60 Kg. Olympic Team Wrestle off

April 26, 2008  -  Toronto

All the marbles…..

Picture game 7 of the Stanley Cup finals, overtime.  That’s what it felt like.  The match only lasted a few minutes, but was as good as it gets….

Everyone in the gym at Newtonbrook Secondary School obviously knew what was on the line:  a trip to the Olympics.  Of course, no one knew better than the two combatants:  Saeed Azarbayjani of the Brock Wrestling Club was the Olympic Trials Champion.  Giuvi  Sissaouri of the Montreal Wrestling Club in the unaccustomed position of Challenger.  Sissarouri , 1996 Olympic Silver Medallist and 2001 World Champion came in down one match, having missed the Olympic Trials in December due to injury.

The weight class had been qualified by Sissarouri only a month previously at the Pan American Championships in Colorado.  But that only meant that Canada was qualified to send a competitor at 60 kg.  But who?  That is what the two wrestlers, their coaches and other supporters, as well as a vocal crowd of nearly 200 people were doing in the gym at Newtonbrook on this fine spring afternoon.  Who indeed.
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These two are old rivals, having met each other numerous times.  In spite of being the Trials Champion, and being up one match in the best two out of three format, Azarbayjani came in as the clear underdog.  Surely, Sissarouri would be victorious again as he has been every time the two have met.   Azarbayjani, looking fit and focused having only recently returned from a month training in Iran came in with nothing to lose – he was the underdog after all.

As the two faced off, the nervous tension in the gym was thick.  Despite the surprisingly large crowd, the room was silent.  The crowd was obviously a pro-Saeed one, but the Montreal contingent was considerable and vocal.  

As expected, the match started slowly, no man wanting to be the one to make the first mistake.  Late in the first round, Sissaouri attempted a throw which Azarbayjani hit down, came out in front on and scrambled behind for a point just as the round ended.   The crowd exploded for Saeed.  The Montreal corner protested to the officials, who reviewed the sequence on video but confirmed the call.  First round Saeed.

The second round also started slowly, everyone knowing the next point could well decide the match.  At the minute twenty mark, Giuvi throws Saeed to his back for three, and holds him for almost a half a minute in the danger position, nearly pinning him and gaining the extra point.  However, in what may well have been the turning point in the match, Saeed fought fiercely off his back to stay in the match, getting off his back shortly before the end of round buzzer.  Round two to Sissarouri 4 – 0.
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Round three, crunch time.  If Saeed loses, can he come back, or would that be the end.  The two wrestlers exchange attacks in the early part of the round, neither scoring.  Then, the pivotal sequence nearly a minute and a half in.  Gia attempts a throw, and Saeed catches him on his back for two, and then holds him for the extra point.  Boldly and perhaps even a bit recklessly, Saeed risks the lead instead of playing it safe, and cross-ankles him for another point.  The round and match ends, and the crowd explodes for Azarbayjani.   He runs to his corner, jumping into the arms of his coach, Marty Calder, who hoists him up in the air in celebration after holding his breath for the last ten minutes!

Saeed Azarbayjani is going to the Olympics!

The two old adversaries shake hands.  Although it is a tired cliché, it really is too bad somebody has to lose this match.  Two of Canada’s finest wrestlers and best sportsmen walk off the mat.  Saeed Azarbayjani is going to the Olympics.  For his part, ever the class act, there is no angry display from Sissarouri.  In spite of the obvious disappointment, he walks off with the dignity he has brought to the mat for many years. 

All that was missing was the victory lap with the Stanley Cup.  Congratulations Saeed.
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The Crowd cheers Saeed Azarbayjani as he walks off the mat.

By Tim MaGarrey

Round Two:  Azarbayjani fights off his back.  The pivotal moment of the match?











