
 

My Olympic Story 
By John Peterson – 1972 Silver Medalist, 1976 Gold Medalist 

 
Wrestling is a complicated sport. Because of the intensity required to compete at a 

high level, there is much that goes into being able to perform when the time comes. I will 
attempt to show the things that prepared me for those two moments when I was 
privileged to stand on the victory stand at the Olympic Games. I hope to demonstrate that 
there are many things needed to accomplish such an achievement. God gave me the 
privilege to compete at the highest level in wrestling. He surrounded me with the right 
people at the right time and gave me the ability to train in such a way that success would 
come. To Him I am forever grateful! 
 

There were many young men who dreamed of being on the stand at 180.5 lbs. in 
Montreal in ’76, but I am thankful that God allowed me to be the one. I want to reflect 
back to God the honor that has been given to me over the years. Through the sport of 
wrestling, God has shown me that it is futile to find our fulfillment in anything other than 
what He has created us for. That is for His glory. Many young wrestlers dream of 
someday standing on the victory stand, being honored with the reward given to those who 
demonstrate superiority over their opponents.  The first time that dream began to form in 
my mind was before my senior year of high school. I wanted to be a state champion that 
year. No one from our high school had accomplished that feat, although two had qualified 
for the state tournament, one of those was our older brother Phil.   
 
Wrestling Begins 

Our brother Tom had started wrestling as a high school freshman. Tom would 
show me many of the moves he was learning in his practices. I was fascinated with the 
complexity of the sport with so many ways of controlling your opponent. Phil had played 
basketball as a freshman and sophomore but switched to wrestling as a junior, much to 
the football coach’s pleasure and the basketball coach’s disapproval! As an eighth grade 
boy who only weighed 85 lbs, I loved watching each of the matches our brothers had. It 
provided motivation to excel in this sport where size was not the determining factor in 
how well you could do. It quickly became clear to me from the start that hard work and 
determination could make up for a lack of pure athletic talent. It was a natural thing to 
follow in my brothers’ footsteps and decide to be a wrestler. An even more important 
decision took place during those grade school days: the desire to follow Jesus as my 
personal Lord and Savior. I realized the need to trust in what Jesus did in dying on the 
cross so that I could know God and live for Him. That decision would play an important 
role in wrestling, as well as in my relationship with my younger brother Ben. 

 
We did not have a middle school wrestling program. However, we did have a 

tournament in eighth grade physical ed. class. I lost in the finals to a basketball player 
who still reminds me of that fact! We wrestled at home on the mattresses we would pull 
down from the attic and place in our upstairs hallway, which was only about ten feet 
wide.  Ben, and our younger brother, Dan and I would have our own little competitions 



 

many nights when our parents were away. We would come home from watching our 
brothers’ high school matches with an ever-growing desire to learn about this sport that 
was capturing our attention. I still have burned in my memory the match that sent Phil to 
the state tournament. Two 181 lb young men with muscles chiseled lean by farm work 
made a lasting impression on me. They were giants to me! I wanted to follow in their 
footsteps. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
High School Wrestling 
 My high school days were hardly the success story that you might expect for a 
future Olympic Champion. As a 95lb freshman playing football, I injured my right knee 
just a few weeks into practice. It was a serious case of water on the knee. The doctors 
would drain it every two weeks and had me on crutches for two months. That kept me out 
of wrestling the entire year. As a sophomore I wrestled JV and was forced to eat some 
humble pie at the end of the year when Ben was selected to fill in for the varsity man in 
the 133 lb. weight class. To add insult to injury, Ben proceeded to get pinned in every one 
of the seven matches he wrestled. I knew I could have made a better showing than that! 
Since I could beat him regularly in practice, I felt I should have been allowed to wrestle 
him off for the spot. I had been the number two man in the ladder. When I lost to the 
number three guy, whom Ben then defeated, Ben was given the spot. It was one of those 
tough life lessons that needed to be learned. Life is not always fair from our point of 
view. How we respond is so important. We can blame others and be bitter or choose to let 
it drive us to continue to work to improve. I’m thankful that God did not allow me to use 
that as an excuse for bitterness toward Ben although I must admit the temptation was 
certainly there! We had determined that we would seek to sharpen each other both on and 
off the mat. Our relationship with Christ helped us deal with the natural tendency for 
jealousy and anger to get out of control. When we were tempted to end up fighting one 
another we turned it into an opportunity to increase the intensity of our training, which 
proved to be one of the most important building blocks to our being Olympic Champions.  
 

