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Devil’s Den

By BRUCE JOHNSON
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WHS Wrestling Has
An Impressive History

If anybody ever compiled a list of
championships — both team and indi-
vidual — for the WHS wrestling pro-
gram, the numbers would be pretty
staggering. It would look something
like this:

Union County Tournament team
champions: 8.

Union County Tournament indi-
vidual champions: 50.

State sectional team champions: 2.
District team champions: 24.
District individual champions: 170.
Regional individual champions: 37.
State individual champions: 11.
But that’s all old news, as far as WHS

wrestling is concerned. Most of those
numbers happened between 1959 and
1990. The recent news is not quite as
pretty a picture. Two years ago, forced
to forfeit as many as eight or nine
weight classes every match, the team
was winless. At the county champion-
ships two weeks ago, WHS had one
runner-up, one third and a pair of
fourths, finishing 10th in the team stand-
ings. The winning team was Brearley.
Brearley? That little school in
Kenilworth?

The times they are a’changin’, for
sure.

With districts coming up this week-
end, it’s a good time to look back at the
tradition that is/was WHS wrestling.
There are still quality kids working
hard in “the room” every day, led by
seniors Colin Mackay (24-4) and Mark
Boyd (22-8), both returning district
champs, and standout sophomore John
Barnes (24-7). But long gone are the
days when coach Gary Kehler could’ve
sent the junior varsity to the district
meet and still had a decent chance of
coming home with the team title. Coach
Glen Kurz does as good a job as any-
body with the talent that comes out for
the grueling sport, but we all know that

Devil of the Week
Kevin Everly

Boys basketball

a serious wrestler is a different breed of
cat. And it’s just possible that the
Westfield kids of the 21st century aren’t
quite as willing to make the needed
sacrifices like the kids did back when
WHS was a state power.

The first WHS wrestling team was in
the winter of 1939-40, started by a man
named Harper Adams. The team prac-
ticed and competed at Roosevelt Junior
High School, but it lasted just two
seasons, one as a club team and one as
a varsity team (going 0-7 but with few
forfeits), forced to disband due to World
War II and restrictions placed on the
public. It wasn’t until the 1957-58
school year that the program was resur-
rected. After one club season, it went
full-time varsity in 1958-59.

It may be difficult for today’s readers
to realize that as great as Kehler’s foot-
ball teams were in the 1960s and ’70s,
that’s also how good his wrestling teams
were. Over his 22 seasons, WHS went
239-45-10, and was usually ranked in
the state’s top 10 (the 1973 team fin-
ished No. 2, behind Phillipsburg). And
that was going against the best compe-
tition of the day: Phillipsburg,
Hunterdon Central, Seton Hall Prep,
Montclair, Piscataway, Millburn, SP-
F, Cranford, Union, Middletown, etc.

Talk about powerful, the unbeaten
1967 and ’73 WHS teams each had
nine district champions — and that’s
out of just 12 weights, not the 14 of
today.

Kehler stepped down following the
1981 season and spent a couple years
assisting Don MacDonald. The
MacDonald years were generally very
good, with the pinnacle coming in 1990
— with Kurz as a standout 130-pounder
— when the team went 16-2 and reached
the state Group 4 final, losing 39-18 to
Madison Central (now Old Bridge).

There have been some really good
individuals since then — Cory Posey,
Onur Tezucar, Ethan Powell and Rob
Mench come to mind — but the num-
bers have fallen way off. Every good
wrestling team in New Jersey is the
result of a good youth feeder program,
which starts at the third or fourth grade
level. Look this year at Hackettstown
(ironically, Gary Kehler’s alma mater)
and Brearley. Both have a group of
wrestlers who were on fantastic youth
teams about six or so years ago. That’s
how high schools have success. During
WHS’s wrestling glory years, there was
a seemingly never-ending stream of
talent every year. Need proof? Guess
who was on the WHS junior varsity
team in 1971? Hint: he went on to be a
Big Ten, NCAA and world champion,
and also a two-time Olympian. Yup, it
was Chris Campbell.

This year’s team finished 10-10, and
who knows what that record would’ve
been without all the forfeits. Barnes is
the leader of a young and talented group

that includes Nick DeFreitas, Joe
Panarese, Sam Reichbach, Robbie
Granstrand (a county JV champ),
Wendel Hammond, Drew Bergin, plus
freshmen Bryan Henry, Ryan Jennings
and Chris Tomasso.

“Those freshmen could all contrib-
ute next year if they put in the off-
season work that this year’s varsity
kids did,” Kurz said. “And there’s an
awesome class of seventh graders that
I’m waiting for. You have to feel good
about the future.”

Maybe this will be the group that
helps the home-grown Kurz — who
had a 77-30-2 record, including two
district and one region title, during his
four years of varsity wrestling — re-
turn WHS to respectability. We may
not be Phillipsburg or Paulsboro, but
WHS wrestling does have quite a grand
tradition.

