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To prove that his Flames were not
just a one-year wonder, Castro challenged
his squad the following year, testing Liberty
by entering the Flames against some of the
tougher competitions across the country.
The daunting 2007-08 schedule featured events like the Hoosier Duals, the
Brockport/Oklahoma Gold Tournament
Two-time NCAA East Region
and the Wendy’s Big Classic Duals, giving
Coach of the Year (2007 & 2008)
Liberty an opportunity to grapple with the
2009 D1 College Wrestling
nation’s elite programs.
Although the Flames’ dual meet reEast Region Coach of the Year
cord wasn’t as jaw-dropping as the previFor most head coaches, taking a non-existent program to ous, 11-12-1, Liberty proved that it belonged at that top level
the highest level of competition takes years of blood, sweat and of competition, including an 18-18 draw with defending ACC
champion N.C. State and a victory at the Eastern Regional Duals.
tears. But not for Flames head wrestling coach Jesse Castro.
The battle-tested Flames used the stiff competition to their
Castro was hired as the program’s third head coach on Aug.
8, 2005, the second step in reestablishing a program which had advantage, as on March 9, in front of their own home crowd,
Liberty captured its second straight NCAA East Regional title.
been dormant since the close of the 1994 season.
Castro wasn’t satisfied with merely restarting the program, The day ended with Liberty claiming six weight class victories,
but rather helping it quickly regain its prior status as a program to go along with another NCAA East Regional Coach of the Year
honor for Castro.
of focus in the wrestling community.
Two weeks later, Castro took a program-best six wrestlers
However, not even the most devoted of Liberty’s wrestling
alumni could have foreseen what took place during the 2006-07 to the NCAA National Championship, where two of his grapplers
season. What began in a multi-dual meet at Virginia Tech on advanced to the Round of 16 (Tim Harner/141 pounds and Chad
Nov. 5, ended with what every wrestling program dreams of, Porter/165 pounds), another first for the ever-growing program.
The 2008-09 season saw the first set of grapplers Castro
when Liberty sent four grapplers to the 2007 NCAA National
brought to Liberty Mountain complete their careers and the
Wrestling Championship in Ann Arbor, Mich.
Along the way, Castro managed to lead the Flames to group looked to leave their lasting legacy on the program with
a 16-8 dual meet record, a perfect 5-0 record at home and a another standout season.
The early part of the season was not as favorable to the
team championship at the NCAA East Regionals. Castro was duly
honored prior to the NCAA National Championship, as he was Flames as the later part was, but the tougher competition did
named the NCAA East Regional Coach of the Year, a first for Lib- eventually prove beneficial to Liberty’s senior-laden group.
The Flames showed marked improvement at their second
erty’s wrestling program.
showing at the Southern Scuffle just after the Christmas break, which seemed
to jumpstart another strong finish for the
program.
The battle-tested group captured its
second-straight East Regional Duals title
and won seven out of its last nine dual
events, including victories over established programs like George Mason and
Appalachian State.
Concluding the year with a 12-9-1
dual meet record, Liberty traveled to Boiling Springs, N.C., as the “hunted” instead
of the “hunter” after capturing the last
two team titles at the annual event.
However, Castro’s experienced group
was able to best the field of seven teams
again, this time capturing four individual
weight class titles and three runner-up finishes.
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Each of the four individual title winners earned a trip to St.
Louis, Mo., where they faced the best of the best at the 2009
NCAA National Championship.
Three of the four national qualifiers were seniors (Christian
Smith, Harner and Chris Daggett) and Castro will certainly look
back at the trio, which won 196 combined matches during their
stints in a Liberty singlet with fond memories, as they helped
put Liberty back on the national wrestling stage.
In just three years, Castro, who was named the 2009 East
Region Coach of the Year by D1 College Wrestling, has helped 16
grapplers advance to the national championships – a mark that
ranks No. 29 among Division I programs since 2007.
Now having had three solid years to build upon, only time
will tell what Castro is able to accomplish with the Flames wrestling program in the future. But one thing is for sure, the West
Coast native certainly has the program heading down a path
only he could foresee just a few years earlier.
Castro came to Liberty from Kingsway Regional High School
in Woolwich, N.J., where he served from 1997 as a health and
physical education teacher (grades 9-12), head wrestling coach,
head cross country coach and head tennis coach (1997-2001).
During his eight seasons at the helm of the Kingsway Regional wrestling program, Castro guided the program to a 12429 record, five conference and South Jersey sectional championships, four district titles and a state championship in 1998.
Kingsway Regional was ranked in the Top 20 of the state of
New Jersey six out of his last eight years (out of 384 schools)
at the school. Castro, a three-time District Coach of the Year,
coached 34 individual district champions, 10 state place winners, four regional champions and one state champion, while
11 of his graduates currently wrestle at the collegiate level.
“I am both thankful and excited to be a part of the continued tradition that is Liberty wrestling,” commented Castro.
“This program has in large part contributed to who I am today
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under the influence of former coaches Bob Bonheim and Don
Shuler. To offer high school wrestlers an opportunity to compete at an NCAA Division I level, while receiving an education at
a highly reputable Christian university is an honor and a privilege.”
Castro got his start as a head coach at Norwich University
in Northfield, Vt., where he served as head wrestling and cross
country coach from 1988 to 1997 and as an assistant professor
in the Health and Physical Education Department.
While at Norwich, the Cadets were three-time New England College Conference Wrestling Association runner-ups, as
he guided the program to a 103-47 record. Four times, the Cadets were ranked in the Top 20 in the country, while Norwich
produced 53 All-New England wrestlers, nine All-Americans,
two national finalists and one national champion during Castro’s
tenure.
He was named New England College Conference Coach of
the Year twice and was inducted in the Norwich University Athletic Department Hall of Fame in 2001.
Castro, no stranger to Liberty University, graduated from the
program in 1981, after earning his bachelor’s degree in physical
education. Castro was the first four-time national champion in
the history of the National Christian Collegiate Athletic Association (NCCAA), compiling a career 101-20-2 record (1977-81).
Castro ranks among Liberty’s elite, as he is one of six wrestlers
in program history to be part of the Eagle Medal Gold Club (100
or more career wins).
In each of his four years at Liberty, Castro posted 20 or more
victories, including a career-best 29-5-1 record as a senior, while
finishing fourth at the NAIA national championship in 1981.
After graduation, Castro served with Athletes in Action
and Campus Crusade for Christ as a competitor (1981-83) and
served as the head coach of teams which traveled in Japan, Russia and South Korea from 1987-89. In 1983, Castro returned to
Liberty as an assistant wrestling coach
and instructor in the physical education
program, where he served until 1988.
During his five-year stint with the
coaching staff, Liberty had five Top 25
NCAA Division II national finishes, including three Top 10 rankings and a program
best fifth-place finish at the conclusion of
the 1985-86 season.
The Flames also compiled a 49-22-4
dual meet record against Division I opponents and had 19 student-athletes garner
Division II All-American honors.
The native of Santa Clara, Calif.,
earned his Master’s Degree in Education
from Lynchburg College in 1986. He and
his wife, Elizabeth, have three daughters
and a son – Sarah (16), Rachel (14) and
Hannah (12) and Jesse (1).