First big disappointment 
As a junior my right knee would lock up in practice and so I would have to feel 

the little piece of cartilage with my fingers, move it around until my knee would unlock 
and I could then continue with practice. Fortunately it never happened in a match and 
after the season an operation removed that little piece. That knee bothered me off and on 
through my entire wrestling career and required another operation after the ’79 World 
Championships. By my senior year it was realistic for me to place my sights on a state 
title. It was not to be! I lost 4-2 in the semi-finals of the sectional tournament to Arlen 
Hansen, the young man who was State Champion a week later. I should have come back 
and taken a true second place in the sectional tournament. We then could possibly have 
met in the finals at State the next week since the top two wrestlers would qualify. 
However, I lost that match to a wrestler whom I had easily defeated earlier in the year. It 
was a clear case of putting too much emphasis on a title and not enough on just wrestling 
to do the best I could do. God was teaching me the need to find joy in Him alone rather 



 

than in my wrestling accomplishments. It took me several years for that lesson to truly 
sink into my mind and heart.  
 
College Wrestling 

The disappointment of not making it to the State Tournament was so great that I 
wasted the entire summer before going off to college. Every summer during high school I 
had faithfully lifted weights and done hours of road work building speed and 
conditioning muscles. My thinking was that if I wasn’t good enough to qualify for the 
State Tournament how could I ever wrestle in college, so what was the sense of training 
all summer? One of my sad memories is that of standing on the back steps of our house 
and watching Ben get into the car of the coach from River Falls who was running a 
wrestling camp not too far from our home. It was so sad thinking that my wrestling career 
was over, not having accomplished what I had set my sights on.  

 
I enrolled at University of Wisconsin-Stout or as it was then called Stout State 

University with no intention of wrestling. However, sometime in October, at the urging 
of my brother Phil, I went and talked with the wrestling coach about joining the team. I 
was very surprised when he said anyone could try out and was even more surprised when 
I won the varsity spot as a freshman and placed 3rd in our Wisconsin State Conference 
Tournament.  

 
First world training camp 
Between my junior and senior years (1970), the world team trials and training 

camp was just one hour from our home, at University of Wisconsin-Superior. Superior 
was an NAIA powerhouse for wrestling in the 1960s. They hosted the NAIA National 
Tournament in 1970 as well. Sad to say these three schools, U. W. Stout, U. W. River 
Falls, and U. W. Superior all have dropped their wrestling programs. Watching Rick 
Sanders and Don Beam, Bobby Douglas and Dan Gable wrestle off would prove to be an 
incredibly valuable experience for me in the future. However, at the time my confidence 
level was so low that there was little or no thought that I could ever compete at that level. 
In March of that same year in the same gym, I had lost miserably in my second try at the 
NAIA National Tournament, wrestling at 167 lbs. No one could have guessed that just a 
year later the same discouraged young man, sitting watching his brother Ben work out 
with the top wrestlers in the country, would be representing the U.S. at 180.5 lbs.  
 
Olympic Trials ‘68 

In the spring of my college freshmen year there was a regional qualifying 
tournament for the Olympics at U.W. River Falls, which was only 30 minutes from my 
school and an hour from home. You could say that our Olympic dreams started the 
Spring of ’68, however, we had no real expectations of actually making the team.  Ben 
and I attended a wrestling clinic taught by Coach Alan Rice. That was our first 
introduction on the mat to Freestyle and Greco Roman wrestling. We learned the rules 
and some of the basic techniques to expose your opponents back and avoid exposing your 
own. The year before, we had watched the trials for the Pan Am Games in Coon Rapids, 



 

MN. I took 3rd place in that regional tournament, losing to a Big Ten wrestler from 
Michigan State and Jim Tanniehill who had destroyed me in folkstyle. Ben, a high school 
senior at the time, won the regional tournament and qualified for the national tournament 
in Ames, IA. There he looked good enough in his match against Chuck Jean for Coach 
Nichols offered him a partial scholarship to attend Iowa State. And that began our path 
toward wrestling greatness. 
 
  Recently, a young man at a wrestling clinic asked me a question that really made 
me think. He asked, “Usually there is one match that sticks out in your career that is a 
turning point for you. Which match was that for you?” It is hard to pick just one because 
so many come to mind. But I answered with my finals match at the Midlands Tournament 
my senior year of college. In the semi-finals I had beaten Ben’s teammate Keith Abens. 
In the finals I lost to Jim Tanniehill for the 3rd time. Jim was a tough NAIA wrestler who 
was training to be a 74 kg Greco contender. He had hammered me in a dual meet in my 
early college years and now I took him into overtime, losing in a close battle. The loss 
hurt, but I had made it to the finals in one of the toughest tournaments in the country. For 
the first time, I was beginning to see that I was capable of competing at the same level 
that Ben was at. I would need that reminder, for in just a few months another huge 
disappointment came my way as I failed to reach my college goal of a national title, 
placing 5th in the NAIA Nationals. Just as in high school, the sting of that loss hurt 
tremendously. I remember going out on the football field, at Appalachian State 
University where the national tournament was held, and crying my heart out. God used 
that loss to again remind me that my relationship with Him was more important than 
achieving or falling short of wrestling goals.  
 
