
George Lewis:  Heart Beyond Talent 

 How does one know when she or he is in the presence of greatness?  Is it the person who 
walks away with all the awards?  Or the individual profoundly blessed with talent?  Maybe the one 
who shows courage in the face of difficult circumstances?  Perhaps the one who persists, finding 
success where others have fallen short.  Each of us has our own measure. 

My gold standard is a person who was not born into the best of circumstances, who 
nevertheless did not utter a word of ingratitude.  Nor did he ever doubt as to what he could do with his 
life if given the opportunity.  Though faced with innumerable challenges, he never backed down or 
retreated into himself.  His outgoing nature invited each and every person to welcome his presence, 
regardless of background, ethnicity, or life circumstance.   

With George Lewis, his gift is simply one of connection.  Some are drawn to people; in 
George’s case, people have always been drawn to him.  Or to what he draws out in them.  Watching 
George effortlessly perform a graceful double leg, one could surmise that he was born to be on the 
mat.  Yet George possessed the same grace with daily interactions, in which a person would come 
away feeling similarly swept off his or her feet. 

Despite having unnatural physical talent, his favorite quote came from his middle school 
wrestling coach:  “Heart cannot be coached.”  Thus in the Tennessee state wrestling finals his 
sophomore year, with the score tied at 6-6 and but 11 seconds remaining in the match, George 
reached inside to touch that part of himself that no one but he knew, pulling out a high-arching long 
sit-out to earn the final point of the match.  Not that just coaches and teammates were watching; the 
bout was voted by all the coaches as the Best Match of the state championships. 

Whether performing a handstand flip throw-in for his middle school soccer team, earning all-
city honors as running back for the McCallie (TN) football team, or being recognized his junior season 
as the Outstanding Wrestler at State, George remained within himself – and just as interested in the 
success of his teammates as in his own result.   

George came into my life while I was teaching and coaching at a New England junior boarding 
school in the late 1980’s.  A 7th grader far away from home in Wilmington, NC, he went through an 
initially awkward transition until he discovered a home on the wrestling mat.  In the 9th grade, following 
an undefeated season, the New England coaches selected George as the Wrestler of the Year.  That 
year George also served as my floor leader guiding young lives in the dorm, then graduated with 
recognition as the school’s Best Athlete, though he was just as proud of his solid ‘B’ average.  His 
three years at McCallie resulted in 3 high school state wrestling titles, All-American status in Wrestling 
USA Magazine and Amateur Wrestling News, the school’s top athlete award at graduation, and a full 
scholarship to wrestle at West Virginia under Olympic Bronze Medalist Nate Carr. 

Now, however, it is our time to come to George’s side.  On July 4th, George was in a car 
accident; later while in surgery, a blood clot traveled to his brain.  Three weeks later, the greatest 
athlete I have ever known or coached is still mostly unresponsive to stimuli.  What his opponents 
could never do something inside has temporarily stilled the body but not his greatness. 

A GoFundMe site – https://www.gofundme.com/2fxvabw – established by former classmates 
at McCallie is one place to contribute to the skyrocketing medical costs, but more importantly to 
solidify a heritage for his 13-year old daughter Jasmine.  There you will also find links to Facebook 
and other places where all those lives George has touched now come full circle.   

n Bill X. Barron (bxb4barron@gmail.com) – July, 2016 
 

HEART CANNOT BE COACHED 
The Story of George Lewis at New Hampshire’s Cardigan Mt. School 

By Bill X. Barron, Wrestling Coach – June, 1992 
 

One spring day several years ago, Jack Dunn came by as usual to pick up his son at Williston Jr. High 
in Wilmington, North Carolina.  Just as he pulled up in his car, he saw a young second-grade youth 
performing standing backflips in the schoolyard.  This was the beginning of a long and meaningful 



relationship between Jack Dunn, an independent financial consultant, and George Lewis, whose life 
until now had been largely left to chance.   
 
