
	  

A Look Back: Jamill Kelly’s 2004 Silver Medal Run 
 
Earning a spot on the Olympic Team in 2004 put me in rare air. It’s a road that no wrestler had 
traveled before. My college wrestling career at Oklahoma State was sub-par at best. I didn’t 
achieve any of my goals, which included becoming an All-American and winning a national title. I 
thought my career was over, and was heartbroken by that prospect. 
 
At the end of my senior year, everything seemed to be going wrong for me. I had a bitter taste in 
my mouth from my perceived failures, and I was even battling with my coach, John Smith, one of 
the greatest Olympic wrestlers ever, and also one of the greatest coaches in the world. 
 
A group of OSU wrestlers used to drive from Stillwater to Reno for a camp that Oklahoma State 
hosted. In 2000, we decided to make a stop in Colorado Springs at the Olympic Training Center 
for one of the Olympic training camps. As fate would have it, Coach Smith was one of the 
Olympic coaches that year. 
 
During the camp, I watched in awe of the high level of wrestling that was happening right in front 
of me. I embraced all of the knowledge and skill I was witnessing, and included in. During one of 
the practices, Cary Kolat and Sanshiro Abe were working out when Abe suffered an injury. I was 
just sitting on the side of the mat when the coaches told me to sub in and wrestle Kolat. 
 
As a fan of the sport, I had seen videos of Kolat and read stories about him. He was an amazing 
competitor and a gold medal favorite every year he competed. I remember stepping onto the mat, 
peering into his eyes and feeling a nervous rush come over me. This was undoubtedly the 
greatest competitor I had faced up until that point of my career. But as soon as the whistle blew, 
something strange happened. I wrestled well. We had a good workout. It would be a major 
turning point in my career. 
 
After the camp season in 2000, I returned to Stillwater with the goal of just simply figuring out the 
next steps in life. Wrestling wasn’t something I was thinking was much of an option for me. Within 
a week of me returning to Stillwater, I received a call from Teague Moore, a teammate of mine at 
OSU, and a close friend of Kolat’s. He wanted to know if I would be interested in training with 
Kolat for a week in West Virginia. 
 
It was an exciting prospect for me. It’s tough to describe how a simple phone call can improve 
your feeling of self-worth. It was a level of respect I had never received before as a wrestler. One 
of the best wrestlers in the world wanted ME to come train with him. It was almost too good to be 
true. 
 
I was excited and nervous about the opportunity to train with Kolat. I’ll never forget our first 
practice. He said we were going to go until one of us scores five takedowns. The second period 
would be four takedowns, then three and so on. In my mind, I couldn’t figure out if he thought I 
was that bad of a wrestler that he would dominate me this much, or if he’s just crazy cause I 
planned on making it very difficult for him. We scrapped for a long time. Kolat won on the 
scoreboard, but I felt like I won mentally, because I did better than both he and I expected. For 
the first time since high school, I felt that I was really growing as a wrestler. 
 
That week in West Virginia was a huge personal success for me. Training with Kolat, as well as 
wrestling Hall of Famer Zeke Jones, who was coaching at West Virginia at the time, showed me 
what it took to be a world-class wrestler, both physically and mentally. 
Of course I was there to help Kolat prepare for the Olympics, but since the training was so 
concentrated on him, it was almost like it was a personal training camp for me as well. 
Sometimes you just find people or training partners that you click with when you’re drilling and 



	  

working out. Kolat and I had that. 
 
The last day of my visit, Kolat asked me if I would want to go to Sydney with him as his training 
partner for the Olympics. Abe was his normal training partner, but his injury prevented him from 
continuing that role. It was a dream come true. The previous week had been a private interview 
for the best job in the world at the time. All I could mutter was “sure, that would be cool”, as if I 
were trying to impress a beautiful woman with how cool I was. 
 
Before departing for Sydney, I attended one more Olympic camp in Colorado Springs. It’s very 
possible the team’s trainer had a stronger wrestling resume than mine. I was spending time 
training with wrestlers I had idolized and either only read about or watched on TV. Kevin Jackson, 
Sammie Henson, Terry Brands, Lincoln McIlravy - the list of national champions, World and 
Olympic medalists went on. 
 