World Team ‘71 

Graduation from college in the late ‘60s and early ‘70s was not so exciting for 
many of us because of the unpopular Vietnam War. Phil was drafted immediately upon 
graduating from the University of Wisconsin, (where he had been an All Big-Ten 
Academic team offensive guard), and played football for two years in South Korea. With 
a low draft number, 113, my hope was to wrestle for the Army team if I were drafted. 
Ironically the first time through the military physical in the spring of my senior year, I 
failed to pass the exam! A knee operation and flat feet made them a little apprehensive 
about my fitness to be a soldier. A few months later I did pass the physical, but evidently 
that short window was enough to keep me from the draft. Uncle Sam was cutting down 
on the numbers of draftees as the war was coming to an end. To this day I am thankful to 
men like J Robinson who went to Vietnam as I was preparing to make the ’72 Olympic 
team.  Had he been able to train with the same intensity that I was able to things may 
have turned out a bit differently. When I am tempted to get too proud of my 
accomplishments, it is good to be reminded of all the things that have to fall into place in 
order for one to have success.  

 
 
 



 

 
Pan Am training camp 
Ben was now the reigning D-1 National Champion and 3rd place winner at the 

National AAU’s, which qualified him for the Pan Am training camp. He called up Coach 
Doug Blubaugh and asked if his older brother could come to the camp. Doug said, “If he 
will work as hard as you do, he is welcome to come.” So with not much spending money 
in my pocket, I bought a one-way plane ticket to Tampa, FL for the Pam Am training 
camp. That camp helped bring me up to a whole new level of wrestling. Working daily 
with the number one man at 82kg, Bob Anderson, and training regularly with Dan Gable 
and my brother Ben caused me to make giant strides in my technique and conditioning. 
When the time for the world team trials came I thought I was ready. The U.S. Wrestling 
Federation controlled the world team that year. If that had not been the case, I probably 
would not have had a chance to qualify for the final trials. As it was, they had a 
tournament the week before the final trials for those who had not yet qualified through 
national tournaments. I had failed to place at 74 kg. in April, and my 5th place NAIA 
finish meant nothing. Ben was qualified by being an NCAA Champion. In the pre-camp 
tournament I lost to J Robinson, so the next day, I entered the Greco Roman tournament 
at 100 kg. to make the top two places in order to qualify for the final trials. I picked the 
weight class where there was only one other wrestler! Once you qualified in either style 
you could then choose the style you wanted.  

 
Everything fell into place for me in the final team trials and I won the tournament. 

I have often said that much of making a World or Olympic team is being in the right 
place at the right time. As our founding fathers put it, “God’s divine providence” allowed 
me to make that team. The foundation was being built all those years through middle 
school, high school and college and now things fell into place at the right place and the 
right time so I could be ready to take advantage of the opportunity. So many coaches had 
prepared me for that moment: my middle school wrestling instructor Mr. Hegenbarth, 
high school coaches John Rutter & Jack Walsh as well as Henry Yeter, coach of a high 
school rival team. My college coaches Sten Pierce and Rick Heinzelman had been such a 
great help my junior and senior years. And of course Doug Blubaugh allowing me to 
prepare for the world team trials by training all summer with the Pan Am team was huge.  
 

Making the world team was so far above my expectations that once I did make the 
team it took months to sink in that I was truly capable of competing at that level. Many 
times I have told the story of the spring of my graduation as Ben and I ran to get in shape 
for the Pan Am camp. One night I asked him what business I had in trying out for the 
World team. I reminded him that there would be D-I national champions (like himself) at 
the camp and I was only a 5th place winner in the small college division. His advice to me 
was, “John, do not compare yourself to others. They may be headed for failure!” I would 
often need to be reminded not to compare myself with others because that first 
international trip did not exactly give me encouragement that I could be the 82 kg. man to 
represent the U.S. for the next decade. I went 0-2 in the World Championships in Sophia, 
Bulgaria and lost all 5 duals that we had in West Germany the following week. I truly 
thought that would be my last trip to Europe, so I stayed a few extra days in London for 



 

some sight seeing with Ed Perry, coach at the Naval Academy and our team leader. God 
used that first trip to Europe to give me a heart for what He was doing in Eastern Europe.  
 
Training for the Olympic Trials ‘72 

I am so grateful for Dan Gable’s patience in working with me. He invited me to 
come to Ames to train, which proved to be the most important factor in my jump from 5th 
in the NAIA to a silver medalist in Munich. Traveling to Tiblisi with Dan and competing 
in duals against the Russians were great training experiences, which prepared me for the 
’72 games. His sense of humor was great for my nervousness before and after 
competitions. I love to tell about watching him destroy his competition in Tiblisi where 
he was declared the greatest wrestler. After I stepped off the mat as I was pinned by 
“Teddy”, Dan asked me if I knew to whom I had just lost. I said no! The Soviets all 
looked the same to me! Dan said, “That was Levan Tediashvili the Georgian. He was 
World Champion last summer in Bulgaria!” I responded rather sharply with, “Why didn’t 
you tell me that before I wrestled him?” With a twinkle in his eye (which one has to 
know Dan to fully appreciate) he answered back, “I knew you weren’t ready!”  