Just a year earlier, Jack had established the Crossroads Foundation to assist underprivileged 
youngsters. Unbeknownst to that second grader, his life was now at its own crossroads.  Each person 
who has worked with George since that opportune moment has taken notice of his potential.  This has 
led many to persevere with George despite initially discouraging experiences.  Art Sue, one of 
George’s teachers and now Program Director of Crossroads, had this to say in the fall of 1987:  
“George was not my idea of a ‘model student.’  He often came to class unprepared, and his work 
could be sloppy and hastily done.  However, when he did give careful attention to what was being 
done, his work could be among the best in the class.  What I perceived was a bright student who for 
one reason or another was not doing the work of which he was capable.” 
 
“As Director of Crossroads,” Art continued, “I have come to know George on a more personal level.  
Now I see him as a truly remarkable young man.  For someone of his age, he has a wisdom to him 
that I thought only came with adulthood.  He seems to understand life and the people who make it up.  
He can intuitively grasp what is taking place around him, though at times he is too young – or too 
burdened – to use these skills altogether to his advantage.  Yet I believe these skills will give him 
great opportunity later in life.” 
 
Relates Jack:  “In George’s neighborhood and oftentimes in his local school, it was a matter of either 
fighting, hiding in the home or classroom, or becoming a punching bag for the neighborhood bullies.”  
Jack also tells of a challenging home life, in which George had no male role figure; his one brother, 
three sisters, and he all had a different father.  With his mother in treatment for alcoholism, George’s 
grandmother provided the primary guidance for George in his developing years.  When his 
grandmother passed away in the summer of 1988, as an 8th grader George was truly on his own. 
 
One of his experiences as a beneficiary of Crossroads was the Woodberry Forest Sports Camp in 
Virginia during the summer of 1987.   Through those three weeks at Woodberry, the staff discovered 
George’s natural ability at practically any sport.  George made the all-star soccer team, despite limited 
experience on an inner city soccer team in grades 4-6.  One sport which seemed to particularly suit 
his quick eye and fluid moves was wrestling.   
 
Following a wrestling clinic at Woodberry, participants were asked to do takedowns on each other.  
George executed a perfect back-arching suplex, duplicating a move he had never done previously, 
only watched on television.  Woodberry Forest’s Dick Glover soon afterward contacted Jack about 
George’s long-range potential in the sport of wrestling.  A highly regarded coach of the private 
school’s wrestling program, a consistent top ten team at the National Prep Championships at Lehigh, 
Coach Glover spoke of George having “Olympic potential,” given the right opportunities.  In his words:  
“Simply the best I have ever seen at any weight.” 
 
But Glover and Dunn knew that a pre-preparatory experience would be essential if George was to 
ever succeed academically at a challenging secondary school.  In October of 1987, Jack approached 
George with the idea of attending school in New Hampshire.  In reviewing his goals for himself at that 
time, George wrote:  “How I see myself now is a kid who is good in sports and in school, trying to 
make something of himself and to become better in my schoolwork.  Therefore, I would like to go to 
Cardigan Mt. School because I know it would be a learning experience.”   
 
But going away for school meant chilly New Hampshire, being separated from friends and family, and 
repeating the 7th grade.  Until now, friends and family had comprised the most important elements in 
George’s life.  “My family means a lot to me because they all love me,” said George at that time. 
 



In wrestling practice that winter, George’s eyes followed his new coaches across the room, making 
sure that each move he did met with an approving glance or a noted correction.  Eager to do his best, 
yet with no more experience than a summer at Woodberry, success did not come immediately for 
George.  His first mat exposure came prior to the season in the all-school wrestling tournament, open 
to all without previous experience.  George lost his first match, but finished third in his weight class.  
 
His first match in a Cardigan uniform resulted in a 4-1 loss to a wrestler from the Fay School (MA).  
After four weeks came the annual Cardigan Mt. New England Jr. Tournament, in which more than 200 
wrestlers from twenty teams in seven states and Canada competed in individual weight classes of 8 
wrestlers apiece.  George captured a third-place medal at 110 pounds, losing 2-0 in the semifinals to 
Eric Castor of Keene, who was then beaten in the finals by Scott Heald of Roxbury Latin.  Remember 
those names. 
 