I was actually still relatively new to the sport of wrestling. Unlike everyone else in the Olympic 
training camp, I started in the 9th grade. I never took a poll, but I am pretty confident that 
everyone else started somewhere in elementary school. Given this, I was like a sponge, soaking 
up as much strategy and knowledge as I could. Keep in mind, the internet was still somewhat 
new to the masses. It was not easy to find videos of the best wrestlers from around the world. 
USA Wrestling had the most footage, but even then you had to wait for someone to dub you a 
VHS copy of matches you wanted. I was learning how to be a student of the sport before I was 
learning how to be great at it. 
 
Since I was the “baby” of the group, I turned in to all of the other Olympians training partner as 
well, which I didn’t mind. Besides wrestling with Kolat, I had to square off with Sammie, Lincoln 
and a lot of times with Brands. This gave me the chance to see where I was as a wrestler 
constantly while also getting a feel of how the top guys in the world competed. I truly believe this 
is also about the same time that Coach Smith saw that I had potential to do well in freestyle. I 
always had the physical tools, but mentally I would get beat by guys who had more credentials or 
experience because I assumed they were better then me. I was wrestling not to lose instead of 
wrestling to win. 
 
Not only did the training camp afford me an opportunity to learn on the mat, but I also learned 
how a champion acted off the mat. Kerry McCoy really became a big brother to me at this time. I 
observed the demeanor, the confidence and the attitude the best wrestlers in our country walked 
around with. They weren’t cocky, but they knew that when they stepped on the mat, they were 
going to win.  That is a powerful feeling. 
 
From the moment we arrived in Sydney, it felt like I belonged in the Olympics. It’s nearly 
impossible to describe the look, feel and smell of being at the Games. Millions of people come to 
the host city to feel that energy. 
 
I attended the Opening Ceremonies, and was in complete awe of what I witnessed. It was at that 
very moment when I watched the U.S. team walking out to the roar of the crowd that I decided 
that this was where I needed to be. Entering the summer of 2000 at just 22 years old, I had no 
aspirations of becoming an Olympian. Just a few months later, as I was watching the Miracle on 
the Mat, with Rulon Gardner defeating the undefeated Russian legend Alexander Karelin, 
Brandon Slay winning a gold medal and even the heartbreak suffered my Kolat, Brands and 
Sammie, I knew that this was my calling. 
 
When I returned to the U.S. after the Olympics, I had a newfound commitment to wrestling, and I 
felt like for the first time in my life, I had a plan of what I wanted to accomplish - win an Olympic 
gold medal. 
 



	  

At the time, I’m sure it sounded unrealistic, but with Coach Smith being in Stillwater every day, 
and having countless World and Olympic medalists in and out of our wrestling room on a regular 
basis gave me a confidence that I don’t think a lot of my competitors could truly share. When I 
met with Coach Smith upon my return to Stillwater, he told me what it would take for me to 
achieve my dream. From that point on, it was up to me to set my plan in motion. 
 
With Coach Smith and Eric Guerrero helping me train for gold, my confidence was as high as it 
had ever been. Guerrero had also been chasing an Olympic dream. He was at a different weight 
class, but had great strength for his size. He was the perfect guy for me to be able to get to the 
next level. 
 
I had immediate success at the start of my freestyle career. I placed second in my first 
international tournament, beating the defending Russian National Champion in the second round 
of that tournament. In my first U.S. Nationals in 2001, I placed third, losing only to Dustin 
Denunzio in the semifinals, and defeating John Fisher in the third-place bout. Later, in the World 
Team Trials, I placed third again with reverse results. I lost to Fisher in the semifinals and beat 
Denunzio for third place. 
 
As a U.S. wrestler, especially when you are beginning your international career, it is important to 
earn a spot on the National Team. Placing third at the World Team Trials in 2001 gave me that 
distinction. It was important not only for my confidence and an established credibility within the 
international wrestling community, but also for funding from USA Wrestling in order to compete in 
more international tournaments as well as gaining access to the Olympic Training Center. 
 