 
 Anoka, MN 

Dan then seemed to take it upon himself to help make sure that I would be ready 
the next time I would face Mr. Tediashvili. Dan helped me have my closest match with 
Teddy just one month after he had pinned me in Tiblisi.  In the high school gymnasium in 
Anoka, MN, I lost by 2 points to the man who was to be our family nemesis! That high 
school gymnasium became a good place to compete! After we both had a disappointing 
4th place finish in the Federation National Tournament in Stillwater, OK, it did not look 
so promising for Ben or myself to make the Olympic team. When we came back to 
Ames, Ben announced to me that he thought he should cut to 82kg. Bill Harlow had made 
him look rather small as he dominated Ben with his slick execution of a hi-crotch 
takedown. Somehow we decided that we would have a wrestle off because there was no 
way I wanted to cut to 74kg. and face the likes of Wayne Wells! Doug Moses came to 
practice early and with just the three of us in the Iowa State wrestling room, Ben and I 
went at it. Neither of us remembers the score but there is no dispute about who won. Ben 
never again mentioned that he should wrestle 82kg. Although he often complained about 
being too light, he knew that he could compete with the bigger men much better than I 
could. His aggressive scrambling ability and “never say die” determination would prove 
to be his greatest asset.  

 
As Ben was losing to Harlow, I was getting hammered by Steve Combs 15-0. 

Again Dan Gable’s help was incredibly valuable. He had me drill crunching the knees on 
Ben everyday to improve my double so that Combs would not be able to pull me up and 
counter with his headlock. One month later at the Olympic trials in Anoka, we were able 
to make a much better showing. Just an hour from our hometown in Wisconsin we both 
wrestled better than we had ever wrestled, surprising the “experts” by beating men who 
had out-wrestled us in the past. Ben defeated Russ Hellickson and I was able to defeat J 
Robinson, and all the drilling Gable had me do paid off against Steve Combs. After I was 



 

able to defeat Jeff Baum from OSU, in the final best two out of three wrestle off matches 
to make the team, Jeff went into the stands and talked to our mother. Jeff said, “You 
know Mrs. Peterson, I wish you had never had any kids!” Ben had caused Jeff to cut to 
177 as a senior so he is one of the few two-time national champions who won his second 
title at a lower weight class than the first. 
 
Munich ‘72 
 The story that best demonstrates the influence that Dan Gable and Coach Bill 
Farrell had on our mental preparation for the ’72 games took place just before we left for 
Munich. On the final day we had not been able to get on the mat to workout. Our team 
was invited to the White House for a special reception with the President, but Dan told 
Ben and me that we needed to workout instead. We turned our hotel room our workout 
room. Those were the days before hotels had saunas or exercise rooms. We but a towel 
under the door of the bathroom and turned the shower on hot to make our own steam 
room. We put the beds up against the wall and made room so we could drill our wrestling 
moves on the carpet. They were not the ideal conditions but it gave us what we needed. 
Our team leader, Russ Houk, later related to me what I told him when the team returned 
from the White House. When Russ asked me where the three of us had been my response 
was, “Do you want us to go to Munich to be tourists or do you want us to win medals?”  
That is how much the talks that Coach Farrell had given us changed my confidence level. 
Training that year with Dan had helped me to see it was realistic to think of not just 
making the team but coming home with an Olympic title. I, however, would have to wait 
until Montreal for the right color medal.  
 

For years I have said that winning the silver was more exciting than winning gold 
because in ‘72 Ben and I finished our last matches just seconds apart. However, before 
that could happen there were important preliminary matches to win.  
  

As in most sports the ability to deal with the mental pressure of competition can 
make or break you. One of the most important things that Coach Bill Farrell did for us at 
our training camp at the University of Minnesota was to bring us together each week in 
one of the dorm rooms and talk to us as a team. He convinced us that we were the best 
team the U.S. had ever assembled for international competition. Through those team talks 
and our hard two-a-day workouts and the extra trainings with Dan Gable, the doubts 
about my ability to compete on this high level began to melt away.  
     

Our competition began the day after the opening ceremony. I recall standing in 
the field of the Olympic stadium being concerned with burning up too much energy. 
Several of us sat in the grass since we were unable to see much of the program. Wayne 
Baughman and J Robinson from the Greco team were with us, providing plenty of good 
entertaining conversation. Wayne reminded us that we were taking part in a rather pagan 
Greek ceremony! Times of intense training and dreaming of victory need to be broken up 
with times of relaxation and fun. That was the good thing about our ’72 team. We had 
guys from such varied backgrounds, ages, and personality types that there were few, if 



 

any, dull moments leading up to the competition. I find that true of most successful 
wrestling teams. The extreme passion and intensity our sport demands molds a group of 
men into a tight group ready to do battle together.  
      

