Second to None
Perfect in just about everyone else’s eyes but his own, Ben Schenkel confesses that his most crowning achievement is actually his ball and chain.
By ANDREW DANIELS

Ben Schenkel is out of time.

It’s a brisk Friday night in late February, and he’s stuck in the same moment he’s been in for a year. He replays the scenario, just as he’s agonizingly done in his thoughts and in his subconscious, seemingly every day. It was the same sight, always picturesque: there he was, amidst a crowd of hundreds, surrounded by his intelligent peers, his supportive family members, a hushed audience and one very intimidating and legendary figure in the foreground. 

For the last three days, he had soared above his competition, entering the finals of the 2007 Jeopardy! Teen Tournament with collective earnings of $40,000. He’d gotten to this point largely on his bravado and mastery of how the game works: hit the buzzer at the precise moment, strategically hunt for Daily Doubles, advance to the next round. Up until now, he’d conquered the game like clockwork. The questions had been alarmingly easy, and he’d had little-to-no trouble maintaining his stronghold on every round. But on this night, he’d been stuck in a position he’d rarely been before in the game, or really, ever in his life: last place. 

He was in a funk, and he knew it. None of the magic that had worked before worked at all on this night. His confidence was gone, he had lost his leg-up on the buzzer, and he was answering simple questions nervously and incorrectly: offering “clock and gun” instead of “cloak and dagger,” and jumping to “Great Expectations” when the Dickens clue clearly called for “A Christmas Carol.”  It was time for Final Jeopardy!, and his total thus far was a measly $1,400, compared to his two competitors’ $10,000 and $23,000.  He knew he had one shot to pull himself out of the enormous hole he’d dug himself in, or else he would be remembered for squandering the biggest tournament lead in Jeopardy! history. 

The category was Greek Mythology, somewhat of a strong suit for him. The show’s irreplaceable host, Alex Trebek, read the clue in his calming but daunting tone: “Fittingly, the name of this Titan may be derived from a word meaning ‘to bear’ or ‘to support.’” Almost immediately, it came to him, lifted from the skies, not unlike the dwellings of Greek gods: Atlas! But just as soon as he could celebrate, the party was over, for the one circumstance he had dreaded most was about to become a reality. He knew the answer, yes, but his rival, David Walter, almost surely knew it as well. He did the math:  Walter’s cumulative total at this point was $37,600. He would wager $5,300, knowing fully well that the amount was just enough to put him at $42,900 after correctly answering the final clue. After Schenkel wagered everything he had – $1,400 – he finished with $42,800.

He had lost. 

This was the end of the tournament. There was no more advancing on to the next round, no more second chances, no more opportunities for him to seize. He was out of time. He would have to live with this moment for the rest of his life: a glaring reminder of his glorious failure. 

It has haunted him. He’s always out of time. When he watched himself on TV, a month after the taping, he was unable to revel in his still-remarkable successes; rather, he could only dwell on his collapse. So he lost again, only this time, he lost in front of his friends, his family, his teachers and his country. He’s been out of time since then, too. He calls his Jeopardy! gaffe an act of “embarrassing self-sabotage”, and while you’d be hard-pressed to find virtually anyone who is disappointed with Schenkel – after all, he did still walk away from the experience with $42,800 – he hasn’t been able to live it down since. 


It’s been a year since Schenkel appeared on Jeopardy!, and the anniversary is marked by the same teen tournament that has just concluded. The timing stirs him, and barely five minutes transpire before he begins to reference his own stint on the show.

 “I couldn’t even watch this year’s tournament, which wrapped last night,” Schenkel says. He hasn’t made it clear why, but he’s still shaken up. And then he’ll divulge much later, after recalling his experience in uncomfortably personal detail, that “it’s been good to get this all out.” 

For something that seems like such a grand achievement for an extraordinary person, this has affected Schenkel in ways that are ostensibly difficult to understand. He won more than $40,000 on what is arguably America’s most distinguished and most popular game show, became a bona fide celebrity in his Lehigh Valley, Pennsylvania community, and is headed to Yale University partly because of it, yet he denounces the experience on several occasions.


