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All I Want for Christmas
Is My Thanksgiving Game

The headline in a recent Philadel-
phia Inquirer read: “Rivalries are OK,
but don’t mess with the playoffs.” In-
stantly, I thought, hmm, what if you
switch the first and last words and it
said: “Playoffs are OK, but don’t mess
with the rivalries”?

A week earlier, my old colleague
Tony Graham had a column in the
Asbury Park Press about the demise of
Thanksgiving rivalries. The main rea-
son: the playoffs.

There are well over 300 high schools
in New Jersey who have football teams.
And, seriously, probably around 50
every year have any chance of winning
a “state” title, otherwise known as a
sectional title. To play down to a single
winner in each group — as many states
do — it’s virtually impossible for the
good teams to have a late-season
Thanksgiving-type rivalry.

(Case in point: North Penn High
School in Lansdale, Pa., has a bitter
25-year-old rivalry with cross-town
Lansdale Catholic. But both have been
involved deep in the PIAA playoffs
recently, so they haven’t met the past
four Thanksgivings.)

And you know what happens when
a longtime tradition falls by the way-
side? It gets forgotten, quicker than
you’d think. Since the playoffs be-
came a reality in New Jersey, Ohio and
Pennsylvania in the mid-1970s,
Thanksgiving rivalries have dwindled
in importance, or even disappeared
(the biggest rivalry game in the coun-
try — Ohio’s Massillon vs. Canton
McKinley — is played on the Saturday
of Halloween weekend because of the
playoffs, which start their potential
five-week run the following week.

For those of us who grew up with
great rivalries (Red Bank-Long Branch
as a kid, then Plainfield-Westfield the
last 44 years), it’s just a shame. There
is nothing better than a Thanksgiving
morning game (which will most likely
outdraw almost any playoff game, by
the way), with the alumni gathering (if
they didn’t at the Jolly Trolley the
night before) and the cold wintry
weather and the memories of old
Thanksgiving games dancing in your
head.

(Case in point II: In Ohio, Massillon
played Canton McKinley in their an-
nual 10th game showdown on Oct. 29,
drawing a crowd of nearly 25,000.
Three weeks later, the two teams met
in the Regional championship game,
again on a Saturday at 2 p.m., and drew
16,000!)

Unfortunately, the way things have
become and the way they’re going, at
some point in the future the minority
of schools who are annually involved
with the playoffs at this time of year
(the finalists in the 20 different group-
ings plus a handful of others who usu-
ally contend) are going to win out over

PT. GUARD O’LEARY TO SET UP MILLER, SLODYCZKA

Lady Devil Cagers Eye Success
With Seasoned Sophomores
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Two years ago, the Westfield High
School girls basketball team went
winless and last year, with the arrival
of four talented freshmen, the Blue
Devils finished with a 9-13 record
and gave notice that, in the near fu-
ture, they were going to be one of the
top teams in the county. Now, this
team, comprised of four seasoned
sophomores and three juniors are
ready to make its mark on the county
and area scene.

“We are coming off a nine-win
season. I owe a lot, the fact that they
are seasoned, to their off-season when
they work together as a group. Many
of the parents help keep them com-
mitted to basketball. They show them
the importance of being committed
to a program,” said Blue Devil Head
Coach Joe Marino. “We want to shake
up the county a little bit and let people
know, when they come to our place,
they are going to have a battle on their
hands.”

Last year, forward Erin Miller, now
a sophomore, had a knack to weave
around or even drive through defend-
ers to score. She banged in 31 three-
pointers and led her team with 376
points. She also led the team in steals
with 85, was second in assists with 78
and pulled down 71 rebounds.

“Erin can take the ball to the basket
from any side of the court. She loves

banging it up inside, getting rebounds,
and she’s deadly from the outside.
She is an all-around great athlete and
a great player to coach. They all basi-
cally are. They listen to what you say
and they go out there and execute,”
said Marino.

Sophomore center Stephanie
Slodyczka led the Blue Devils with
179 rebounds last year while being
second in scoring with 252 points.

“Her biggest strength is she has
speed. She is smart on the court. She
has intelligence, great court sense.
She can also hit shots from the out-
side. She is a scrapper,” Marino said.

Sophomore point guard Gabrielle
O’Leary led the team in assists with
85 was the second chief thief with 44
steals and contributed 104 points.