Wrestling begins 
The next day at weigh-ins I remember being very relieved with drawing a wrestler 

from Great Britain. Anthony Shacklady was his name. As providence would have it, he 
was also my first match again in Montreal. The Bible tells us that God decides the flip of 
the coin. The draw is most important in international competition since there are no 
seeds. I felt it was important to get some easier matches to start out. Some of us are slow 
starters, but once we get the momentum going we’re hard to stop. I am looking forward 
to Gene Davis’ conversation with God some day on how he ended up drawing Oidov 
(Mongolian 2x World Champion) first round in both ’72 & ’76. After pinning Oidov, he 
lost two close ones to Abdulbekov (Soviet 2x World and Olympic Champion) and Abe 
(Japan’s World silver and bonze medallist). That just doesn’t seem fair that I drew 
Shacklady the first round twice and Gene drew Oidov the first round twice! 

 
A big part of my enthusiasm and confidence came from watching the intensity of 

our teammates as they competed. Seeing little Sergio Gonzalez wrestle to a draw against 
his first three competitors gave me motivation to push myself harder.  Watching Wayne 
Wells wrestle hard despite the pain of a rib injury, gave me an extra dose of adrenaline 
flow. Seeing big Chris Taylor force the great Alexander Medved to a one-point match 
was enough to get anyone excited. Of course everyone knows that Dan’s relentless 
pursuit of excellence on the mat was an inspiration to us all! Then for me there was the 
fact that my younger brother was doing well, and you sure can’t let your younger brother 
out do ya! 
     

Making the ’71 world team was helpful but I had not been ready for international 
competition. Now after training in the wrestling room of the reigning NCAA Champions 
at Iowa State, I was ready. Workouts with NCAA champions like Rich Binek, Carl 
Adams, and runner-up Keith Abens as well as Dan Gable and Ben had lifted me to a 
whole new level. Practicing duck-unders on big Chris didn’t hurt either! I went into that 
first match with Shacklady confident of making quick work of him. It wasn’t long into 
the second period that he was turned with a half-nelson and it was all over. My next 
competitor was Peter Neumair from West Germany whom I beat by 3 or 4 points. The 
big momentum changer for me was my third match against a Polish wrestler who had 
beaten me 4-2 in the World Championships a year earlier. We exchanged points in the 
first two periods. I caught him in double legs, one where I had to change directions in the 
middle of the takedown to avoid going off the mat. The edge-of-the-mat rules were the 
opposite from international rules today. Back then, if someone touched out of bounds the 
action stopped and no points where awarded. Going into the third period with the score 
tied at 3-3, I pressed the action sensing he was exhausted. On my second double as I took 
him to the mat he opened himself to a half-nelson and easily fell to his back. I clearly 
remember almost feeling cheated that he did not put up more of a fight. American 
wrestlers fight to the bitter end no matter what the score. But with that win, my 



 

enthusiasm soared to new heights, gaining confidence from watching my teammates and 
seeing the hours of training payoff. I was learning the importance of seeking to wrestle to 
the best of my ability for God’s glory, leaving the results in His hands. I was learning to 
give the pressure to Him rather than put it on myself as I had done so often through high 
school and college.   

 
An Unbelievable Finish 

 Things did not go so well in the next match. This was my fifth time wrestling 
against Tediashvili. I never was able to defeat him. We have become friends, as I have 
seen him several times at different international tournaments. I have been in his home in 
Georgia and he is been in my home in America. He got the best of me 13-5 beating me 
with better upper body technique. More Greco-Roman work could have helped. Then I 
came back with a win over the Romanian 5-2 when my double was working more 
effectively.  Things were now set up for a final match with the East German, Horst 
Stottmeister, who had pinned me in the second period the year before in Sophia. This 
time my confidence going in was much greater. When I was in the second period Ben 
started his final match against the Bulgarian, the reining World Champion, on the mat 
next to mine. Since I had a good lead on Stottmeister it was tempting to look to see how 
Ben was doing. However, I had to keep my mind on my own match. Dad and Mom and 
our brother Phil were in the stands trying to keep their eyes on both matches at once! It 
was not until finishing the match, as the referee was raising my hand meaning the silver 
medal was mine, that I quickly looked to see Ben’s match. Man, was I excited!  Two of 
the officials raised their hands as Ben was pinning his opponent, awarding the fall that 
Ben needed to be the Olympic Champion. We won our final matches almost at the same 
instant! I hugged him and someone took our picture.  
 
 A reporter who came to the welcome home gathering that was given for Ben and 
me in Comstock showed that picture to me. As he showed it to me he asked, “Is that the 
greatest thing that has ever happened to you?” My response was no, there is a time that is 
more important, the time when I gave my life to Jesus Christ. As with the sport of 
wrestling growing in my relationship with Him has been a life-long experience with 
many ups and downs. It is so reassuring that my relationship with Him is not dependent 
on my own actions, but on what He did through His death on the cross! 
 
Training for Olympic Trials ‘76 

Between ’72 and ‘76 there are several things that made a difference for my being 
able to go from silver to gold: joining Athletes In Action (AIA), getting married, 
spending time learning Greco-Roman, doing cleans, dealing with injuries.  