“Coping with ‘you-know-what’ has been tough,” he says, referring to Jeopardy! in the same proscribed manner that the wizarding world uses to refer to Lord Voldemort. “I try so hard to deflect the attention away from it, because it still haunts me.” Schenkel isn’t exactly ashamed of his time on the show, but he clearly doesn’t embrace it either. He readily admits that his bitterness and disappointment “overshadow such a positive experience.” 


It takes a humble person to be traumatized to this degree for this long over a feat that others would brag about until their dying day.  But that’s Ben Schenkel. He’s genuine and modest, and is happy to defer attention away from himself and onto others. His background speaks volumes about him, and so does the praise from those who know him best. With each discovered accolade about him, it becomes a bit more evident why he keeps insisting on playing down his Jeopardy! chapter. 


One look at Schenkel and it’s fair to agree that he fits the description of an average young adult. He is tall but not towering; thin but not lanky. He is rather typical in appearance, but his smile is what brands him. He almost always wears one, no matter what the context, and for good reason: everything indicates that he’s lived a pretty great life so far.


He has already accomplished more in his 18 years than many will in their lives. During his tenure at Moravian Academy, a private school in Bethlehem, he has been any number of things: a four-year Scholastic Scrimmage competitor and champion, captain of his cross-country team, editor-in-chief of the school newspaper, founder of his debate club, winner of multiple Model U.N. awards, two-time Pennsylvania Junior Academy of Science state champion, and a rare recipient of a perfect 1600 SAT score – and that’s all before he enters college, which is a scary thought.

“His credentials are phenomenal,” says his best friend, Nina Jain, whom he met in elementary school and became close with as they entered scholastic scrimmage competitions together. “His work ethic is incredible,” she then says, as if she’s mentally checking off a list of a model student’s prerequisites. “How else could he manage school, volunteering, work, and the dozens of other activities he’s involved in?”


Deborah Schenkel is equally amazed at her son’s ambitious schedule. “He packs so much in the day, it’s mind boggling,” she says. “From his extracurriculars to the things he does for leisure, I don’t know how he crams it all in. I guess it’s telling that he never napped as a kid, because he doesn’t ever need sleep.” 

 Schenkel is, at his age, part of the Internet generation, yet he possesses dual qualities of both an old, wise octogenarian and a curious and energetic toddler. One of his passions is playing bridge with senior citizens in his free time, only to follow up that activity with a thousand other activities teenagers tend to do. 



“He certainly as a quirky side,” Jain says. “Once, he sang and danced to a Chinese children’s song dressed up as Flavor Flav. And at Quiz Bowl competitions, he always ends up making dozens of friends by forcing them (and us, his team) to play Apples To Apples with him into the early hours of the morning.”


Another friend, Jordan Yadoo, notes Schenkel’s sincerity and candor, and his exceptional ability to connect. “After meeting someone new, Ben is capable of striking up an hour long conversation within minutes. He is the type of person who constantly opens himself up to all new kinds of experiences,” he says.


This is how Ben Schenkel became a Jeopardy! contestant.

The audition process for Jeopardy! is mainly two-fold, Schenkel explains. There is a written test, and an in-person screening. It’s no surprise that he nailed both. He explains what provoked him to give it a shot in the first place.

“I was at our national tournament in Chicago [for Quiz Bowl, through Moravian], and there were recruiters for the show there, and I was urged to audition,” Schenkel says. He admits that, once interested, the glory and the money he could receive from the opportunity slightly influenced him as well.  “They wanted to make sure we were telegenic. I upped the excitement, naturally, and was perkier than normal.” 

It would be roughly six months before Schenkel found out if he was accepted or not. In the interim after the audition, he brushed it off. Whatever happens, happens, he said. But it happened. 

He had made it in.

