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Ode to a Master

I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence

Two roads diverged in a wood and I —

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.

— Robert Frost, “The Road Not Taken”


Michael Milkovich
is ninety-five. As he wends his way to the century mark, one
solitary voice must say that he was much more than a successful
coach known for his wrestling clinics and a conqueror of the
wrestling world. In short order, he was also an astute businessman,
an expert fisherman, and an intelligent teacher of industrial arts
(with a Master’s degree) and of driver’s education. As well, he was
a woodworker who could build anything (including a baseball field
in his backyard — if you build it, they will come), a stock market
maven, a good family man, an acceptable guitar player and singer,
and an author on the subject of wrestling. He even dabbled in
psychology. I want to emphasize what a good teacher he was,
although this is not unusual with wrestling coaches. Coach
Milkovich had three salient qualities: excellent judgment,
intelligence, and creativity. These qualities served
him well beyond coaching and into the classroom, where he
excelled.

His coaching prowess was evident early. In
November 1956, The Ohio High School Athlete placed
two masters on its cover: Jack Nicklaus on the front, prior to
winning six Masters golf tournaments, and Mike Milkovich on the
back, prior to coaching ten state wrestling titles. How did the
editors of that magazine know what greatness lay in store for these
two men?


Milkovich’s champions

Mike Milkovich
coached everyone to championships — brothers, nephews, sons, and
even himself. All were state champions. And some of the prominent
wrestlers he coached became excellent coaches themselves. John
Borszcz coached his community college to a national championship;
Frank Romano coached his college, Notre Dame, to a national
championship; Mike’s son, Pat Milkovich, led his wrestling club to
a national championship. One prominent wrestler coached by Mike
Milkovich was Joe Peritore, a two-time state champion and two-time
national finalist. Peritore made the Lehigh Hall of Fame (a
three-time All-American), received a Master’s degree from the
Harvard School of Business, and became a Fortune Top 50
executive.

Champions are made when ordinary people do
extraordinary things.

—Jim Valvano,

coach of North Carolina State 1983 NCAA
basketball national champions

Still I believe that Coach Milkovich did his
most amazing coaching when he took underdogs to championships. The
first was John Borszcz, who had two state champions in his
weight. Only his coach believed that he would win the state title,
but there was John pinning the previous state champion to claim the
title. An unforgettable victory. Another was Gary Sorace. He did
not make the varsity team until late in his senior year. He met the
returning state champion in the regional tournament and was handily
beaten. Gary met that same wrestler in the finals of the state
tournament. Once again, nobody gave Gary a chance, but his coach
did. After a slow start in the first period, Gary soundly beat the
state champion. Milkovich coached other underdogs to success too;
Conrad Calendar, for one, completely dominated an opponent in the
state finals after losing to him a week earlier. How was this
possible?
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