 
Joining AIA 
After a year of teaching school, being the head wrestling coach, and continuing to 

compete on our national team, I joined the staff of the Athletes in Action wrestling team. 
Athletes in Action is the athletic ministry of CRU (Campus Crusade for Christ 
International). That proved to be an important move in my success in Montreal. The AIA 



 

wrestling team was split between the East team and West team.  I fully expected to be 
placed with the West team since Greg Hicks was on the East team and he and I had been 
the top two at the World Team Trials that spring. I’m thankful for the decision that was 
made to send me to the East team. It made for an interesting situation where my team 
director and workout partner (Greg Hicks) was the man I needed to beat to remain 
number one in the U.S. Greg placed 5th in the ’75 World Championships, and having him 
as a workout partner was extremely helpful in my development leading up to the ’76 
Olympics. 

 
Mike McCready was the coach of the East team and we quickly became good 

friends. I am thankful for the great memories of my years in Lancaster, PA. Mike taught 
me the ins and outs of a single leg, which was extremely valuable. When he finished his 
two years with the team, I was asked to become the coach. It was so good to be a part of a 
wrestling team where the focus was on God and his desire to be honored though our 
wrestling, rather than a need to be accepted because of our accomplishments. As coach, I 
lead a team Bible study that focused on verses like Col. 3:23 “Whatever you do, do your 
work with all your heart for the Lord rather than for men.” I learned a lot from those 
discussions with my fellow AIA team members. We had the privilege of winning the 
national tournament in ’75 with our AIA East and West teams combined. To God be the 
glory! 

 
Marriage  
Second and most importantly, in the summer of ’74 at Campus Crusade for Christ 

staff conference, I met the young lady who would become my biggest helper in winning 
the Olympics in ’76.  Nancy caught my eye in our Old Testament two-week intensive 
Bible class. My staff conference roommate, who was from Penn State, had introduced us 
the day before. As we spent time together over the next few weeks with a group of 
friends, one of my good friends told her one day not to get too interested in me because I 
was concentrating on training for the ’76 Olympics. When he related that discussion he 
had had with Nancy I was a bit upset with him. I responded with, “What did you tell her 
that for, I am very much interested in her!” She was conveniently at Penn State just an 
hour and a half drive from Lancaster. When she graduated in November, she was 
assigned to Washington D.C. to work with high school students. My oldest brother lived 
in the D.C. area so I saw him quite a bit that winter! On April 29, 1975 I asked Nancy to 
be my wife. We were married September 20, 1975 just a few days after the World 
Championships, I would never have won Olympic Gold without her! She was such an 
encouragement especially in helping me deal with the injuries that were to come. 

 
Greco-Roman 
In ’74, an important decision was made that proved to be extremely valuable in 

Montreal. After three years of going to the World Championships and Olympics I chose 
to not try out for the world team. Instead, I went to the Greco Roman training camp. The 
camp was at West Point that year. How inspiring to be working out in a huge wrestling 
room on the campus where so many of our nation’s great men have been trained. At that 
time, FILA had changed the rules for stalling, preventing competitors from being able to 



 

block with their heads.  Wrestling with Dan Chandler helped me learn to counter the 
throws that were being emphasized by these rule changes.  This training would prove 
incredibly valuable in ’76, when facing a Hungarian who was a very good Greco 
wrestler. 

 
Cleans 
Another important factor between the ’72 and ’76 Olympics that aided greatly 

was adding cleans to my regular weightlifting workouts. My brother Phil had taught me 
how to do them, but I had never really developed good technique or consistency. At that 
first AIA staff training in Fort Collins, CO, I met Russ Nip, an AIA weightlifter who had 
been on the ’72 Olympic team, along with some other AIA lifters. They taught me better 
technique and got me on a regular schedule. Doing cleans with my wrestling weight 180 
lbs. in 3-to-5 sets of 8-to-10 reps, three times per week, was a tremendous help in my 
ability to finish doubles and hi-crotches.  

 
Injuries 
Finally, there was the fact of dealing with injuries that helped make the difference 

in Montreal. I had hoped to make the ’75 world team to be better prepared for Montreal. 
At the staff conference in Fort Collins during one of our routine wrestling workouts, I 
landed awkwardly on my left shoulder. As so often happens in the wrestling world, you 
learn to put up with pain and try to work through your injuries. However, as we came 
closer to the world team trials it became apparent that this one was not going away. I was 
getting to the point where it was painful just to raise my arm with no weight on it. After 
going to five doctors I finally found out the problem. I had torn my biceps tendon. The 
doctor said they should operate, but if they did, there would be no way for me to be ready 
to compete in the Olympics. So instead of an operation, he put me on a strict rehab 
program. Four months later, my left arm was stronger than the right.  

 
I have much to be thankful to for Doctor Joe Torg and his physical therapist. He 

had told me that if my shoulder still bothered me after the Olympics, I should see him and 
he would take care of it. Sure enough, by October of ’76 it was hurting again, so I went to 
see him. As he was looking over his schedule to work me in for an operation he asked, 
“How did you do this summer?”  