Early in February, the Cardigan team traveled to Montreal for three days of sightseeing intertwined 
with international freestyle wrestling.  In the meet with Selwyn House and Lower Canada College, 
seventh grader Lewis set the first of 35 Cardigan season and career records he would set or equal 
during his 3-year career, as he scored 2 technical falls in the same meet.  Later that February, as a 7th 
grader in a high school tournament, the Lakes Region Championships, George avenged an early 
season 6-2 loss to Proctor’s Neville Craw, building an 11-4 semifinal lead on the 10th grader before 
Craw defaulted to injury.  In an exciting finals, George lost 18-11, finishing second to an unbeaten 11th 
grader from Kimball Union.   
 
Concluding his first season with a third place at the Jr. Prep School Championships at Fessenden, 
George finished 23-6, the most wins ever by a first-year CMS wrestler.  He earned the team’s Most 
Improved Award as well as one of the Rodd D. Brickell summer wrestling camp scholarships.  The 
Rodd D. Brickell Foundation, a generous nonprofit sponsor of the Cardigan program and annual 
tournament, was established in honor of Rodd, CMS ’79, a wrestler who met a tragic death during his 
college freshman year. 
 
The next summer when George returned to the Woodberry Sports Camp, it was evident from the 
outset how George had matured.  During his first summer, some coaches had recommended that 
George be sent home at midsession for his lack of cooperativeness.  This second summer some of 
those same individuals selected him for the camp’s Best Athlete Award, despite the fact that George 
was not allowed to participate in the wrestling competition because he had “too much experience.”  
The coach of his activities group, named George as Camper of the Week for his “neat room, 
cooperative attitude, and positive encouragement of his teammates.”  Before leaving camp, George 
also earned the MVP award in football as well as the Honor Camper Award, given by each team to 
the athlete who most actively supports and encourages his teammates throughout the summer 
program. 
 
Returning to Cardigan in the 8th grade, George made the varsity soccer squad despite not having 
played for two years.  Throughout a season in which he started at every position on the field from 
forward to defensive back, as well as playing goalie in a game where the starting keeper was injured, 
George earned Most Improved.  He even perfected a standing handstand front flip throw-in that 
carried over half the width of the field.  At season’s end, the team finished 4th at the New England Jr. 
Prep Soccer Championships held at the Eaglebrook School (MA). 
 
Early that winter it became evident that George was a far more confident and composed athlete than 
the one who had arrived in the Cardigan wrestling the previous season.  Selected as a tri-captain, 8th 
grader Lewis entered the 1989 Cardigan Tournament with a 15-0 mark.  In the 126-pound finals, 
George faced Roxbury Latin’s once-beaten Scott Heald, the same 1988 champion of George’s 110-
pound weight class.  George executed 4 successful takedowns enroute to a convincing 15-2 victory.  
At a dual meet the next week, now 18-0, George purposely moved up a weight to take on an 



Eaglebrook 9th grader, Manuel Artime, unbeaten and the 134-pound Cardigan champion.  Falling 10-
4, it was his only setback in a 31-1 campaign.  The next weekend Lewis won the Lakes Region 119-
pound championship, joining another CMS 8th grader Evan Myers (103-pound champ) as the only pre-
secondary Lakes Region all-stars.  The other nine schools are grades 9-12, whereas Cardigan is 6th 
through 9th. 
 
George wrapped up his second wrestling season with his 3rd tourney title, winning the 126-pound 
class and becoming a N.E. Jr. Prep champion.  Though only an 8th grader, George was the team’s 
season MVP and his 31 season victories shattered the 26-win standard set by David Franklin ’88.  
Later that spring, George won the 130-pound Maine State Cadet freestyle championship, where he 
again settled the score with Keene’s Eric Castor, pinning him in the finals for his second victory over 
Castor after he had intentionally matched up with him in a dual meet earlier that year. 
 
That spring George earned his third varsity letter of his 8th grade year when he played midfield for 
Cardigan’s lacrosse squad, one of the best in New England.  His grades continued to improve, though 
he missed honor roll by one ‘C’ in the spring term.  During the summer of 1989, George flew out to 
Colorado to participate in the prestigious Top of the Nation Wrestling Camp, where he earned a 
trophy for most accumulated points in the daily afternoon competitions. 
 
