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Mizzou wrestler has ever accomp l••~a: 
Win a national championship. 
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g people notice is the hair. When 

bound to come up. Superficial, 

oidable. 

to play it down, anyway. That 

assnre Afro iS his marketing tool. It's part of the 

reason he's the most recognizable wrestler walking 

around at the 2006 NCAA Championships in Oklahoma 

City, where he is shooting for a national title. 

Some animals puff up their fur to intimidate foes. 

Likewise, Askren picks out his already huge hair 

before some bouts to make it even bigger. Really, 

though, he doesn't need the hair to be intimidating 

or recognizable. A Big 12 title and perfect 40-0 record 

coming into the tournament should do the trick. 

Can the streak last? As the tournament starts on 

Thursday, March 16, that's the question. Can Askren 

earn the national title that has eluded him for two 

years and the Mizzou wrestling program for all 62 years 

of its existence? Can he overcome the frustration of 

being runner-up to Oklahoma State's Chris Pendleton 

for two years running? 

Three days and five bouts will tell. 
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If riding time sounds to you like something 

that happens on a horse, this glossary can 

help with the basics of a complex sport. 

For reference, each bout lasts seven 

minutes: one three-minute period 

and two two-minute periods. 

Fall: When one wrestler gets both of an 

opponent's shoulder blades touching the 

mat simultaneously for one second. Also 

known as a pin. This ends the bout and is 

the ultimate goal of wrestling. The other 

way to win is by outscoring an opponent on 

points. 

Takedown: When a wrestler success

fully gains control over an opponent, it is 

worth two points. 

Riding time: The time a wrestler spends 

controlling an opponent on the mat. 

Gaining a minute of riding time earns a 

wrestler a point, added at the end of the 

bout. 

Escape: Occurs when a wrestler breaks the 

control of the opponent and regains a free, 

neutral position. It is worth one point. 

Near fall: A wrestler gets one of the 

opponent's shoulders on the mat and the 

other at an angle of less than 45 degrees to 

the mat. Worth two, three or four points, 

depending on how long a wrestler holds it. 

Technical fall: A college wrestler can end 

a bout by getting 15 points ahead of his 

opponent. 

W'9Stlebadcs: These are the consolation 

brackets. If March Madness basketball 

brackets are simple addition and subtrac

tion, wrestling brackets may seem like 

calculus. The NCAA tournament is double

elimination, so once a wrestler loses, he 

still has the chance to wrestle his way back 

to All-America status (top 8 wrestlers in a 

weight class) and to place as high as third. 

Reversal: If a wrestler is being controlled or 

held on the mat and manages to reverse the 

situation and gain control of the opponent, 

that reversal is worth two points. 

42 llZZIL 

Photos by Justin Kelley, Intercolleg1ate Athletics 

Poised and primed, Mizzou wrestler Ben Askren strides into the Ford Center in Oklahoma City for one of 

his matches in the NCAA Championships. Coach Brian Smith, who has boosted the wrestling program 

and believes it is ready for a national champion, follows. 

Bout one 

Askren's first test comes Thursday morning. 

To say the No. 1-seeded 174-pounder, a geo

graphy major from Hartland, Wis., has been 

waiting for this since his loss in 2005's firlal 

is an understatement. Some people might be 

happy being second best in the country. Not 

Askren. There's an easy solution, though. 

If you don't handle losing well, just 

don't lose. 

Askren steps onto the mat with his hair 

tucked into his headgear. Over the course 

of a bout, his locks become unlocked, 

working their way outside the headgear 

piece by piece like stuffirlg popping out of 

an old couch. 

He faces unseeded Christian Arellano of 

Cal-State Bakersfield. The first two periods 

go smoothly, but the action is too slow for 

Askren's liking. He's up 4-1 at the end of the 

second period with two takedowns (see 

sidebar at left for a glossary of wrestling 

terms and scoring information). That may 

sound solid, but Askren usually scores more 

points, more takedowns, more everything. 

He gets two more takedowns in the third 

period, plus a point for riding time to end 

the match with a respectable 9-2 victory. 

Respectable, yes, but Askren is not quite 

playing his game yet. 

His next opponent, Wes Roberts of 

Oklahoma, knows how to take him even 

further out of that game. 