PRIME TIMERS
Speaking of wrestling, we got to

wondering which WHS wrestlers had
the best won-loss record in dual meets
against SP-F? The following is a list of
the best, with a minimum of three wins
(and remember, freshman weren’t eli-
gible for varsity sports until 1977-78
school year).

4-0: Marc Wolin, Lowell Higgins
(three pins), Mike Giacone, Glen Kurz
(with four pins), Kevin Sullivan (three
pins), Jeff Checchio (three pins) and
Chris Jordan.

3-0: Doug Wight, Dave Morash, Rich
Gottlick, Mark Dennis, Dave Brown,
Jerry Gottlick, Dave Tinnesz, Joe Bir-
mingham, Tom Shields, Rob O’Hara,
Onur Tezucar, Rob Mench (two pins)
and Jake Kramer.

3-1: John Schaefer, John Povalac
(three pins), Cory Posey (three pins),
Mike Baly, Ethan Powell, Colin
Mackay.

BOWLING UPDATE
Congrats to the WHS bowlers, who

rolled to a relatively easy win in the
North Section 2 Group 4 tournament
last Saturday at Eagle Rock Lanes in
West Orange. It was the fifth sectional
title in six years for coach Mike Tirone’s
keglers. Juniors Brett Ettinger (692
series) and Eric Curiale (637) and se-
nior Harrison Mercade (634) led the
way, with help from juniors Jesse Embry
and Arley Rojas.

HOOPS UPDATE
The boys are seeded 11th in North 2

Group 4 of the state tournament and
will open Feb. 26 at sixth-seeded
Irvington. WHS won 54-39 on the road
over the Campers/Blue Knights back
on Jan. 13.

The girls earned a No. 5 seed in
North 2 Group 4 and will host No. 12
North Hunterdon, also on Feb. 26. The
game will be a rematch from last year’s
state tournament, when North
Hunterdon humbled WHS out in
Clinton. It should be a good gauge of

exactly how far Joe Marino’s team has
come.

Proving that legendary football coach
Bear Bryant was right when he said,
“I’d rather be lucky than good,” the
WHS boys got coach Kevin Everly
started on his second 100 victories (see
Devil of the Week below) last Saturday
with a 59-58 overtime win over Ber-
nards. The Mountaineers looked like
they’d win in regulation, but their top
scorer made just one of two free throws
with .6 of a second left. The game went
into overtime and WHS won on a late
3-pointer by Mike Venezia.

UCT UPDATE
The Blue Devils continued to pile up

county championships the last two
weeks, with the bowlers, and boys and
girls swim teams giving WHS three so
far this winter. That comes after five
county crowns in the fall (boys cross
country, gymnastics, girls soccer, girls
tennis and volleyball) and gives WHS
eight county titles in 12 sports so far
this school year.

For the bowlers the title was espe-
cially sweet because it came on the
heels of a shocking regular-season loss
to Scotch Plains-Fanwood. The Raid-
ers, it should be noted, are coached by
James Mason, a member of the Class of
1967 at WHS and the younger brother
of former WHS baseball slugger Charlie
Mason.

For the boys swim team it was the
eighth straight county title, 50th in the
last 51 years and 53rd in the meet’s 56
years, a record unmatched anywhere in
the country. The girls captured their
15th in a row and 25th in the meet’s 30-
year history. P.J. Harley and Alexi
Kuska were the meet’s lone double
individual winners, and both also swam
on a pair of winning relays.

Speaking of swimming, both WHS
teams will be in action at the Y in the
state Public A North Section 2 semifi-
nals, the girls at home today against
Morristown and the boys hosting SP-F
tomorrow, both at 2:45 p.m. These
meets will close out the home season
and also be the final home meets for all
the WHS seniors.

DEVIL OF THE WEEK
For the first time, this week’s free

sub from Al the Owner at Westfield
Subs (261 South Avenue East) goes to
a coach. Kevin Everly picked up his
100th boys basketball coaching vic-
tory at WHS last week. And he did it
with a 61-49 win over SP-F, which
always counts bonus points toward
being Devil of the Week. (That win
gave WHS an 18-5-1 record in head-to-
heads with SP-F this school year, for
those keeping count.)

The Devil’s Den appears Thursday
in the Westfield Leader during the scho-
lastic season. Contact us with com-
ments, suggestions or complaints at
bj1019@aol.com. GO DEVILS!

Hilltoppers Top UCT Track,
Viking Girls 4th, Raiders 5th
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“We are hoping she (Eppinger) will
win! She is our best bet and we should
get some points in the 4x4. We got a
third in the dash and, I think, we got
a fourth in the quarter. We got a sixth
in the mile from Jill Roth, which was
unexpected. Hopefully, Sam
(Samantha Peters) will score in the
eight (880).”