For the 1989-90 school year, George was selected by his peers and the faculty for the school 
leadership position of dormitory floor leader, where he was responsible for the well-being of 15 peers 
and for assisting the younger students with their social and academic adjustment to boarding school 
life.  George had come into a completely unknown environment from impoverished circumstances; 
now in every reality, he had come a full 180 from where he had begun. 
 
In his 9th grade studies, two years of increasing his skills and study habits paid off in effort grades of 
all 1’s (excellent) and 2’s (good) and in academic grades which earned him honor roll (all B’s or 
better).  His English teacher commented:  “I am very pleased with George’s outstanding effort and 
attitude.  I appreciate his enthusiasm and contributions to our class.  Overall, George works hard and 
it is evident that he cares about his academic success.”  Other teachers offered positive observations 
as well:  Math – “He continues to be a joy to teach.”  History – “George worked hard this term.  He 
sought extra help, asked important questions, and contributed thoughtfully to discussions.”  Language 
Training – “His positive attitude and good listening skills are a tremendous asset to him.” 
 
For his fall 9th grade sports season, George was elected as varsity soccer co-captain,  Despite 
splitting playing time between offensive striker and defensive stopper, which also meant he never 
came off the field, George tied for the team scoring lead with 28 points on 9 goals and 10 assists, 
earning him team MVP.  His awe-inspiring somersault throw-ins continued to be a crowd pleaser.  At 
the New England Championships, despite being unscored upon in 7 tournament games, the team had 
to settle for a 3rd place tie-breaker because they had scored fewer goals than Eaglebrook and 
Fessenden, both of whom they played to a 0-0 tie.  By then George was no secret, so he was tightly 
marked and double covered. 
 
For the winter of 1989, George’s teammates again selected him as their captain for the wrestling 
campaign.  In winning the 1990 Cardigan Tournament, George earned the Most Pins in Least Time 
Award (three in 1:23), pinning Hyde’s Jay Schoer in 39 seconds in the finals.  At the Eaglebrook and 
Fessenden Tournaments, George also pinned all three of his opponents, repeating as New England 
champion this time at 136 pounds.  His 23-0 9th grade season included 22 pins.  Following the N.E. Jr. 
Championships, the coaches met to select the best New England wrestler of the season.  Nominated 
by a Fay coach and seconded by a Roxbury Latin coach, each of whom had an undefeated wrestler 
of his own, George’s selection as Outstanding NEJPWA Wrestler was unanimous. 
 



The day after the N.E. Championships, all Cardigan students gathered for the Sunday morning chapel 
service.  There the Reverend Harry Mahoney made specific reference to George’s accomplishments:  
“Unless, first of all, we have great expectations for our personal lives, we will never have a high level 
of performance.  It doesn’t matter whether we are speaking of our performance in the classroom, in 
athletics, on the job, or in our family:  the measure that we give in terms of expectations is the 
measure of what we get in terms of achievement.  I have absolutely no question that our own George 
Lewis was a living example of this at the Fessenden Wrestling Tournament this weekend. I had the 
privilege of having George at my dining room table for sitdown meals this week, and he made very 
clear his expectations for performance in that tournament.  Today those goals are his reality, as 
George is the Number One Junior Wrestling Champion in New England.” 
 
George concluded three seasons of Cardigan wrestling with school AND New England junior prep 
records for most victories in a season (31) and a career (77); most wins in an undefeated season (23); 
most individual match points in a season (225); most takedowns in a season (65) and a career (155); 
most pins in a season (23 in 8th grade) and a career (52); as well as three seconds and third place in 
the other four record categories.   
 
In three years, not only had George become the best wrestler in Cardigan and N.E. history, but he 
had become an ambassador both of the school and the sport.  During our season-ending tournament 
at Fessenden – the same one where he was named Outstanding Wrestler – one could observe 
George working with the Fessenden team’s coach showing what he knew and learning some new 
moves, see George cheering on his friends from Fay and Eaglebrook in their matches, and witness 
him motivating teammate Joey Gonzalez to join him as a N.E. Jr. Prep Champion while he could have 
been warming up for his own match which was next up. 
 
