Overcoming Short Term Failure Helps You Win!
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Failure, I know now, can be a blessing. A mistake can be the greatest teacher. But failure can be a blessing and mistakes can be a teacher only if they are followed by six simple but powerful words: What can I learn from this? 


Those six words may be the most important words I ever learned from the sport of wrestling. But as with everything else in my long, grinding career, I did not learn them immediately. I did not know that failure could be a blessing disguised as hardship when I arrived at the University of Michigan as a naive and eager freshman. Nor did I know that mistakes would prove to be my greatest teacher. Had I understood that my failures in the short term were the key to my successes in the long term, I would not have been so bitterly disappointed my freshman year, when I came face-to-face with a brick wall named Mark Johnson.


Mark was a senior and the captain of the University of Michigan wrestling team when I arrived on the Ann Arbor campus. He had high status, an impeccable image, good looks, a friendly disposition, a solid academic record, strong opinions and a strong will. He had placed second the year before in the Big Ten and National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) tournaments, losing both finals to Chris Campbell of the University of Iowa. Mark stood on a pedestal in the eyes of Michigan's wrestlers and coaches alike. Bill Johannesen, the head coach, treated Mark a little differently from the rest of us. He was always praising Mark for his disciplined training methods and his hard-nosed approach to competition. Mark was Billy Joe's boy.


In addition to being the star of the Michigan team, Mark Johnson was also in my weight class. This meant that for me to earn a position on the varsity, I had to dislodge him. The last thought on Mark's mind that fall was that an upstart freshman wrestler might come in and take away his place on the team. But, of course, I didn't see it that way.


I had wrestled him only once, several weeks earlier, during the summer after my senior year at Hazel Park High School. We had met in a low-key tournament in suburban Detroit. Mark had smiled and chatted with me beforehand, and then — I found out later — he had not beaten me as badly as he could have. Mark had legitimate reasons for not crushing me then. As a big-time collegiate athlete, he wouldn't have felt comfortable beating up on a new Michigan recruit who was still wet behind the ears. My ears were so wet, in fact, that I went home thinking I would be able to hold my own with him at Michigan.


I was full of optimism as I anticipated my collegiate wrestling career. I remember the rush of adrenaline I felt when I walked into the Michigan wrestling room, its walls covered with photographs of all the Michigan teams and champions going back to the 1920s. My pilgrimage to the 1976 Montreal Olympics a few months earlier had renewed my convictions, and I had dreamed ever since that someday I, too, would be a member of the United States Olympic Team. Naturally, I realized that such an accomplishment was many years away, but in the meantime I was going to add my name to Michigan's wrestling tradition. I really thought I had a good chance to make Michigan's varsity team. 


But if the high school champ was fairly confident at this point, he was a far cry from being arrogant. Mixed in with the excitement of starting college were some very real feelings of trepidation. Like any freshman, I had no idea what college would be like; I had no idea how it would feel to leave my home behind, and I had no idea how good a student I would be. I was particularly concerned about my academic future.


Believe me, I was no bookworm. I hadn't taken all the basic college preparatory courses at Hazel Park High School. During my junior and senior years, I had spent three hours a day studying refrigeration, a course offered by the vocational department. To this day I have no clear idea why I chose to study refrigeration. I can't even fix my own refrigerator if it goes on the blink, because the models I studied are now out of date. I guess I picked refrigeration because it sounded more interesting than the other vocational courses the school offered, things like auto mechanics and electrical work. I was from a blue-collar neighborhood, and by going the vocational route, I was just doing what seemed natural. I remember that I maintained a 3.2 grade-point average on a scale of 4.0 in high school, but I rarely did any homework. 


The shocks of my new world in college hit me immediately. Mark Johnson didn't just beat me to maintain his position as the 177-pound member of the varsity team, he devastated me. In Mark's eyes, I was just another freshman, a short fireplug of a kid who at 5-foot-9 was about three inches shorter than the average wrestler in my weight class. In my eyes, Mark was in another league, wrestling from a plateau that I could barely touch. He pummeled me in practice, day in and day out. 


Those practices were brutal. Michigan's wrestling room was a warm, windowless, banana-shaped enclosure with large blue mats on the floor and the smell of sweat in the air. The heat hits you the moment you step inside. The room's temperature was kept at about 90 degrees, in accordance with the standard, worn-out philosophy that the more you sweat; the easier it will be for you to make weight. Never mind that your body is crying to replenish those liquids afterwards! Practicing for hours in that warm air would have been draining under any circumstances. Losing all the time made it even tougher. 


Enduring and then eventually over coming these adversities is what helped me to become stronger. I became stronger physically, mentally and emotionally. We must look at short term failure as the catalyst that strengthens our resolve to win. By fighting through these low points it allows us to get strong. I encourage you to find the toughest most grueling situations and fight through them. If you do not waiver one bit, you will see the progress, guaranteed!

As Always, Expect to Win! 