COACHING STAFF

JOE
PANTALEO

From 1998 to 2006, Pantaleo served as the head wrestling
coach at Grosse Pointe High School in Grosse Point, Mich., before returning to Michigan as a volunteer assistant coach, while
pursuing other business interests.
Pantaleo, who was a 1987 Junior World Champion and twotime Olympic alternate at 149.5 pounds (1992 and 1996), is the
uncle of current Flames wrestler Joe Pantaleo. The 125-pounder
was 11-7 during his first collegiate season before suffering an
injury during mid-January that sidelined him for the remainder
of his rookie campaign.

Assistant
Coach
First Year
Michigan (‘89)
Joe Pantaleo is entering his first year with the Flames wrestling program after joining head coach Jesse Castro’s three-time
defending NCAA East Regional champion coaching staff in July
2009.
“We are very excited to have someone of Coach Pantaleo’s
background and experience become a part of the Liberty wrestling program,” commented Castro. “He is a former world class
wrestler himself, and he coached at the highest level of collegiate wrestling during his time at Iowa and Michigan State.
“We expect Coach Pantaleo to help raise the level of intensity in the practice room, and to greatly benefit our wrestlers
through his focus on individual workouts. This is an important
step in our effort to build a Top 25 wrestling program at Liberty.”
Pantaleo brings with him a vast array of top level collegiate
experience, including stints at storied wrestling programs like
Iowa, Michigan and Michigan State.
Pantaleo was a two-time NCAA All-American at Michigan,
where the 158-pounder finished second at nationals in 1988
and 1989. Michigan captured the Big 10 team title during Pantaleo’s junior season (1987-88), while the Wolverines finished fifth
at nationals during his senior campaign after a 20-2 season and
an unblemished 12-0 mark in conference action.
The two-time Big 10 runner-up completed his bachelor of
science degree in physical education from Michigan in 1989.
After graduation, Pantaleo remained with the Wolverine program as a graduate assistant for two years (1990-91), where
he helped Michigan to a pair of Top 30 finishes at the national
championship and a Big 10 team title in 1991.
Following his days at Michigan, Pantaleo continued his
graduate work at Iowa, where he coached under the tutelage
of legendary wrestling coach Dan Gable. In 1992, the Hawkeyes
finished the year undefeated at 16-0-0 and won their thirdstraight NCAA team national championship.
Pantaleo got his first full-time coaching position at Michigan
State, coaching with the Spartans for five years (1992-97). During his time at Michigan State, he helped the program improve
from a 63rd-place finish at nationals in 1992 to a fifth-place
ranking in 1995. Four out of his five years at the Big 10 school
the squad finished in the Top 10 at the national title event.