Just as things seemed to be going in my favor, I was smacked with a load of bricks when FILA, 
the international governing body for wrestling dropped three weight classes. My new weight class 
was now 66 kg (145 lbs.) as opposed to 63 kg (138 lbs.). I know it doesn’t sound like a huge 
change, but with the new weight classes, bigger wrestlers were going to drop down into my 
weight class. My only option was to get bigger and stronger, to compete with those wrestlers. 
 
The 2002 U.S. Nationals were loaded at 66 kg. I had to get through a former teammate of mine, 
Reggie Wright, and one of the best wrestlers in the world, Chris Bono, just to get to the finals. I 
lost in overtime to Bill Zadick in the finals that year, and even though I was defeated in that 
match, it was a win of sorts for me. I proved that I could compete with the best in the world at a 
bigger weight class. Not only could I compete with them, but I could beat them. 
 
Going into the 2002 World Team Trials, I was confident I was going to make the team. When I 
arrived for the event, I learned that Zadick was injured, and not able to compete. This meant that 
as the No. 2 ranked wrestler, I was automatically in a best-of-three finals. I lost both matches to 
Chris Bono, who went on to defeat Zadick in a special wrestle-off a month later for the World 
Team spot. 
 
For the first time in a few years, I was crushed. I knew I was getting better. I could see it every 
day when I wrestled and when I watched film of myself. I could feel it when I was on the mat. Yet 
somehow I was still stuck as the third best at my weight class. I still felt as though I was on pace 
to make the Olympic Team, but I also knew I needed to push harder than I ever had before. 
 
The year before the Olympics is a big year for an athlete. Sometimes in the first year or two of an 
Olympic cycle, athletes are working to improve, but not necessarily win. They are trying new 
techniques, and working on specific things. If it were baseball, 2001-02 would be Spring Training. 
But in a quick leap, 2003 became the playoffs. Even wrestlers who had seemingly retired were 
coming out of the woodwork, and there was new college talent. My weight class saw the addition 
of TJ Williams, Tony Davis and Lincoln McIlravy, a 2000 Olympic bronze medalist. 
 



	  

Because of the influx of more wrestlers, I actually dropped down to the fourth seed at the U.S. 
Nationals in 2003. I ended up finishing fifth after losing to both Davis and McIlravy, though I did 
defeat Davis in a rematch during the fifth-place match. 
 
Mentally, this was a tough pill for me to swallow. As was the case a year earlier, it really felt like I 
was improving. But now instead of keeping the pace as third best, I had dropped to fifth. Negative 
thoughts were creeping into my head. Maybe Olympic dreams in such a short period of time were 
too much for me. Maybe 2008 would be a much better goal for me. Maybe was a word that was 
consistently in my thoughts. 
 
With my confidence slipping, it was a great time to be at Oklahoma State. Coach Smith had really 
become a mentor for me, but the OSU program was making a heavy push to win national team 
titles again. This meant there were some great college wrestlers who were not only strong 
technically and physically, but also mentally. With Guerrero and Teague Moore working out with 
me regularly, younger wrestlers Daniel Cormier, Mo Lawal and Mark Munoz were making names 
for themselves as future Olympians as well. We had a great core of individuals pushing each 
other every day and feeding off of each other’s energy. The plan was for all of us to make the 
2004 team together. 
 
One week before the 2003 World Team Trials, I was having dinner with Daniel and Mo when 
Daniel received the worst phone call any parent could ever imagine.  His daughter had been 
killed in a car accident. There was pure silence. Here we were feeling as good as any of us have 
ever felt, and it was all swept away in an instant. To this day, I can’t put into words the emotion 
that came over us. All that Mo and I could try to do was be there for our friend, and offer comfort 
and support. There was nothing we could do to make the situation better. We knew that, but it 
didn’t make it easier to accept. Daniel did not compete in the Trials that year while he mourned 
his loss. 
 