I answered, “I did okay.”  
“What was your result?”  
“I won it,” I said. 
“You mean you are an Olympic Champion?? You big baby, you haven’t been 

doing your exercises have you?” Hanging my head I said, “No, not since the Olympics.”  
He said, “Get back and do those exercises. If you can win the Olympics with that 

shoulder, me operating on it won’t make it any better!” When I asked how long I had to 
keep doing them, he said, “The rest of your life!” And he was right. I still have to keep up 
the exercises to keep it from acting up, but as long as I stay disciplined on the exercises it 
is fine. 

An even greater hurdle 



 

I’d be faced with an even greater hurdle in the lead-up to the ’76 Olympics.  Upon 
returning from a trip to Russia and Poland, I was diagnosed with mononucleosis and 
spent 5 days in the hospital and the whole month of March recovering (no training at all).  
The chances of making the Olympic team seemed rather small. My wife Nancy was a 
great help to me during that time.  When I was in the hospital she prayed that I would not 
only make the Olympic team but that I would win a Gold medal for God’s glory!” God 
often allows us to go through tough things to prepare us to handle success. Throughout 
that time whenever I would sound discouraged she would encourage me with her 
optimistic outlook and trust that God is greater than our problems. 

In April I began working out once a day as the doctor was checking my blood 
regularly to see when I was fully recovered. The day of my last appointment just a week 
before the Olympic trials tournament I woke up with a sore on my left knee. Since I was 
seeing the doctor about mono, I asked him to look at the knee as well.  He said my blood 
was fine so it was okay to begin two or three a day training however the knee was a 
concern to him. He said I needed to watch it very closely since an infection was 
developing. The night before the tournament it was beginning to swell up. I considered 
not wrestling but Coach Jim Peckham encouraged me that if at all possible, I should 
compete. As it turned out, that was good advice. The infection did not affect me during 
my matches and the trainers did a great job of padding my knee to avoid an impact that 
might drive the infection into the inner part of the joint where it could cause some serious 
problems. They actually had me walking with crutches before my last match to avoid 
stress on the knee. After a week of rest back home in Wisconsin the knee was fine.  

 
All the time off from training because of a bad shoulder, mono and then the knee 

infection turned out to be an advantage. Ben and I have had several discussions about the 
fact that when the Olympics came I was fresh and eager to compete. I was like a race 
horse that had been kept in the barn too long and just couldn’t wait to get out and run. 
Ben had over trained in ’76, perhaps trying to make up for a lack of intensity in ‘73 and 
‘74 when he was not sure if he wanted to continue wrestling. He still talks of how I 
convinced him to continue wrestling after ‘72. I think it was more the thought of not 
being able to quit before his older brother, that kept him going! 
 
Olympic Trials ‘76 

Winning the Olympic trials tournament is important because it puts you at the top 
of the ladder. To make the team then you would only have to defeat one more opponent. 
That turned out to be Larry Zilverberg from the U of MN. He had started out at Iowa 
State. I had trained with him some in Ames and we had met several times in national 
Tournaments. There are some wrestlers that you just kind of figure out and can score 
when you need to. Larry was that man for me. I was very happy when he beat many of 
the wrestlers that would have been more difficult for me to go against. 
  
 Brockport training camp 

Our final matches where in Brockport NY at Brockport State U. We had our 
training camp there until we would leave for Montreal. Getting up and running along the 



 

Erie Canal is among the pleasant memories from that training camp. Larry Morgan from 
CA had been on a trip to Russia with Ben and me and we became good friends. It was fun 
going for runs with him. We had some afternoons when we went to fruit orchards to pick 
and eat cherries. Upstate NY was a good reminder of the farm country back in Wisconsin 
where we grew up. It was also not far from where Nancy grew up in Pennsylvania. My 
friendship with Don Schuler began in Brockport as well. Don was still a college wrestler 
at Arizona State. Coach Bobby Douglas wisely encouraged his wrestlers to spend as 
much time at the training camp as they could. It was a big help to me to have Don as one 
of my workout partners. His aggressive style was great for my conditioning.  

 
Coach Wayne Baughman provided the right atmosphere for my getting ready for 

the games. The camp that we had in DeKalb, IL was good preparation for the final trials. 
The emphasis he gave us on upper body moves helped me to deal with wrestlers like 
Kovacs from Hungary who was a good Greco wrestler. I was very thankful for the 
training I had with the Greco team at the ’74 world training camp at West Point. Working 
out regularly with Dan Chandler turned out to be big when it came to countering 
Kovacs’s throws. Dan Gable did a great job preparing me to defeat Adolf Seger, the West 
Germany who was so good with leg laces.  J Robinson helped me develop a solid high 
crotch and single leg to go along with my double leg takedowns.  

 
Final trials 
 Ben suffered a concussion in his final trails match against Laurent Soucie from 

Wisconsin. They had many matches and had trained together in Madison. Ben took a 
knee to the head and did not know what the score was the entire third period. I kept 
telling him to just keep wrestling because he had a good lead. It turned out well for Ben. 
We walked to downtown Brockport and called home to Wisconsin from a phone booth to 
let our parents know that we had qualified for our second Olympic team.  