“I freaked out,” Schenkel says. “I went to bed shortly after and couldn’t get any sleep, fantasizing about what my free trip to Los Angeles would be like. I told my friends and teachers the next day… nearly everyone was keen on it. People were genuinely happy for me.”

Once it came time for the taping, Schenkel and his mother, sister and grandparents flew out to California, where he didn’t exactly feel like a rock star (“it wasn’t that luxurious,” he concedes), and began taping. Where one might feel intimidated by the competition – in the presence of 14 freakishly intelligent teens – Schenkel wasn’t fazed, and is more inclined to point out the typecasting on behalf of the producers.

“It almost seemed like they picked half of us to be well-adjusted, and the other half to be weird,” he says. “There was the girl who twitched. The girl who wrote novels in a month. The guy who wore different colored socks and who memorized every World Series.” What, then, does he think the producers may have characterized him as? “I was the Quiz Bowler. Maybe the most normal of the bunch,” he says, not at all defensively, but simply as a matter of fact. 

The tournament went on. Schenkel won two rounds and made it to the finals. He breezed through the shows, beating his competition, winning over the audience by giving dangerous wagers – betting all he had every time he came upon a Daily Double prompted even Trebek to marvel at his cunning  – and cementing himself as the front-runner to take the championship home.

The first two days in California were a dream come true. Everything was happening in exactly the way it was supposed to. And then he lost.


Defeat is hard for someone who rarely experiences it. It can take a significant toll on one’s psyche and well-being, and that’s what happened to Schenkel. His biggest problem was keeping a happy face for a month – if the results of the tournament leaked to the media, there could have been serious legal ramifications – while sitting with tremendous disappointment.  


“I got insecure about it,” Schenkel says. “It wasn’t that I lost confidence in myself, but I just started second guessing things here and there. I don’t know, I was also extremely bitter, so it put a damper on my usual extroversion too. It was just a rough time.”  


His mother admits it was tough. “I guess it was potentially embarrassing for Ben to stay quiet with the loss for a few weeks after the taping,” Deborah says. “He took it hard, thinking that he blew this lead and couldn’t even tell anyone.”


The airdate arrived. Naturally, the local media appointed Schenkel as newfound king of the Lehigh Valley, an heir apparent to former flash-in-the-pan local celebrities. The papers latched on to his story, and viewing parties were scheduled all across Bethlehem and Allentown for his appearance on the show. It was something of a hysteria, if not quite akin to Beatlemania. Schenkel grimaces at the thought now, because he couldn’t tell reporters and friends that they were bracing themselves for a letdown.


“A reporter from The Morning Call insisted on covering my final episode, and I didn’t want her to, obviously,” he says. “They thought I was being modest, when really, I wasn’t. They had her schlep to Wilmington where I was staying with my grandparents. Poor lady. I was miserable, and it showed.”


Nevertheless, he was heavily embraced by just about everyone – strangers included.


“Everyone was extremely thoughtful and supportive, on the whole. But there were some weirdoes on the Internet who started giving me a little too much attention. I even got a $25 check from a guy in Texas!,” he says.


Though Benmania died down as months passed, Schenkel still regularly gets recognized, and the Lehigh Valley still casts him as “the kid who was on Jeopardy!” If his disappointment with the show’s finish was one reason for his reluctance to embrace it a year later, perhaps the bigger reason is his worry that he will be known for nothing else for the rest of his life.  


It’s a disturbing revelation: the fear that he has already peaked at age 18.


“One of my correct buzzes in the quarterfinals was a question about the phrase ’15 minutes of fame’,” Schenkel says. “Even though I don’t want to be in the spotlight again for a while, I can’t help but feel that my 15 minutes have elapsed… and ignominiously at that.”


It’s a preposterous notion, to even suggest that someone with so many achievements and such a bright future ahead of him is not capable of topping a stint on Jeopardy! Schenkel is headed to Yale, yet he is worried that he won’t measure up to his past. When probed about college, though, he reveals something that does add weight to his claim.