It was tough going to the Trials without Daniel by my side. He was like a brother to me. On every 
trip, we were roommates. What was amazing is that Daniel still took time out for me during his 
mourning. We spoke a lot leading up to the tournament. He offered me advice and put positive 
thoughts in my head. Something inside me told me that I needed to push even harder for me 
friend. It wasn’t anything I was consciously doing. It was just something that came out when the 
first whistle blew. To this day I have never told him that, but my thoughts for one of my best 
friends were giving me a focus I had never had before. 
 
In order to make the 2003 World Team, I was going to have to beat four wrestlers who had 
defeated me in the past year. 
 
My first match was against Tony Davis, who I had gone 1-1 against at the U.S. Nationals. I 
wrestled free and open, and came away with a pretty convincing win. In my second match, I 
posted a solid win against Bill Zadick to get me into what was at the time the biggest match of my 
life - a faceoff with McIlravy. 
 
After winning a bronze at the 2000 Olympics, McIlravy seemingly retired from the sport. He never 
announced a retirement, but it was an assumption some of us had made. That was, until he came 
back in 2003. The prospect of battling with McIlravy was nerve-wracking. He had beat me without 
much effort at the U.S. Nationals just a couple of months earlier. 
 
Coach Smith’s advice to me heading into that match was to score early. If I did that. McIlravy 
would have to open up and take chances against me. At the time, I thought it was the dumbest 
thing I had ever heard. Me score early on a U.S. wrestling legend? 
 
Looking back on it now, it was genius. The advice completely relaxed me. I went in and focused 



	  

on doing just what I was told to do - score early. I opened up the match with a three-point move, 
and as McIlravy had to take more chances, I was able to score four points off of counters. I won 
the match 7-6 to move onto the finals against Bono. 
 
Defeating Bono at that point became an expectation, not a goal. I won two matches against him 
to earn a spot on the 2003 U.S. World Team. I had never won anything before in my career. No 
state titles. Never an All-American. Nothing. Yet here I was standing alongside Stephen Abas, 
Guerrero, Joe Williams, Cael Sanderson and Kerry McKoy. 
 
For a period I felt like I didn’t belong with this group. I remember I was on a magazine cover with 
the title “Miracle on the Mat”. I had to laugh. I didn’t think I was that bad before that this was a 
miracle. But it was statements such as that one that would motivate me every step of the way. 
 
The World Championships in 2003 were at Madison Square Garden. Being in New York City, the 
pressure on us as a team was higher than ever. One thing would bring me comfort, though. 
Daniel was on the team after winning a special wrestle-off. 
 
During our last live training session before making weight, I was working out with my normal 
training partner Zack Esposito when I popped my rib. It seemed like it was a complete year of 
firsts for me, as this was my first serious injury. My mind was racing. I thought my dream was 
dying, just as it was starting to get within reach. Coaches and trainers really eased my mind 
during that period and kept me focused on the World Championships. I rested and limited my 
workouts so that I was able to let the rib heal as much as possible. 
 
The atmosphere at Madison Square Garden was unbelievable. I had been to NCAA 
Championships, Olympics and international tournaments. I had never been to a wrestling event 
that had the energy this one did. It was the first time the U.S. hosted the World Championships 
since 1995 in Atlanta. 
 
I was in a pool with wrestlers from India and Cuba. In order to move on in the tournament, I would 
have to win my pool. I needed to bring my A-game to beat the Cuban. That changed a little when 
I popped my rib again during warm-ups. Somehow, I defeated the Indian wrestler in my first 
match, but mentally, I was not completely focused. It showed against the Cuba, as he dominated 
me, repeatedly scoring exposure points against me to get a technical fall win. 
 
By far, the most disappointing moment of my life was getting tech falled at Madison Square 
Garden... at the World Championships... in front of my family and friends. I had no reason to, but I 
again started to question whether or not I had what it took mentally to be successful at that level. 
Guys have wrestled with far worse injuries and won medals, sometimes gold, yet I was 
dominated. What I would learn next was that if I am questioning my own mental toughness, then I 
didn’t have any. 
After the 2003 World Championships, I needed a break. The break was just as much to heal 
mentally as it was to heal physically. I just needed to get away from wrestling for a while. I spent 
some time with a few old friends out in San Diego. I cleared my mind and refocused for what I 
knew was about to be the toughest stretch of my wrestling career.  
 