Combat chaos 

The atmosphere of a big wrestling tour

nament can be a bit chaotic, especially 

in Oklahoma City, not far from the 

powerhouse programs at Oklahoma State 

University and the University of Oklahoma. 

More than 15,000 people pack each session. 

Wrestling is king here for the next 

three days. Security guards play-fight in 

the halls of the Ford Center's underbelly. 

Adults in local restaurants joke about what 

they should eat if they want to "make 

weight" for the competition. Little kids don 

wrestling uniforms. 

On the floor, eight mats of various colors 

create an action-packed patchwork. With 

eight bouts happening simultaneously, fans 

pick out their team's wrestlers. A roar goes 
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up from the overwhelming orange section 

of OSU fans each time one of their wrestlers 

does something right - or a boo when they 

deem the referees deficient. Cheers come 

from smaller sections, too, including the 

Mizzou block of black and gold fans, family 

members and fellow athletes. 

Askren isn't worried about the chaos. 

He's been here twice before. He doesn't feel 

pressure - not even when every wrestler in 

his weight class wants to take him down. In 

fact , he says being the man to beat puts him 

at ease. He doesn't have to focus on beating 

anyone specific or mix it up from match 

to match. 

"I think it's mine to win," he says. "If 

I'm going to lose, it's going to be a terrible 

match on my part." 

Bout two 

"Ben Askren, report immediately to mat 

three," the announcer scolds over the 

center's speakers. The Oklahoma crowd gets 

restless, but Askren comes jogging in just in 

time. He peels off his shorts and T-shirt and 

hops right into the action with Wes Roberts 

of Oklahoma. 

Askren's two bouts this year against 

Roberts were among his closest - and 

his most frustrating, even though he 

won. Knowing Askren's strengths in the 

takedown game, Roberts becomes evasive. 

He simply doesn't let Askren wrestle him. 

Boring, but smart. 

Roberts gets the first two points on a 

takedown. Askren escapes quickly, though, 

for a point. By the end of the second period, 

that's still the score in this low-scoring 

match: 2-1, although Askren has enough 

riding time for a point. At best, he's tied now. 

At worst, he's losing his shot at the title. 

Knowing this, Askren picks it up in the 

third period. He outscores Roberts 4-2 with 

two takedowns and wins the bout 6-4. 

Askren works opponent Jake Herbert of 

Northwestern on the ground. Askren's action

packed style often includes getting a takedown, 

then letting his opponent escape so he can get 

another takedown. 
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His parents, Chuck and Michele Askren, 

say that he just doesn't look like himself 

today, but he survives and moves on to 

the quarterfinal. He runs off the mat with a 

subtle look of relief on his face . 

The individual aspect 

Askren's dad always roughhoused with 

him and his brother, Max, now a redshirt 

freshman on the Mizzou wrestling team. The 

sport just came naturally. A former wrestler, 

Chuck Askren built a practice room in the 

house for the boys. They had a Nintendo 

like other kids, but he limited their time on 

it. They had to get out and stay active. 

By fifth grade, Askren had grown out of 

being a "chubby kid" into a more athletic 

body. He started to get serious, and he and 

Max wrestled year-round. By early high 

school, Askren had given up other sports 

to focus on wrestling. It worked. He won 

two Wisconsin state titles and one Junior 

National Championship. He attracted the 

attention of Missouri Coach Brian Smith, 

among others . 

The solo nature of the sport drew him to 

it. "Jn another sport, if you work hard and 

your teammates don't, you're still going to 

fail," Askren says. "Jn wrestling, if you work 

hard, the only person who can make you fail 

is yourself." 

Askren clearly thrives on competition, 

but he's more laid-back off the mat. In his 

rare spare time, he still competes, but at a 

sport that's the opposite of wrestling for 

him: disc golf (imagine golf, but played by 

throwing flying discs of various weights and 

styles at a basket instead of a hole). On the 

mat in a bout, he's serious. On the disc golf 

course, he's full of jokes and completely at 

ease. He still wants to win, though. In fact , 

he spent his Spring Break with buddies 

playing in disc golf tournaments in several 

southeastern states. 

But even this is just a pleasant diversion. 

Wrestling dominates his life. "He lives it 

every day," Smith says. "Each day is just 

another day in his process to win the 

national title." 