“Gabby is the quarterback. She
knows she has to come down the
court. She has to see what’s going on.
She makes the calls. That’s the reason
Erin and Stephanie scored their points
last year because Gabby set the table
for them,” said Marino.

Sophomore Danielle Infantino dis-
played amazing tenacity defensively
last year and was second on the team
with 94 rebounds.

“Danielle is a scrappy player on
defense. She makes people turn the
ball over quite often. She’s under
control. On offense, when she gets
the ball, she can make it happen,”
Marino said.

Team captains forward Katie
Cronin and Casey El Kourey, both
juniors, each contributed 49 rebounds
last year.

“They are two great leaders. The
girls look up to them. Katie hits the
boards hard. She also can play a four
spot as a center. Casey is a utility
person. She can fit anywhere on the
court. All these girls are basically
interchangeable,” said Marino who
added. “On game day, we are going to
have a third captain.”

Junior LeAnne Skorge, who had a
lot of playing time last year, will add
strength at center.

“She is a big girl inside. She can
play the four-five spot. LeAnne is not
afraid to bang it up with people,” said
Marino.

Also, Marino presently intends to
use a few talented freshmen in Tara
Handza and Gabby Jacobs.

Marino feels that Union Catholic,
Roselle Catholic and Elizabeth may
be strong this season with reference
to Union County.

“We have to respect for every team
we play. We are in the Watchung
Conference and many of those teams
are also in Union County. There are a
lot of teams in the top 10 that we are
looking forward to playing this year
because we feel that maybe it’s our
turn to have a taste and having a little
respect. We are going to be very com-
petitive,” said Marino.

the majority of schools whose seasons
have long been over. If the playoffs
were to be done right, and played down
to a single champion in each Group, it
would make it very difficult to con-
tinue those annual Thanksgiving games
that some of us have come to cherish.

And there’s nothing that anybody
can do about it. I can remember going to
a Red Bank-Long Branch game back in
the early 1950s, when my dad was
sports editor at the Long Branch Daily
Record. I can still remember the Green
Wave backfield of Clarence (Bobo)
Reeves, Tony Ippolito, Bob Britton and
Tony Graziano. They ran the single
wing offense for coach Army Ippolito.

Westfield has played many games in
the playoffs since the current system
was started in 1974, but to be honest, the
only two I remember much about are
the two at Giants Stadium against
Barringer (1977) and Morristown
(1998). But Thanksgiving games, where
do we start? Sophomore Marty
Howarth’s two interceptions, fumble
recovery and touchdown-saving tackle
to give Les Zorge a 13-7 win in his final
game as coach in 1960 ... Norm
Krystopik running wild as Plainfield
handed Gary Kehler his first coaching
defeat in 1962 ... Frank Jackson’s four
touchdowns in a 1969 romp ... Joe
Monninger hitting 19 of 26 passes for
233 yards in 1970 ... The Ice Bowl and
WHS’s 12-6 win in 1971 ... Glen Kehler
scoring all 31 points in his final WHS
game in 1974 ... Dean Boylan’s 1-yard
sneak to win 9-6 in the rain in 1975 and
salvage a winning season ... Our vi-
cious 6-2 win over Uncle Miltie
Theodosatos in 1978 ... The 3-2 win the
following year after a playoff loss to
Livingston the previous Saturday ...
Plainfield’s 21-3 win in 1982 that was
Kehler’s final game as coach ... The
bitter 21-7 loss to Plainfield a week
before the 1998 state final ... Mike Mroz
and Matt Daly combining for nearly
200 yards rushing in a 42-25 win in
2000 ... Jan Cocozziello’s fourth-quar-
ter run down the sideline to pull out a
14-6 win in 2002 ... Plainfield’s 9-7 win
on a fourth-quarter safety in 2003.

I know I’m spittin’ into the wind and
that most likely the Thanksgiving Day
game will eventually go the way of the
Edsel or Betamax or the Westfield
White Diamond. I just hope it’s after
I’m long gone.

WHO DO YOU WANT?
A small sampling of verbal feed-

back has indicated there’s a split among
WHS fans as to whether they would
rather continue to play Plainfield on
Thanksgiving, or play Scotch Plains-
Fanwood, if that were to become a
possibility (which it currently isn’t).

Since The Den is a democratic place
(though not a capitalistic place, and
definitely not a republican place), we
are opening it up to you, the reader.

