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Raider Golfers Prevail, Claim
Union County Tourney Title

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 15

Devil’s Den

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

WHS or Job Security?
Always An Easy Choice

It was an innocent phone call, one
of hundreds and hundreds that come
in to the Dorf Feature Service of The
Star-Ledger every night of every week
during the scholastic sports season.
This one was from the Summit tennis
coach, reporting his team’s match
with Chatham.

Simple enough, but with a twist.
We got to talking and somehow things
came around to the Asbury Park Press
and the Plainfield Courier-News,
where I had started out in newspapers
back in January 1969.

“Did you know John Curley?” the
coach asked of the corporate giant
head of the Gannett Corporation.

Momentarily taken aback by the
question, I recovered and said, “Sure,
I think I was the first guy he ever
fired.”

“How’d that happen, if you don’t
mind my asking. I’ve known John a
long, long time,” the coach said. “He
started out at the Asbury Park Press,
I think. But then he joined Gannett.
And he was very gung-ho to succeed
there.”

And with that I proceeded to tell
him the story of the first time I was
fired (there’s six or seven now, I’ve
lost count), back in the late fall/early
winter of 1971.

“First off, you have to understand
that he was this big, corporate-lad-
der-climbing kind of guy, wearing a
suit to work and all that. We were
definitely from opposite sides of the
fence, so to speak. And this was like
1970 or so, when Plainfield and New-
ark and Trenton were being torn apart
by the race riots. Gannett was already
looking to move the Courier-News
out of Plainfield to the wide-open
spaces (at least back then) of
Bridgewater.

“So anyhow, Curley was living out
in Bridgewater, and his kids were in
Bridgewater schools. Well it turns
out Bridgewater was growing pretty
fast, and actually had expanded to
two high schools at the time, East and
West. East was pretty good in foot-
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ball. But Westfield was in the middle
of its 48-game unbeaten streak and
was ranked No. 1 in the entire state.
Obviously, they were also No. 1 in
our area. In fact, they’d been the
Courier’s No. 1 team every week
since I’d been there, which was 26
weeks in a row.

“Well, Thanksgiving Day in 1971
was one of the worst storms ever.
There were, I think, only six Thanks-
giving games played that day be-
cause of the sleet, snow, hail, freezing
rain, etc., and one of them was
Westfield-Plainfield. Gary Kehler, our
coach, didn’t believe in postponing
anything, so the two teams slopped
around for four quarters. Westfield
won 12-6 with all three touchdowns
coming as the result of a punting
situation, a bad hike, a fumbled hike,
a blocked kick. Bridgewater East post-
poned its game with West from Thurs-
day until Monday, to get optimum
field conditions and won easily.

“So I come in to work that Tuesday
night to do my weekly Top 10 story
and there’s a note from the sports
editor, George Govlick, that Westfield
and Bridgewater East are co-No. 1
and to write ‘my’ story accordingly. I
had voted Bridgewater No. 5 (behind
WHS, Plainfield, SP-F and some other
team) so I was pretty sure they couldn’t
be tied for No. 1, especially after
asking three of the other voters, who
all voted WHS No. 1. I called Govlick
and he said, ‘Mr. Curley declared
them co-No. 1.’ Simple as that. So I
said, ‘Well, have Mr. Curley write the
******* story then.’ We went back
and forth and (surprisingly) I caved.
But I remember my lead to this day:
‘In a move that will shock anybody
who knows anything about high
school football in Central Jersey, the
Courier-News has named Westfield
(which has been the No. 1 team for
like three years running) and
Bridgewater East co-No. 1.’

“Then we picked our All-Area team.
We were the first paper in the state to
pick separate offensive and defensive
teams, 22 players. We had five guys
from Westfield, and three from
Bridgewater East, which is all the
East coach nominated. Curley finds
out, and AFTER we’ve contacted all
the kids about photos, says we have to
have the same number of kids from
Westfield and Bridgewater, so either
drop two Westfield or add two
Bridgewater. ‘No way I’m doing that,’
I told Govlick. ‘No way.’ I’m not sure
what happened after that, but the pho-
tos were taken, with five Westfield
and three Bridgewater.

“No big deal yet, but things started
to deteriorate a couple days later. The
Newark Evening News was on strike,

leaving the then-pathetic Star-Led-
ger as the ‘state’s paper.’ When the
Ledger’s lead sports headline read:
IT’S OFFICIAL! WESTFIELD IS
NO. 1, well, I went and bought 10
copies, cut out the headline and took
it into Curley’s office, where I pro-
ceeded to Scotch tape it on his clock,
his door, his chair, his typewriter, his
phone, his slide-out drawer, his win-
dow, and several other places.

“Maybe he saw the black humor in
that, who knows? But I heard nothing
about it. Then came the coup de grace.
A couple days later, the NJSIAA came
out with its own Top 25 rankings.
WHS was No. 1, Plainfield and Scotch
Plains-Fanwood were both like 8-1
and ranked high, and Bridgewater
East was maybe 23 or 25. So, me
being me, I made 10 copies of the
NJSIAA rankings and returned that
night to Curley’s office, where I re-
Scotch taped the new rankings in the
same spots as on the previous visit.

“The next night I get a call from the
editor that Mr. Curley would like to
see me in the morning. The jig was
up. We met in his recently cleaned-up
office. He told me I might have a
future in the newspaper business, but
it would not be at the Courier-News.
He asked me if I had anything to say.
I asked him if I was getting my final
check from him or if it would be
mailed to me, and that Westfield
would’ve kicked Bridgewater East’s
(butt). He handed me the check and I
left.”