During the spring of his 9th grade lacrosse season, George anchored midfield for the varsity lacrosse 
team, while serving his third consecutive season as a varsity captain.  Like soccer, he played 
aggressive defense while also leading the attack with the season’s most multiple-goal games.  And for 
the third season in a row, George was team MVP.  Coaches of all the varsity sports met in May to 
determine the Caldwell Graduation Prize, given to the athlete “who has demonstrated both 
outstanding athletic achievement and good sportsmanship.”  In the end, there was no question this 
award would go to George Lewis. 
 
Before leaving Cardigan in June of 1990, on his own initiative George hand wrote a dozen letters 
thanking those who had made his Cardigan experience possible.  To Dick Glover, the Woodberry 
Forest coach who had started him on his wrestling path, he wrote:  “Thank you for introducing me to 
wrestling.  Someday I will try out for the Olympic Team; in that way I can repay you for all you have 
done for me.” 
 
On one of his applications to secondary boarding school, George was asked to write about a person 
who had been of influence to him.  He selected a former teacher at home:  “The person who most 
influenced me was my 7th grade teacher Mrs. Murray at Williston Jr. High in Wilmington, NC.  She 
believed in strict discipline and homework policies.  She didn’t believe in self-pity, yet she was very 
understanding toward me and the problems I was having in school.  She always noticed when I was 
having a problem in class; when she gave me detention, I learned it was so I could stay after class to 
receive help.  By doing this she helped raise my self-confidence and helped me want to do my work.  
As a result, my grades went up and I began to believe in myself and what I could do.  By her 
influence, and through her strict discipline as well as understanding, I have learned to be a better 
person.  I now understand why she tried so hard to get me to succeed.  I shall always be grateful for 
all she did for me.” 
 
For Grades 10-12, George settled on the McCallie School in Chattanooga, Tennessee, for which he 
was offered a full scholarship based on academics and character as well as his family’s financial 



status.  Throughout George’s years there (1990-93), McCallie’s team ranked in the top 20 high school 
teams in the country under the leadership of Coach Gordon Connell, USA Wrestling videographer for 
national and world competitions.  In 1991, they won their second dual and individual team state titles 
in a row.  Competing at 140 pounds, George finished 2nd at the prestigious New Jersey Tournament of 
Champions.  In his first high school season, George won the tough Region 4 championship before 
earning his first state title at 135 pounds.  In the bout selected as the state meet’s Best Match, he was 
tied 6-6 with Notre Dame’s Mike Mroz with 11 seconds remaining; George earned a last-minute 
escape to secure the victory with a sit-out he had mastered in junior high.  His sophomore season 
ended with a 25-2 record, the only two losses coming out-of-state. 
 
Looking back on where George began and now was in his second year at McCallie, in 1992 Jack 
Dunn reflected on the journey he and George had taken together, stating:  “I have been to the 
mountaintop, I have seen My Fair Lady take place in absolute, unbelievable, almost 
incomprehensively wonderful living color.  I spent the weekend in Chattanooga, where George 
defended his state title with 5 pins in 5 matches and was named the best wrestler in Tennessee in any 
weight class.  George mentioned to me that he had missed the Super Bowl because he was being 
baptized at the time, commenting that that experience had been so meaningful that he would not 
trade it for all the Super Bowls the rest of his life.” 
 
Under George’s picture in the 1990 Cardigan yearbook is a BXB quote gleaned from the sweat-
drenched walls of the Cardigan wrestling room:  “Heart cannot be coached – it must be found within.”  
In that same yearbook is George’s poem expressing how he felt about his Cardigan experience: 
 

In the beginning, I was scared and alone, 
Telling teachers:  “I want to go home.” 

Three years have passed. 
God, time goes fast! 

Holding my diploma – Face running with tears, 
I call out and shout: 

“I want three more years!” 
n George C. Lewis Jr., CMS ’90  