Peters did finish fourth with a time
of 2:35.2 and Blue Devil Catherine
Cognetti put on a strong kick on the
final lap to win her heat and place
fifth overall in the 880-yard run with
a time of 2:36.2 ahead of Raider Kim
Appezzato at 2:36.3.

“I kind of hung in the back. Then
with two laps to go, I was full of
energy so I had to start up my footing,
work my way up. By the time I had
one lap to go, I just went. I ran the
outside lane the whole last lap,” ex-
plained Cognetti.

Blue Devils Marlena Sheridan,
Tessa Schaaf, Cognetti and Christina
Obiajulu took third in the 4x440-
yards with a time of 4:30. The Vi-
kings finished fifth with a time of
4:30.3 and the Raiders crossed sixth
at 4:32.4.

On February 5 at the Varsity Clas-
sic at the New York Armory, Schaaf
set a Westfield High School record in
the 400 meters with a time of 1:01.1.

“She had a 61.1 and it was held by
Katie Werthheimer – Blue Devil girls
soccer Head Coach – who used to be
Katie Egan (1998) who used to run
for us,” noted Blue Devil coach Jen
Buccino.

Also at that meet, Rose Driscoll
(2:29.35), Ayn Wisler (2:27.43),
Cognetti (personal-best 2:25.93) and
Obiajulu (2:23.61) finished sixth over-
all in the 4x800 with a season-best
9:46.3 to qualify them for the Eastern
States meet.

Plainfield’s Jahlisa Smith set a new

meet record in the 880 race with a
time of 2:23.7, breaking the former
record of 2:26.8 set by Elizabeth
Persichetty of Oak Knoll in 1985.

TEAM TOTALS:
1. Summit (S) 54, 2. Cranford (C) 38,

3. Union (U) 36, 4. Union Catholic (UC)
32, 5. Scotch Plains-Fanwood (SPF) 30,
6. Rahway (R) 20, 7. Plainfield (P) 18, 8.
Kent Place (K) 17, 9. Westfield (W), Lin-
den (L), Dayton (D) 8, 12. Governor
Livingston (GL) 6, 13. Roselle (Ro) 4. 14.
Brearley (B), Johnson (J) 2, 15. Roselle
Catholic (RC) 1

INDIVIDUAL WINNERS:
60-YARD DASH: Andrea Butler (R) 7.4
440-YARD: Butler (R) 1:03.3
880-YARD: Jahlisa Smith (P) 2:23.7
(meet record)
ONE-MILE: Samantha Lee (S) 5:29.1
TWO-MILE: Laura Gallo (C) 12:18.5
60-YARD HURDLES: Ashley Battle (U)
8.4
HIGH JUMP: Katie Eppinger (UC) 5’1”
SHOT PUT: Lauryn Adams (SPF) 37’1”
ONE-MILE RELAY: U (Tolu Oyetunde,
Dejahna Claiborne, Ugonna Ndu, Zainab
Bisiolu) 4:25.9

FANWOOD $455,000 MOUNTAINSIDE $599,000

WESTFIELD $1,349,000 WESTFIELD $449,900

SCOTCH PLAINS $579,900

WESTFIELD $750,000

On a cul-de-sac, this updated Colonial offers 4 Bedrooms, 2
baths, Living Room with fireplace, beautiful Kitchen.  Within
minutes to NYC transportation, schools and town.  Ready for
immediate occupancy.

Ideal location and affordably priced!  Come see this beautifully main-
tained 3 Bedroom, 2 bath Colonial/Split in Mountainside, border-
ing on Westfield and close to shops and NYC transportation.  Larger
than it seems.  A must see!

Heart of Wychwood, this gracious 4 Bedroom Colonial is embel-
lished by beautiful features and classic design.  A stunning home!

Westfield charm!  Charming Colonial enlivened by classic mold-
ings, custom built-ins, hardwood floors, archways and copious win-
dows, 3 Bedrooms, 2.5 baths, fireplace, porch, deck and patio.  Great
location!

Beautiful Wychwood Colonial offers 3 Bedrooms, gourmet Kitchen
and is close to town, NYC train.

Bright and airy Split features a sunny Living Room with vaulted
ceiling, Formal Dining Room, spacious Family Room, Kitchen with
breakfast bar, Master Bedroom with full bath and office, 3 Bedrooms,
2 full baths, park-like setting.

David B. Corbin for The Westfield Leader and The Times
TAKING THE LEAD…Blue Devil Ayn Wisler takes an early lead in her heat of
the one-mile run at the Union County Tournament.

David B. Corbin for The Westfield Leader and The Times
GOING THROUGH THE MOTIONS…Raider Erin Rossi practices her form
prior to competing in the UCT shot put event. Rossi finished fourth with a shove
of 32’7”.