My first tournament back was the Ivan Yarygin Memorial in Russia. It is known as the toughest 
international tournament in the world outside of the Olympics or World Championships. On top of 
that, it is held in Siberia in February - a stark contrast to hanging out on a beach in San Diego. 
Nothing could have reminded me more than the Olympic year had begun. 
 
I was familiar with most of the competitors in my weight class, but in my first match I drew a 
realtive unknown, Makhach Murtazaliev from Russia. In 2003, Murtazaliev had won a Junior 
World title, but this was a different level. I wasn’t a high school kid, and I figured I would breeze 



	  

through that match. 
 
Murtazaliev beat me 3-2. He later went on to win the tournament, defeating the defending World 
Champion in the final. It brought me some solace to know that he won the tournament. 
 
The U.S. Nationals was critical in the Olympic year, as the champion got an automatic bye into a 
best-of-three finals at the Olympic Trials. Going in as the top seed, I was confident that I would 
remain on top, but it didn’t come easy. I had to wrestle eight matches along the way, defeating 
Jamar Billman, Tony Davis, Scott Owen and Jared Frayer in the early rounds. In the finals, I beat 
Bono. 
 
It was a strange tournament for me. Even though I didn’t score many points, I felt like I wrestled 
much better than I did in the 2003 World Team Trials. In three of my Nationals matches I had to 
come from behind to win. 
 
Cormier and Guerrero also won the Nationals that year. The atmosphere around Stillwater was 
electric. The college team just won an NCAA team title, and now there was a strong possibility of 
having three former OSU wrestlers on the Olympic Team. 
 
Being the top seed in the Olympic Trials has its advantages and disadvantages. The event was at 
the RCA Dome in Indianapolis, and I had a great opportunity to really sit back and scout my 
competition. I was able to see what they had been working on since the Nationals, and how they 
were handling certain situations in a match. The negative, of course, is the potential rust factor 
that could exist while a wrestler from the challenge tournament could really get into a zone for the 
weekend. 
 
In the finals, I would face Jared Lawrence, a national champion at Minnesota and someone that 
USA Wrestling was recognizing as an up-and-comer. For me it was eerie, seeing a wrestler 
unexpectedly fight his way through a tournament. It was exactly what I had done a year before. 
 
In the first match against Lawrence, I wrestled very cautious. I didn’t know him very well. When 
you’re training, you’re more training for the top guys in your weight class - Bono, Zadick, etc... I 
wasn’t training for Jared Lawrence. If he was going to beat me, it wasn’t going to be from a 
mistake I made. That mistake never happened and I won in overtime. 
 
In the second match, I was again wrestling cautious. After a failed takedown attempt in overtime, I 
lost. 
 
Now the nerves set in. Cormier and Guerrero won both of their matches each and were 
Olympians. All eyes in Stillwater were on me. For one of the few times in my career, I was the 
favorite - the guy who was supposed to win. Coach Smith came up to me and told me I just 
needed to wrestle. I needed to leave it all on the mat. I needed to make the team. 
 
Wrestlers get into warm-up routines. We know a rough estimate of when we will be wrestling next 
in any tournament. As chance would have it, my routine would be completely broken before my 
third match with Lawrence. Brandon Paulson and Dennis Hall engaged in one of the most epic 
wrestling matches ever, a match that went over 25 minutes as both wrestlers were trying to 
realize their Olympic dream. Even just warming up, the emotion in the stadium was draining. 
 
In my third match, I wrestled hard. I stayed composed and didn’t make mistakes, but I wrestled 
with the confidence that an Olympian needs. When I won, I felt like the weight of the world was 
lifted off my shoulders. It was by far the most stressful tournament I had ever wrestled in, and it 
was an even more unbelievable feeling to be able to celebrate with two of my best friends who 
also made the team. 



	  

 
The time between the Olympic Trials and the actual Olympics was a whirlwind. I had to get tickets 
and flights for family and friends, do more interviews than I had ever done and also do 
appearances for sponsors and USA Wrestling. It can become quite overwhelming. 
 
