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Our wrestling experience started about three years ago. We were working with Mrs. Jacobsen of the Special Education program at Flathead High School at the time and our dear friend Mrs. Gibbs from CDC to find our son, who was born with Down Syndrome, an Assistant Manager-type position for one of the sports programs. Football was just finishing up so when Mrs. Jacobsen contacted Coach Thompson of the wrestling program, his response was why doesn’t he just go out for the team? Coach asked if there were any physical reasons why he shouldn’t and we said no. So we decided to give it a go.

The first practice was pretty intense and with our son having low muscle tone and communication concerns we were having second thoughts about this. Sometimes as parents of a child with a disability we find ourselves taking the easy, safe, and secure path for the child. We would encourage anyone in a similar situation to explore all the possibilities before a decision is made. We kept at it and started seeing the way the kids and coaches were with our son and decided we had to make it work. Then Casey Poier came into the picture. He has been very instrumental in keeping us in the program. Our son was able to work out at practice with Casey and the two of them made the sports page of the local paper. Even though newspaper readers couldn’t see Casey’s face because of the headlock our son had on him, he was smiling in the picture. Casey and our son have developed a very special bond that continues today.
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During the Award Banquet the first year with Flathead High School’s Brave Brawlers our son was awarded Most Inspirational Wrestler of the season along with his friend Levi. The crowd gave our son a standing ovation. I looked over and the smiles from Mr. and Mrs. Burmood were indescribable. I had seen these smiles before when our son was 18 months old and started the horse riding program with them. We attribute our son’s physical strength and balance to the fact that he received such wonderful therapy from the Burmood’s at S.A.M.S Riders. They also were a great source of emotional support throughout and very excited about this opportunity.

I arrived at practice in the wrestling room as the team was finishing up yesterday. They have always gathered in a pack at the end of practice to hear encouragement and tips from the coaches, before they do their break routing. Coach Fisher had the team make nominations for Wrestler of the Week and our son was on the list for his efforts. He had three exhibition matches and was declared the winner of those matches this past weekend at a tournament here in Kalispell. He was awarded a Wrestler of the Week t-shirt along with another of his teammates. When Coach Armstrong was announcing the results of the tournament, he commented that when he asked on Saturday for someone to wrestle with Wade Clarke, the whole team had raised their hands to volunteer. All the coaching staff and teammates were smiling. I myself was smiling to hold back tears of joy.

Thanks to the teams, coaches, staff, and the administration of the Flathead Braves and Glacier Wolfpack, this has probably been the best thing that has happened for Wade. We are so proud of our son and proud of him being a part of such a wonderful group of wrestlers. As this wrestling season comes to an end, we realize that we have been able to give our son more independence. We picked him up after practice and let him go to Missoula without mom or dad tagging along, knowing that the team was keeping an eye on him and would help him if he needed it. We would not have made it through all of this had it not been for the efforts of his coaches and his teammates. We will be forever grateful for their kindness and selflessness. We know that our son has gained so much from this as have his very proud parents. We would encourage others to explore the many different resources available and participate in and support after-school activities. The smiles are priceless.
