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Cambridge-Isanti’s Nelson closes book on storied wrestling career

by John Wagner

john.wagner@apgecm.com

“Life itself is the most wonderful fai-
rytale.” — Hans Christian Andersen

Tony Nelson was hoping for a story-
book ending to his amazing wrestling
career.

The Cambridge-Isanti graduate, who
won titles in high school and college,
pushed for a berth on the U.S. Olympic
team that will compete in Tokyo later this
summer. But Nelson fell just short in the
Olympic qualifying tournament held in
Fort Worth, Texas, in April.

“I've come to grips with it some, but
it’s still hard because of the time I put
into it,” Nelson said. “It was a dream,
and I put a lot of effort into it. You al-
ways want the best. But I’ve got my fami-
ly, and I've got a lot of important things |
can take care of now. I'm in a good place,
but I still struggle with it.”

It was a disappointing ending, to
be sure. But in no way should the end
of Nelson’s career diminish all of his

Tony Nelson won two state titles at Cambridge-Isanti High School as well as two NCAA titles at the Univer-

sity of Minnesota.
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achievements at the high school, college
and international levels. The 2009 C-I
graduate won two state titles and had a
141-18 record for the Bluejackets before
signing with the University of Minne-
sota.

With the Gophers, Nelson had a 131-
16 career record and won three Big Ten
titles as well as two NCAA titles, earning
All-American honors in all four college
seasons.

And then on the international stage,
Nelson finished third at the U.S. World
Team Trials and won gold at the 2020
Pan-Am Championships while consis-
tently faring well in competitions around
the globe.

“I feel Tony is one of the best athletes
this area has ever produced,” said Neil
Jennissen, Nelson’s coach at Cambridge-
Isanti. “When you consider he was a
four-time college All-American, and
nearly a three-time NCAA champion,
that’s just incredible.

“If we see another athlete like Tony

See TONY NELSON on
page 7

Caiden Gerhardson and Kaci Coffman.
Photos by Sarv Mithaqiyan

A parents-inspired senior formal for Cambridge-Isanti High School
seniors and their guests was held at the Isanti County Farigrounds
in Cambridge on May 22. Pictured to the left are Page Sheehan, Luke
Olson, Adi Izzo, Jonny Bien, Hailey Christenson and Tyler Simon.

See more photos on page 4.
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come out of this area, we will have been
blessed.”

Once upon a time ...

Jennissen said having Nelson as part
of the Cambridge-Isanti wrestling pro-
gram was a dream come true.

“In eighth grade he already weighed
145 pounds, and I’ve never seen anyone
except Tony continue to get not just big-
ger and stronger, but continually better,”
Jennissen said. “But it’s more than just
strength: I've seen him do tumbling runs
that show he has great athleticism for
someone his size.

“I know the Patriots and Browns gave
him tryouts, and if football had been
his passion, he would have played in the
NFL on Sundays.”

But Jennissen said Nelson’s contribu-
tions to wrestling at C-I went beyond
personal wins and losses and titles.

“Tony always was really team-orient-
ed; it always was about ‘we, not ‘me,
with him,” Jennissen said. “In high
school, at the end of practice he would
always take over the team and have them
do just a little something extra to add to
their workout. When the team was run-
ning, he was always out front, and you
don’t often see that in a big man.

“I remember in 2008 we had a match
against St. Thomas-Albertville, and
Tony won the match that gave us the
conference title. It was late at night after
a long day, and I told the team to make
sure they got their rest. I told them I
would have the weight room open at 6:30
the next morning if someone wanted to
come it.

“So who showed up at 6:30 the next
morning? Tony Nelson. And I know he
still had homework to do the night be-

N

Two businesses housed in the same building recently opened its doors located just behind the United States Postal Service in Isanti, at 22
Broadway St. SW. The businesses are co-owned by Jackson and Samantha McDowell. Samantha Rose Creative Co. is focused on helping small
businesses grow their brand, general ideation and more. The second business is the Black Hat Press, which Samantha said she acquired from
her grandmother’s publishing house after she wasn't able to run it anymore due to Alzheimer’s. Samantha also uses her studio to take pictures
of all sorts for families and others. Jackson likewise has plenty of space in the back of the studio to do some carpentry work he enjoys. For more
information visit samantharosecreativeco.com. A ribbon cutting ceremony was held on May 21 sponsored by North 65 Chamber of Commerce.
Pictured from left, Ryan Saltis, an Isanti community development specialist; the McDowells cutting the ribbon; Executive Director of the North
65 Chamber of Commerce Melissa Bettendorf; and Sheila Sellman, community development director for the city of Isanti.

fore, so he stayed up after the match to
do homework. But that shows you the
hard work, the focus, and the dedication
he brought to wrestling.”

Jennissen said he marvels at what Nel-
son has been able to accomplish in wres-
tling. And while his setback at the Olym-
pic Trials is still fresh, Nelson knows he
will have nothing but fond memories of
his wrestling career as well.

