketball, or in my case, I was a lousy basketball player so I had better wrestle.

Thoughts on high school wrestling when it was over? As I said about springtime... 

Best memory? 

Winning the state qualifier. Pen and paper---my goal was to go to the state meet. [I asked Billy, given how close he had been as a junior (Section VI runner-up) if he was thinking “I’m going to make it to the state meet this year?”] All I could think was “that was my goal.” 

How do you want to be remembered?

 As a decent wrestler but a better coach. As a decent wrestler but a part of the team. 

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

[Billy laughed when I asked that] Wrestling is not the best… [And we left it at that…]

Do you remember your last varsity match? Losing at the state meet without my lucky socks. 

Three things you hated: losing weight. [I know Billy can count to three but this was the only thing that emerged] 

Three things you loved: being on the other side of the obligation of things--- making weight and the match being over.

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

You were father figures to us, which is why we were so dedicated and loyal to you. I shadowed what you did for us and I taught my kids what you taught me. 
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