JOE
KEMMERER
Graduate
Assistant
First Year
Kutztown (‘09)
Joe Kemmerer is in his first year with the Liberty Flames
wrestling program, serving as a graduate assistant after completing a successful two-year wrestling career at Kutztown in
Kutztown, Pa.
Kemmerer was a two-time NCAA Division II national champion at 133 pounds, claiming the title in 2007 and 2009. During last year’s national title event, Kemmerer was tabbed the
event’s Most Outstanding Wrestler.
Kemmerer finished his days with the Bears’ program by
compiling an impressive 60-4 record, beginning with a 32-2
mark during the 2006-07 season. After redshirting during the
following season, he returned to the mats for Kutztown for the
2008-09 campaign.
During his senior season, he became the program’s first
Pennsylvania State Athletics Conference (PSAC) champion since
1942, before capturing his second national title. He finished off
his collegiate career with a 28-1 record as a senior.
Kemmerer began his collegiate wrestling career at UNC
Greensboro, where he posted a 31-7 record as a freshman at
125 pounds and was a national qualifier. His cumulative collegiate wrestling record was 91-11 (89.2 winning percentage).
Prior to his collegiate career, which allowed him to earn a
bachelor of science in psychology from Kutztown, Kemmerer
wrestled at Crestwood High School in Mountaintop, Pa.
During his prep career, he was a 2004 AAA state champion and finished with a perfect 32-0 record at 119 pounds as
a senior. He was selected to represent the state of Pennsylvania against the United States All-Stars at the 2004 Dapper Dan
Wrestling Classic. He won at a 93.5 percent clip in high school,
posting a 101-7 record with the Comets.
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THE NICKNAME
The Liberty University athletic teams are nicknamed the Flames
and have been since 1974. For seven years, no other team claimed
this unique distinction. However, in the spring of 1982, the University of Illinois at Chicago had a student body election and voted in
the Flames through a write-in campaign. Their choice is based upon
the fact that the Chicago fire started only three blocks from the
campus.
The student body also made the choice for Liberty in 1974 when
they choose the Flames over several other choices. The decision was
based upon the school’s motto, “Knowledge Aflame.”
Liberty began in 1971 as Lynchburg Baptist College with green
and gold as the school’s colors. In 1976, the name was changed to
Liberty Baptist College and the colors to red, white and blue. The
school once again changed its name in 1985 to Liberty University.
Throughout these changes, Flames remained as the nickname for Liberty’s athletics teams.
In 1980, the Eagle was designated as the new Flames mascot. An
Eagle was selected because of the patriotic symbolism and connection with the school name - Liberty. It was designed with the
Flames’ nickname in mind. Thus, the flaming torch clutched in
the Eagle’s left talon was included with the original mascot renderings.
On Aug. 31, 2006, the newest Liberty mascot was born and introduced to all those in attendance at Williams Stadium. Sparky, arriving in
a stretched black limousine, stepped foot on the playing surface at
Williams Stadium just prior to the Flames’ 27-0 victory over St. Paul’s to
help usher in a new era in Liberty Athletics. Ever since, Sparky has been
a visible attribute to Liberty Athletics at various home and road events,
as well as community involvement.

RAISING 71
Prior to the start of the Liberty’s home football contest against
Tusculum on Sept. 1, 2007, Liberty ceremonially honored founder
Dr. Jerry Falwell, who had passed away the previous May, by starting a new game day tradition. Members of the University Police
force raised a No. 71 flag underneath the Liberty Flames flag above
the South end zone, just prior to the team taking the field, bringing
the 14,925 fans in attendance to their feet.
The new tradition has become a permanent part of the Flames’
pregame ceremonies at all home football games. A different
person/group receives the honor of raising the flag at each game. In
the short tenure of the tradition, such honorees to raise the No. 71 flag
are Liberty Chancellor Jerry Falwell, Jr., Liberty co-founder Dr. Elmer
Towns and former Liberty standout athlete, 14-time All-American and
2007 Cross Country NCAA National Champion Josh McDougal.
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