 
Some time after the Olympics our mother told me what she had read that morning 

in her daily Bible reading time. She was in the Old Testament reading about King David. 
When David was an older man his son Absalom turned traitor on his father and tried to 
overthrow the kingdom. When David was leaving Jerusalem someone told him that his 
chief counselor Ahithophel had gone over to Absalom’s side. 2 Samuel 15:31 says, “So 
David prayed, “O Lord, turn Ahithophel’s counsel into foolishness.” Our mother saw that 
prayer and began to pray that way for us. She prayed that the coaches who would coach 
against us at the Olympics would give bad counsel to the wrestlers that we would 
compete against!  
 
 
Olympics in Montreal ‘76  

For years I have been telling people that there are many things that have to fall into 
place in order for a person to become Olympic champion. Much has been written about 
the hard work that Ben and I did under Dan Gable’s guidance in ’72. Hard work is 
certainly one of the necessary ingredients for success but many other factors are involved. 



 

Our mom’s prayers were answered I believe in a direct way in my match against Victor 
Novojilov in Montreal. He was the returning World Champion. As I recall we had 
wrestled several times before the Olympics. I had defeated him in the World Cup in 
Montreal but he beat me in our match in Madison, WI. when Wisconsin faced the 
Russians in a dual meet. The matches were always close with low scores.  In Montreal 
the score was 2-2 after the first period, so it was like all of our previous matches. Then 
things began to change and the final score ended up 20-4 in my favor! I think he received 
some bad counsel! I think our mom’s prayers were answered.  

 
Success 
One factor that helped me greatly after college wrestling was learning to not put so 

much emphasis on winning some particular title like the state tournament or the national 
tournament, but rather to seek to be the best wrestler that I could be. Coach John Wooden 
says:  

 “Success is peace of mind that is the direct result of self-satisfaction in knowing you did your best to 
become the best that you are capable of becoming,” 

 
Through many disappointing losses and injuries God helped me to learn that success 

is more than winning on the scoreboard. Read what Olympic marathon runner Ryan Hall 
says about success. 

“The world’s definition of excellence is based on performance. It’s like building your house on the 
sand. But when you find your identity in Christ and in what He’s done for you, it’s the unchanging, sturdy 
rock that you can always stand on, you can have a much healthier perspective on yourself and in life in 
general and in where your hope lies.” 

 
Dealing with pressure 
If I had not learned this perspective I am sure that I would have buckled under the 

pressure of competition before my last match in Montreal. As I headed for the wrestling 
arena I glanced at a TV monitor and heard the main announcer say, “In one minute we 
will be switching to the wrestling hall to watch John Peterson attempt to win a gold 
medal.” I immediately put too much pressure on myself to have to perform in front of 
people all over the U.S. & the world. I actually broke down and began to cry. 

 
 Then I had to quickly switch my thinking and began to think about the facts. “The 

facts are I have trained for this moment. I have lifted weights. I have spent time running 
so that I know I am in great condition. I know some things about my opponent and have 
ways that I can take advantage of his weaknesses. And most importantly, I can give this 
moment to You Lord. You tell me not to be anxious about anything but rather in 
everything through prayer with thanksgiving let you know what I need and you promise 
me your peace.”    

God did it! He gave me peace in my troubled heart and mind. I forgot about the TV 
and the crowd and I went out and wrestled to honor Him! 

 
For God’s glory 
Was that moment in ’72 the greatest moment in my life? In ’76 had I dedicated my 

life to being Olympic Champion?  No, I had dedicated my life to Jesus!  I was not trying 



 

to prove myself worthy of God’s love.  Instead I was trusting in what Jesus did for me in 
his death on the cross to bring me into right relationship with Him. This thinking gave me 
the freedom to go out and wrestle to the best of my ability and leave the results in God’s 
hands.  

 
As I stood on the victory stand listening to our national anthem, with my hand on my 

heart, I reflected on the things that I had been through in the year leading up to Montreal. 
I was overwhelmed with thanksgiving to God for graciously allowing me to be the one on 
the top step. Many other wrestlers had worked just as hard and yet God had given me that 
privilege. It caused me to want to point people to Jesus. 

 
God did not design us to live with the pressure of having to prove that we have value. 

When we do we are essentially worshiping ourselves. He created us to worship Him. 
Romans 12:1-2 says that we should offer our bodies as a living sacrifice to Him as an act 
of worship. So we can pursue excellence in sports as an act of worship to God by seeking 
to use our abilities to honor Him. The second verse tells us not to let the world push you 
into its mold. Rather, be transformed by the renewing of your mind. So you can learn to 
play sport for the joy of playing rather than the pressure of winning. I learned to train and 
compete for the joy of the sport, the pleasure of friendships, and the happiness of 
honoring the Lord Jesus.  

 