Bout three: quarterfinals 

Before his bout against eighth-seeded Travis 

Frick of Lehigh, Askren and his hair bounce 

up and down in the corridor that leads to 

the mats. He talks with fellow wrestlers and 

stays loose. Up in the stands, his parents 
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look forward to a better day than Thursday. 

His dad usually wanders off to watch the 

bout from a spot where he can focus, 

maybe an entryway, away from high-fiving 

fans and other distractions. 

Askren beat Frick handily earlier in the 

sea on, so he's confident. It shows. He gets 

a takedown. He lets Frick get the point for 

an escape so he can take him down again. 

He does this again and again. Then he gets a 

three-point near fall . By the end of the first 

period, he leads 9-2. It doesn't last much 

longer. With five takedowns and three near 

falls, he earns a technical fall, ending the bout 

at 19-3about13 seconds into the third period. 

He's on his game today. He scored over 

and over and tired Frick with his relentless 

attack . It's St. Patrick's Day, but nobody's 

going to get the chance to pinch him. 
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Bout four: semifinals 

Askren is back in the corridor agairJ, bounc

ing around and watching other bouts as he 

waits for his semifinal . There are six mats 

now: semifinals on the two center mats and 

wrestle backs on four outer mats. Fans in 

the stands obsessively update their printed 

brackets as the action picks up. 

Askren faces fifth-seeded Mike Patrovich, 

who had an impressive 30-3 record coming 

into the tournament. One of those three 

losses was to Askren. With Askren's 

high-point victories, it's easy to forget that 

his opponents are some of the best in the 

sport at the college level. 

He takes off his Missouri T-shirt, high

fives one of his coaches and goes to work. 

He gets a quick takedown and lets Patrovich 

escape. He does this repeatedly. He eases 

Patrovich slowly over upside down for a 

three-point near fall . He never even looks to 

be in danger. The bout goes all three peri

ods, but a point for riding time brings the 

final score to 21-6 - another technical fall . 

Another opponent tossed around like the 

damaged and bandaged practice dummy in 

the Mizzou training room. 

Wrestling is life 

By the end of Friday night, only Askren and 

teammate Tyler McCormick remain from 

the Mizzou squad (see sidebar on Mizzou 

wrestlers at right). McCormick wins his 

All-America wrestleback match to take 

seventh place on Saturday morning, and it's 

down to just Askren. 

Across the street, fans kill time before 

the night's finals. There's a mini-carnival, 

and previous championship matches play 

on two big screens. One is Askren-Pendleton 

in 2005. People point to Askren and whisper 

about how he's the best in college wrestling 

this year. 

Askren's uncle, Mike, watches the bout 

stoically, reliving the loss. He wears a hat 

Askren celebrates his victory over Herbert in the 

finals. Askren is Mizzou's first national champion 

wrestler, and he still has another season to try to 

go for another title. 

with Ben's name on one side and Max's on 

the other. "I never want to see that again," he 

says, yet he stands there through the whole 

thing. At a table maybe 30 yards away, Chuck, 

Michele and Max Askren are taking a break 

along with other fans, indudingAskren's 

high school coach, John Mesenbrink. 

Chuck and Michele make it to almost all 

matches. Chuck laughs and says that they 

have put about 70,000 miles on their van in 

the past year and a half. Michele says they 

haven't taken a family trip that wasn't for 

wrestling since Ben was in eighth grade. 

Wrestling is life for the entire family. That 

will continue, too. After college, Askren 

wants a shot at the 2008 Olympics and even

tually a job as a Division 1 college coach. 

Like any parent, Michele gets nervous 

when she watches her son. His dominance 

eases the nerves, though: "I guess it's been 

pretty easy this year." 

The national title is far from given, 

though. There's a buzz about this bout. 

It's the only NCAA final between two 

undefeated opponents. Askren will face Jake 

Herbert of Northwestern, a bigger oppo

nent with a record of 32-0 coming into the 

tournament and the same number of falls as 

Askren at 13. 

Chuck Askren shies away from making 

predictions. 'Tm a superstitious person," he 

says. "I believe you can ruin your destiny by 

running your mouth." 

Bout five: finals 

The finals take place on one mat, elevated 

on a stage and broadcast live on ESPN. There 

is a parade of All-Americans first, including 

Askren and McCormick. Askren picked out 

his hair out to unnatural size on the bus 

on the way over. You can probably see it 

from the nosebleed seats. You can probably 

see it from space. His friends and fans in 

the stands wear multicolored Afro wigs 

for support. 