“When I sit down and think about, I
know the things I’ve been able to accom-
plish in the sport have been awesome,”
Nelson said. “You always want more,
but the journey I’ve been on and the en-
vironments I’ve experienced have been
special.”

And it came to pass ...

Nelson’s preparations for the Olym-
pic Trials were greatly affected by the
COVID-19 pandemic, which delayed the
event by a full year.

“It had definitely been a unique year
with training, but I got a few competi-
tions in February and March,” Nelson
said. “Having those competitions under
my belt gave me more confidence.

“I was ready to go and just see what
happened.”

Nelson got a bit of a bad break when
he faced Dom Bradley in the first round
at the Olympic Trials and lost by a 4-3
score.

“That’s a guy I've had a lot of close
matches with,” Nelson explained. “I gave
up a point in the second period, and it
was hard to come back. I was happy with
my comeback, though.”

Knowing that his Olympic dream was
out of reach, Nelson continued to wres-
tle anyway. And he wrestled well, knock-
ing off Greg Kerkvliet 3-1 to advance to
the third-place match, where he lost to
Mason Parris by a 6-3 margin.

“Losing the first match, you realize
you can’t make the team,” Nelson said.
“But the way I've been raised and have
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been coached is that you don’t call it
quits; you finish what you started. I had
strong feelings — I just didn’t want to be
there anymore — but I was able to go out
and wrestle well and almost take third
place.

“I was really happy that I was able
to pull it together and finish it the right
way.”

Another Minnesota native, Gable
Stevenson, won the Olympic berth at
heavyweight. Stevenson won the NCAA
title with the Golden Gophers this past
spring, and Nelson has been his training
partner during the run-up to the Olym-
pics.

“I’ve known he’s had that potential,
and I was excited for him,” Nelson said
of Stevenson. “I've trained with him for
a long time, and I believe I've helped
him along the way. You want to root for
someone who has been on the journey
with you.”

And he lived happily ever after

While there will not be an Olympic
gold medal in Nelson’s future, there cer-
tainly will be a “happily ever after.” What
that means for Nelson and his family is
uncertain, though.

“What’s next? That’s the question
I've been pondering — and it’s a good
question,” he admitted. “I
guess I'm looking for op-
portunities; I want to find
a good fit, and when I do |
will put 100 percent into it.

“I’d like wrestling to al-
ways be a part of my life,
and I've enjoyed helping
others learn about wres-
tling and life. 1 always
want to have that avenue.
I don’t know if [coaching]
full-time wrestling is the
avenue for me; but it’s hard
to walk away from some-
thing that has been a part
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STOP WISHING FOR A BETTER LIFE. BUILD IT!
We Build Strong Communities. And Lives!

We are a third generation, family-owned construction company that was founded

in 1926 by three Duininck brothers. While our capabilities have expanded over the
years, our values-based approach to each project has remained the same — we start
with great relationships, do quality work, and honor our commitments.

We hire the best in the field and we are committed to providing our employees with
opportunities to grow in their jobs. We believe in supporting the communities we
serve, investing in people, and living our values every day.

As a Truck Driver on our team, you will be responsible for transporting dirt, ag-
gregate, asphalt, hot mix and/or equipment to job site locations. Trucks driven may
include semi belly dump, Tri-Dump, end dump, flatbed, tandem, lowboy or quad

We need people who will safely operate their truck to deliver equipment or materials
to job sites, who will secure loads for safe transport, and work closely with other crew
members to coordinate work and ensure safety! Assists with loading and unloading

Qualfications needed include MSHA, Commercial Drivers License A, Current DOT
Health Card and Tanker Endorsement. Check out our website for complete job
details. We have other openings too! Give us a call!

phone 320-978-6011

Duininck is an EEQ/AA/M/F/Vet/Disability Employer
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of your life for 25 years.”

Nelson, who will turn 31 in Septem-
ber, has a degree in mechanical engineer-
ing, as well as the experience tutoring an
Olympic wrestler in Stevenson. But he
also has a family that includes his wife,
Kristi, and three children: daughters El-
sie, who is 5, and Hattie, who is 3, along
with son Knox, who is almost 2.

“Being home with my kids has been
awesome,” Nelson said. “It’s been weird
to not train on an everyday basis. But
I’ve enjoyed the time with my kids — and
I think they enjoy having Dad around
more.”

While the next step is still to be deter-
mined, Nelson’s look back on a fantastic
journey spurred him to thank those who
helped him along the way.

“I’'m very fortunate, lucky and thank-
ful for all of the people I’'ve had in my
life,” Nelson said. “They have supported
my wrestling journey for a long time. |
especially thank my wife, Kristi, for tak-
ing care of the family while I’ve been
training and traveling.

“And I thank all of the coaches I've
had, because I never could have reached
the heights I reached without all of their
coaching and support.”
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Contact us to learn more about
opportunities to join our team

web duininck.com
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