“How could [Jeopardy!] not have helped me get in to Yale?” Schenkel poses. “My regional admissions officer wrote me a letter that said something like, ‘We don’t come across Jeopardy! superstars very often.’ I had intentionally omitted it from all my essays, because if I got in, it wasn’t going to be solely because of it. “

It’s an admirable measure, to be sure, but what prospective college student applying to an Ivy League university doesn’t include something like Jeopardy! in their letters? Instead, Schenkel wrote about his experience playing bridge, and his trip to Israel as part of the prestigious Bronfman Youth Fellowship.
“Yes, it [Jeopardy!] is a glitzy thing I’ve done,” he says, “but I didn’t want it to overshadow my hard work during the other six semesters of high school that they’d have to evaluate. I guess it’s a nice conversation starter, but I don’t want it to be a conversation ender.”

And there it is.  It’s the ultimate testament to a person who is making every effort he can to live a good, honest, and fair life. Schenkel probably knows he is the best, but he wouldn’t dare gloat about it – not because it would look bad, but because he can always do better. Perhaps the fear of peaking so early isn’t so much an actual legitimate concern, but more a source of motivation that ensures he is constantly looking to improve on his shortcomings.

“There is no way that Ben has peaked,” Jain says, definitively dispelling her best friend’s claim without delay. “Jeopardy! merely demonstrated how talented he is, and how much potential he has. I know he’ll accomplish whatever he sets out to do.” 


Yadoo, a student who spent last summer with Ben through the Bronfman fellowship, shares the same sentiment. “I recall a particular conversation we had one night in Israel where we opened up about [our] personal struggles and future goals,” he says. “I remember feeling extremely engaged and that an unusual sense of trust had entered our friendship. From that, I know he will flourish wherever he goes.” 


If any further evidence is needed to prove that Ben Schenkel is more than just the Jeopardy! kid, consider this: it’s been nearly impossible to reach him. 

It’s now late April, and he’s been away for the majority of the last week, covering as much ground as humanly possible. First, in an effort to do some last-minute campaigning for Hillary Clinton, he canvassed the Lehigh Valley, going door to door for the presidential candidate. Then, he traveled to Connecticut to attend an early orientation for incoming Yale freshmen. Tomorrow, he’s on his way to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania for another Quiz Bowl state championship, and then heads back to New England for a look at Harvard (the university has accepted him and offered him more financial aid, but he is still choosing Yale), missing a week of school in the process. This isn’t routine for someone who has supposedly reached his plateau with a game show. He’s apologized profusely for being too busy to return phone calls, and when he finally calls from a train station in New York en route to Harrisburg, his voice barely registers due to the locale’s crooked reception. 

“I’m running on three hours of sleep, and things have been very hectic, but I’ve had a blast,” he says.

It’s been a busy time for Schenkel lately, with this particular week serving as a microcosm for his post-Jeopardy! year. His world has moved at a whirlwind pace, and there is no sight of a standstill in the future. His mother says that he “operates on a million cylinders.” Judging by the out-of-breath Schenkel, who talks a mile-a-minute about his current exploits, that assessment is correct. He is excited about his present and his future. And after an exchange transpired at Yale that led him to re-evaluate things, perhaps he is finally coming to terms with his past.

“When I first got there,” he says, “another incoming freshman called out to me, ‘Ben Schenkel, I remember you! We tried out in Chicago for Jeopardy! together, and I watched you on the show!’” he says, without a hint of dismay in his voice. “We got to talking about everything, and she’s this great person who wanted to know everything else I’d been up to following the show. I realized, Jeopardy! isn’t what defines me. There’s so much more I can show people. In retrospect, the show was great, and I can’t have regrets. Because there’s so much more I’m capable of. Losing might have been the best thing to happen to me, because it’s humanized me and it’s made me aware of these things.”

He pauses for a second, then laughs. 

“Plus, it is pretty cool knowing I gave up the biggest lead in Jeopardy! history, isn’t it?”