If Askren is nervous, it doesn't show. He 

hangs out on press row, joking around with 

reporters, pounding Powerade and watching 

the other finals . 
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Wrestlers enter from separate corridors 

as the announcer says, "In the red corner 

... " In his corridor, Jake Herbert is a ball 

of intense energy ready to burst. He can't 

stop moving or making the faces athletes 

sometimes make to pump themselves up. 

This is where Askren differs: His face hardly 

changes, and although he's in constant 

motion, his muscles and mindset seem 

relaxed even before one of the biggest bouts 

of his life. 

It begins. Herbert goes for a takedown 

almost immediately, catching Askren 

off guard. Here's an opponent who really 

wants to wrestle with him. That might be 

a mistake. 

Askren recovers from the surprise and 

gets a takedown. Then he gets a two-point 

near fall, then another. By the end of the 

first period, he's up 6-o with enough riding 

time for another point. Herbert gets a 

reversal in the second period for two points. 

Those are the only points he will score. 

Although he's not quite as dominant 

as in the quarterfinal or semifinal, it's the 

most lopsided final of the night. Askren 

wrestles his way, and he's clearly having fun. 

Anything Herbert tries, Askren turns it to 

his advantage. A reporter comments that it's 

like wrestling silly putty. 

The final score is 14-2. Askren's arms go 

up. Coach Smith's arms go up. It's done. 

When he takes the stand to receive his 

medal, he gets a standing ovation out of 

respect from this Big 12-heavy crowd. After 

the 2005 final, an upset Askren had to skip 

press interviews. In 2006, he's jovial and 

even a little cocky at his press conference. 

Askren is named Outstanding Wrestler 

of the tournament. He's the first-ever 

Mizzou wrestling national champion and 

the first three-time All-American for the 

program. He has earned the 12th individual 

national title for a Mizzou athlete. (The 

University also has had two track relay 

teams win titles, plus the 1954 baseball team 

title and the 1965 men's indoor track team 

title .) Other accolades will follow. 

As much as anything else, though, it's 
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Ever the showman, Askren gets a haircut in front 

of fans and media once back in Columbia after his 

victory. Kids with plastic bags gather pieces of his 

trademark curly locks. 

vindication for Coach Smith and for Askren's 

decision to come to Mizzou, even though 

some thought he should go to a more estab

lished program. They said it couldn't be done 

at Mizzou. They were wrong. 

Epilogue 
Askren may be the only athlete for whom 

a haircut warrants a press release. On 

Thursday, March 23, he sits in a barber's 

chair at a Columbia Cost Cutters. He says 

he hasn't had a real haircut in about five 

years. He gets a mullet. No one can accuse 

him oflacking a sense of humor. He has 

an audience for this haircut: local media, 

coaches, friends and young fans with plastic 

bags to collect pieces of his hair. 

ls he a sporting Samson? Will he lose 

his power along with his trademark frizz? 

Doubtful. Besides, there is plenty of time to 

grow it back out before next season starts 

and he tries for title number two. lll 

The Ben Askren fan club has a look all its own; 

friends wore Afro wigs during Askren's final bout 

to show support -and to increase the odds of 

getting on TV. Both worked. 

Ben Askren wasn't alone in representing 

Mizzou at the 2oo6 NCAA Championships in 

Oklahoma City or in being an All-American. 

Sophomore Tyler McCormick finished 

seventh at 133 pounds, thereby earning his 

first All-America honors. McCormick won 

five of seven tournament bouts. He lost 

to the eventual third-place and fifth-place 

finishers. 

Seven Mizzou wrestlers qualified for the 

tournament, and the team finished 15th. 

The other qualifiers, by weight class, were: 

senior Austin Devoe, 125 pounds; redshirt 

freshman Michael Chandler, 157 pounds; 

junior Matt Pell, 165 pounds; redshirt 

freshman Raymond Jordan, 184 pounds; 

and senior Jeff Foust, 197 pounds. 

For Coach Brian Smith and the wres

tlers who will be back next year, Askren's 

national title shows that it can be done 

at Mizzou. "This is my eighth season at 

Missouri, and the fourth trip to the finals in 

a row, so we were due," Smith says. "This 

just opens the door now." 


