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In the dim, disciplined atmosphere of Cus
D’Amato’s Catskill gym, fighters learned far
more than how to slip a jab or throw a left
hook. They were immersed in a psychological
environment engineered to build champions
from the inside out. Among the willie bags, the
rhythmic thump of gloves, and the stern voice
of a master teacher, one object stood out: a
framed copy of the poem “Don’t Quit.” For
D’Amato, this poem wasn’t decoration. It was
doctrine.

The poem, often circulated anonymously and
sometimes attributed to Edgar A. Guest,
begins with the famous lines:

“When things go wrong, as they sometimes
will,

When the road, you’re trudging seems all
uphill...”

These words captured the emotional terrain
D’Amato believed every fighter must learn to
navigate. Boxing, in his view, was not a sport
of muscle but of will. Cus used to say...The
fighter with a greater will can be successful
against a fighter that has greater skill. The
poem distilled the essence of his teaching:
adversity is inevitable, but surrender is
optional.

D’Amato placed the poem where every fighter
could see it because he wanted them to
internalize a simple truth, the moment you
feel most like quitting is often the moment
right before a breakthrough. The poem’s final
message, “It’s when things seem worst that
you mustn’t quit,” echoed his own belief that
champions are forged in the moments when
ordinary people give up!
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Cus D’Amato was a strategist of the human
mind. He studied fear, motivation, and the
psychology of pressure with the same
intensity he applied to footwork and angles.
The poem served as a daily psychological
primer, a reminder that the emotional
battles inside a fighter’s head were just as
real as the physical ones in the ring.

To Cus, “Don’t Quit” was not motivational
fluff. It was a blueprint for survival:

» When fear rises, keep moving.
« When exhaustion sets in, stay disciplined.
« When doubt whispers, answer with action.

» When life hits harder than any opponent,
stand your ground.

Today, the poem remains intertwined with
D’Amato’s legacy because it captures the
essence of his philosophy. He believed that
the greatest opponent any fighter would
ever face was himself. The poem offered a
counterpunch to despair, a jab at self-doubt,
and a reminder that persistence is the
ultimate weapon.

In the end, “Don’t Quit” was more than a
poem on a wall. It was a psychological
anchor, a moral compass, and a quiet
mentor. It taught fighters and anyone who
reads it that resilience is not a trait but a
practice. Cus D’Amato didn’t just train
champions. He trained human beings to
keep going when everything in them wanted
to stop. And in that sense, the poem wasn’t
just part of his gym. It was part of his genius.
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Don't Quit
When things go wrong, as they sometimes will,
When the road you're trudging seems all uphill,
When the funds are low and the debts are high,
And you want to smile, but you have to sigh,

When care is pressing you down a bit,
Rest, if you must, but don't you quit.

Life is queer with its twists and turns,

As every one of us sometimes learns,

And many a failure turns about,

When he might have won had he stuck it out;
Don't give up though the pace seems slow--
You may succeed with another blow.

Often the goal is nearer than,

It seems to a faint and faltering man,

Often the struggler has given up,

When he might have captured the victor's cup,

And he learned too late when the night slipped down,
How close he was to the golden crown.
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Success is failure turned inside out--

The silver tint of the clouds of doubt,

And you never can tell how close you are,

It may be near when it seems so far,

So stick to the fight when you're hardest hit--

It's when things seem worst that you must not quit.

- Author unknown




