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        As Beryl Cohen sits in his small garage office, he shuffles through a six-inch thick file folder 
of old yellowed papers, picking out the dusty photos of wrestling teams he coached more than 
40 years ago. 
     "That's Johnny, and that's Bobby and that's Joe," Cohen says as he begins to rattle off the 
names of every member of the 1961 Laurel High School wrestling team. It's not just that team 
that Cohen remembers -- he's able to recall the names and weight classes of almost every one of 
the 500 wrestlers he coached in the 1960s and 1970s. 
At 69, the vibrant Cohen sticks to a strict workout routine at his local gym. He's there every 
day, rain or shine. The muscle-bound grandfather of three still looks like he could step back 
onto the mats where he logged thousands of hours training young wrestlers, making sure to 
weave the occasional life lesson into his grueling practice sessions. 
Cohen coached the Spartans to the 1971 and 1972 team state championships, and he will get to 
meet with some of his beloved former wrestlers when he receives the Lifetime Service to Wres-
tling Award from the Maryland Chapter of the National Wrestling Hall of Fame Sunday in 
Annapolis. 
     Cohen's was unexpected. Laurel didn't even have a wrestling team when Cohen became the 
school's driver education teacher in 1960. But after graduating from the University of Mary-
land where he wrestled for the Terrapins, Cohen knew he wanted to coach.
For the first four months of the 1959-60 school year, 23-year-old Cohen persisted in his efforts 
to bring wrestling to Laurel. 
     "We didn't have anything," Cohen says. "We had to go out and borrow mats and mat covers 
-- we even had to borrow a truck to go pick up the mats." 
From the beginning, Laurel wrestlers knew what to expect. 
"They knew we were going to be aggressive," Cohen says. 
Unlike most wrestling coaches, who instruct weaker wrestlers to salvage points by staying off 
their backs, Cohen demanded that his underdogs win. 
"I never told a kid to stay off their back, ever," he says. "To me, telling a kid to stay off his back 
is like telling him he's not good enough."
It wouldn't take long for fans, school administrators and opposing teams to understand Co-
hen's commitment to his newborn wrestling squad. During a match in Cohen's second year, a 
Spartan wrestler dislocated his elbow while putting a complex move on his opponent. Cohen 
leapt from the bench, grabbed the arm of the young man who writhed in pain on the sweat-
covered mat, and popped his elbow back into place. 
Cohen's discipline was further instilled by his demand that wrestlers maintain military-style 
crew cuts. 
"They would know that if they wanted to wrestle here for this guy, that's what you had to do," 
says Cohen, who granted Laurel wrestlers three days of rest during the season: Thanksgiving, 
Christmas and New Year's Day. 
Molding his team from scratch, Cohen's Spartans began to draw attention from the city of Lau-
rel, not just the wrestlers' friends and relatives. 
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We did very well at the gate,” Cohen says, recalling the long lines of eager fans waiting 
outside in bitterly cold winter weather. “We had a huge following.” 
In fact, wrestling matches at Laurel prompted school officials to announce Game Days, 
where students were given a shortened class schedule so they could attend the after-
noon wrestling match. “We certainly had a captive audience,” says Cohen.
At the end of his third year at Laurel, Cohen, to the surprise of many, left the high 
school to earn his graduate degree from American University. As Cohen quickly dis-
covered, his hard-nosed attitude went against the grain of the liberal university atmo-
sphere of the 1960s. 
“It was so contrary to where I came from at Laurel High School,” he says, “I mean, we 
had crew cuts, we were gung ho.” 
After a two-season hiatus, Cohen returned to the Spartans and took up right where he 
left off, building the nucleus of a team that would win Laurel’s only two state champi-
onships. He also taught biology, physical education and special education classes.
Cohen coached the last of his 16 seasons in 1979. His wrestlers collected 11 individual 
state titles. The strict practice regiment that helped produce those champions led to 
many bruised bodies and egos, but ex-Spartan wrestlers, now in their 40s and 50s, see 
the method behind Cohen’s madness. 
One of Cohen’s most accomplished pupils, two-time individual champion Tom Hirsch, 
coaches his own high school wrestling team in Virginia Beach. Hirsch says he wouldn’t 
have pursued a coaching career if not for a chance meeting with his former coach. 
At Hirsch’s 30-year high school reunion, he spotted Cohen from across the room. The 
two men reminisced about the successes of past teams, with Cohen ending their conver-
sation with a word of advice:
“You should get into coaching,” Cohen said, “I think you’d be really good at it.”
Hirsch took his mentor’s advice and applied for a head coaching position at Bishop 
Sullivan Catholic High in Virginia Beach. The job opened for Hirsch just weeks later. 
Hirsch admits his coaching style lacks originality. 
“My coaching philosophy is [Cohen’s],” says Hirsch, who wrestled at 98 pounds in 
1971. “I haven’t met any level of success equal to his, but I wouldn’t have done this if he 
hadn’t encouraged me at the time.”
Beneath Cohen’s tough exterior, former Spartan wrestlers recall the valuable life les-
sons their coach shared during his career at Laurel. 
“I felt that he touched a spot of me that no one else could get to,” says Joe Culmone, 
champion of the 155-pound weight class in 1978. “He made me believe in myself when 
no one else believed.”
A quarter of a century has passed since Cohen coached the Spartans in the stuffy, over-
crowded gyms of Prince George’s County. Vivid memories of the program Cohen cre-
ated remain with him today.
“I shared things with them that I didn’t share with my own kids,” Cohen says. “I’ll 
always cherish that.”
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 Beryl Cohen has many memories of his days 
as Laurel High’s wrestling coach. Cohen will 
be honored Sunday by the Maryland chapter 
of the National Wrestling Hall of Fame.
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