Just take 30 seconds and send us an e-
mail to the address at the bottom of the
column, saying which school, and why,
and we will produce the results in an
upcoming Den.

DEN TRIVIA
Who is the No. 2 all-time leading

boys basketball scorer at Westfield
High School? Hint: Bob King is No. 1
with 1,329 and Boo Bowers in No. 3 at
1,002.

THE MISSING YEARS
Jeff Gilbert and Jim Wilday (both

WHS class of 1961) apparently had a
little too much time on (or something
in) their hands recently and while dis-
cussing sports rivalries came up with
an interesting question: Why did
Westfield not play Scotch Plains or
Cranford in football for almost 30
years?

Westfield defeated Scotch Plains 20-
0 in 1929, and lost to Cranford 21-16 in
1932, and then did not play either
again on the gridiron until 1961, when
all three belonged to the Watchung
Conference. It’s an interesting ques-
tion. We played both schools in other
sports during that time period, just not
in football.

The Den will look into this one, but
probably not until after swim season.
Any old-timers out there who can help
out?

MASSILLON FALLS
In another wild game, in the Ohio

big school championship at the Akron
Rubber Bowl, my (adopted) Massillon
Tigers came up short of unbeaten Cin-
cinnati St. Xavier, 21-17. A tough end-
ing to an awesome season for a team I
would still rank in the top five high
school teams I’ve ever seen.

And congrats to Phillipsburg, for
going 12-0 and proving that it may
have a solid argument as New Jersey’s
No. 1 team after a 15-6 win over
Piscataway in the North Section 2
Group 4 final. And double congrats to
St. Peter’s Prep, for shutting up the big
online loudmouths from Don Bosco
Prep 22-15 in the Non-Public Group 4
final!

TRIVIA ANSWER
Bob Felter, a sweet-shooting 6-foot-

5 forward with inside moves way ahead
of his time, finished with 1,094. He
had 254 in 1963 as a sophomore (aver-
aging 10.6 points per game playing on
same team as King), 356 as a junior
(18.8 ppg) and 484 as a senior (22.0
ppg). WHS was 44-16 during his three
years, and won two (1963, ’65) of the
three Union County Tournament cham-
pionships the school has won (the other
was in 1959).

The Devil’s Den appears Thursday
in The Westfield Leader during the
scholastic sports season. Contact us
with comments, suggestions or trivia
questions at bj1019@aol.com. Go
Devils!

Devil’s Den

By BRUCE JOHNSON
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times
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For all your mortgage needs Call ERA Mortgage at 888-421-3813

Visit us at burgdorff.com to see all our homes for sale.

16 Offices Throughout New Jersey
Owned and Operated By NRT Incorporated

If you’re thinking of selling…
find out why Burgdorff, ERA 

listings in Westfield and surrounding
towns on average sell for

higher*

than the rest of the MLS.

Contact a Burgdorff Professional today.

Extraordinary Professionals Exceeding Expectations.
* Based on the average list price/sale price ratios from GSMLS data for period 6/03-6/04 

for Westfield, Cranford, Fanwood, Garwood, Mountainside, Scotch Plains

In Westfield

WESTFIELD $1,510,000 WESTFIELD $999,900

WESTFIELD $1,095,000 WESTFIELD $1,098,000

Exceptional “Wychwood” Colonial brimming with charm and quiet sophistication.
Completely updated in 2005. 10 rooms, 4 Bedrooms, 3.5 stunning baths, 3
fireplaces, gourmet Kitchen and so much more!

Wonderful Colonial/Victorian home with wrap-around porch, move-in condition,
high ceilings, pocket doors, beautiful floors, newer roof, Kitchen and baths,
updated electric and plumbing.  Near town and train.

Charm, quality and quiet elegance radiate throughout this stunning 10-room
center hall Colonial built in 1934.  Large Family Room and Master Suite
addition 1998, 2 fireplaces, Central Air Conditioning, lovely property with
heated, in-ground pool.  Close to town, schools and transportation.

Vintage Victorian!  Wonderful updated home with a wrap around porch, open
floor plan, gourmet Kitchen, Family Room, wine cellar, 5 Bedrooms, 2.5 baths
and is close to train and town.

David B. Corbin for The Westfield Leader and The Times
WORKING ON DEFENSIVE DRILLS…Blue Devils Tara Handza, front, Gabrielle O’Leary, center, and Erin Miller go
over defensive drills during a practice session.