It was strange that my release, my escape, was now wrestling. I loved being on the mat and 
training. Our Olympic camps, in Colorado Springs and Jupiter, Florida were a great time. At this 
level, there isn’t much bonding that needs to take place. Wrestling is a small community, and 
most of us knew each other pretty well already. Of course it helped that nearly half the team and 
the coach lived in Stillwater. 
 
There were three big stories in wrestling heading into the Olympics. Rulon Gardner’s return, the 
start of women’s wrestling in the Olympics and Cael Sanderson making his Olympic debut. Most 
of our men’s freestyle wrestlers had some sort of story too. When we would do our media events 
as a team, I would be the lone guy that may get one question, and that would be from my 
hometown paper. Some athletes would get annoyed and jealous. For me, it was relaxing. No one 
expected anything from me, and there was no pressure on me. I just had to wrestle hard. 
 
My first feeling of what I accomplished and become a part of came during the Opening 
Ceremonies. It was just four years ago I was in the stands watching, and now I was walking out 
with the best athletes in the world representing the United States. It was an amazing feeling that 
got me energized and ready to compete. 
 
Wrestling was one of the last competing sports at the Olympics. As a first-time Olympian, I loved 
the schedule. I was able to really integrate into the Games and enjoy the entire Olympic 
experience. Some of the other wrestlers didn’t really want to venture out and see other events or 
attractions in Greece. For me, I wanted to soak it all in. It was a release for me. 
 
As weigh-ins approached, I had the feeling that I could compete with anyone in the world. With 
international tournaments being a blind draw, you have to be ready to face the best from the very 
start. I drew the last number, 21, which put me in the bottom pool. It also meant that if I won my 
pool, I had a bye into the semifinals. My hope was that I would be able to get a rematch with 
Murtazaliev in the semifinals. 
 
In my pool, I got by my opponents from Moldova and Azerbaijan fairly easy, even though I only 
won my second match 3-2. I was in control of both matches throughout, and that was a huge 
confidence boost. 
 
My wish was granted for the semifinals. Murtazaliev had won out so far. Having wrestled him 
before, I had the benefit of making some strategic adjustments from that previous match. We 
wrestled through regulation tied at 1-1. Time was running out in overtime, and having a caution 
against me already, I was in a bad position. I needed to do something fast. 
 
Murtazaliev shot in on a single-leg near the edge of the mat and I grabbed a tight waste ankle 
and went for a monkey roll, a move I hadn’t done since high school. I was able to go all the way 
through and get the exposure points to give me the lead. However, it was not without controversy. 
 
At first, the officials awarded the points to Murtazaliev. We protested the call and demanded a 
review. I say that because we did not request it. We had every U.S. coach in the arena breathing 
down the necks of the officials to get that review. 
 
After the review, I was awarded two points, which put me into the gold-medal match of the 
Olympics. I jumped into the arms of Coach Smith and Kevin Jackson, our national freestyle 
coach. It was a moment I will always remember. 



	  

 
My finals opponent was one of the greatest wrestlers of all time, Elbrus Tedeev from Ukraine. 
Tedeev had won three World titles and an Olympic bronze already in his career. That experience 
got the better of me in the gold-medal match. After scoring an early takedown, Tedeev turned me 
twice with two leg laces and defeated me 5-1. 
 
I was really disappointed. I made a technical mistake, and it cost me big. I felt like I could have 
competed much better. It was a really sobering moment for me. I had come so far in four years, 
and was within just a few points of my ultimate dream - to become an Olympic champion. 
 
When I was on the medal stand, I remember looking over and seeing Coach Smith clapping his 
hands and smiling. Just a few years earlier, I was at odds with him. Maybe it’s because he saw 
the potential I really had as a wrestler, and I just hadn’t realized it yet. As a wrestler, it is built in to 
your head that no loss is a good loss. But seeing Coach Smith in this moment felt like I was 
receiving a father’s approval, even in defeat. It is still an indescribable feeling. 
 
From that moment I knew, even though a silver was not my goal, that I was blessed to be able to 
forever call myself an Olympic medalist.	  
	  