The Summit coach was howling at
this point. “That sounds like John,”
he said.

Now John Curley is comfortably
retired, probably playing golf some-
where and sipping mint juleps in South
Carolina or Georgia on his huge
Gannett retirement pension. And I’m
61, going on 21 (sometimes 81), writ-
ing the Devil’s Den and going to as
many Blue Devil athletic events as I
can. Thirty-eight years in the busi-
ness, and I’ve bounced around more
than a pinball machine. So, given a
chance at reliving my life from that
fateful week, a chance to redo that
immature moment, one time to not be
an over-dramatic Blue Devil backer,
would I do anything different?

Yeah, actually I would. Next time
I’d use cement or some kind of per-
manent glue instead of Scotch tape,
and I’d do his car and house, too.

STATE TOURNEY TIME
The state baseball tournament starts

tomorrow and can somebody tell me
any reason why a team with a three-
man starting rotation of Evan Shapiro,
Pete Antonelli and Chris Jenkins can’t
make a serious run at the North 2
Group 4 title? Given the talent over

the years at WHS, it’s amazing that
there have been just two sectional
titles in school history (1948 awarded
by the NJSIAA, and 1988 won on the
field). This year’s group may not be
the most talented of Bob Brewster’s
25 teams, but it is a fun group, playing
better than most people expected and
more than capable of winning the
three or four games needed to win the
title. Bayonne, Bridgewater-Raritan,
Newark East Side, Elizabeth, Lin-
den, North Hunterdon, Phillipsburg,
Union and Watchung Hills are other
solid teams in one of the state’s deep-
est sections. But none of them are
scary good.

Softball finds WHS in a very tough
section, one that includes Bridgewater,
defending state champion North
Hunterdon, a Union team that’s taken
two of three from WHS, and Linden,
which ousted the Devils from the UCT
in Friday’s semifinals. Tara Pignoli’s
girls just finished one of the wildest
weeks in school softball history, with
back-to-back 10-inning games, one a
loss (Union) and one a win (South
Plainfield). Pignoli, who has just three
senior starters, got some good news
when WHS won the UCT jayvee tour-
nament final 1-0 over Union.

With rumors swirling that this is
Gerry Benaquista’s final year as la-
crosse coach, can WHS send him out
with a state title? The two main com-
petitors look to be Ridgewood and
Randolph, both of whom beat WHS
is tremendous games earlier this sea-
son. With Chris Mattes starting things
on the faceoffs, it’s going to be very
interesting.

Unless there’s an upset of biblical
proportions, WHS will face defend-
ing state tennis champion Bridgewater
in the sectional final. Then it will be
probably Ridgewood, and then West
Windsor-Plainsboro South (or possi-
bly Cherry Hill East) in the Group 4
semis and final, and then on to the
Tournament of Champions.

DEVIL OF THE WEEK
This week’s free sub from Al the

Owner at Westfield Subs (261 South
Avenue East) goes to Chris Mattes.
The senior continued to dominate in
faceoffs, he’s won over 75 percent on
the season, as WHS (10-4) beat highly
ranked Chatham (Mattes won 15 of
21 faceoffs), lost in triple overtime to
Randolph (14 of 19), lost to Madison
(12 of 18), defeated Columbia (14 of
18) and topped Mendham (16 of 22),
as Mattes celebrated his birthday.

The Devil’s Den appears Thursday
in The Westfield Leader during the
scholastic season. Contact us with
comments, complaints and sugges-
tions at bj1019@aol.com. GO DEV-
ILS!

with a 77, which was a very good
round for him. Then we were solid
coming in. We are solid one through
six. That’s what made us a decent
team this year,” said coach Ciccotelli.

Just before the start of the Union
County Tournament (UCT),
Campbell said, “We are playing on
their home course. It puts us at a little
disadvantage but I still think we have
a better team.”

The Raiders were indeed the better
team at the UCT, placing four in the
top-10. Liebowitz (42-42) was the only
Blue Devil to make the top-10, finish-
ing in a three-way tie for second at the
end of regulation with an 84 but slip-
ping to third behind Brearley’s Bill
Sues and ahead of Cranford’s Rob
Baer after a playoff. Campbell (46-39)
and Mueller (44-41) tied for fifth with
an 85 and teammate Matt Plagge (42-
44) tied for eighth with an 86.

Campbell had a “rough” time – due

to the high roughs – in the front nine,
as did most of the competitors, but he
also had a tough time with the
hedgerow behind the first tee – not
quite as tough as the Allied Forces had
just after D-Day during World War II.

“It was brutal, like a U.S. Open
setup except the fairways were not as
narrow,” said coach Ciccotelli. “If
you were in the rough, you had no
shots to the green.”

Campbell recovered well from his
front nine woes and his 39 score was
the lowest on the back nine.

“Colin’s low round on the back
nine was because he kept out of the
rough,” Ciccotelli pointed out. “We
had a great group of kids who hung in
there and played smart. It was great!”

TEAM TOTALS:
1. Scotch Plains-Fanwood 333, 2.

Westfield 353, 3. Jonathan Dayton 366,
4. AL Johnson 369, 5. Oratory 373, 6.
Cranford 387, 7. Roselle Park 397, 8.
Governor Livingston 412

Softball Tigers Stun
Blue Devils in UCT

Alexis Free smashed a three-run
triple in the second inning and added
an RBI single in the fourth to lead
sixth-seeded Linden to a 4-3 victory
over the second-seeded Westfield
High School softball team in the semi-
finals of the Union County Tourna-
ment in Linden on May 11.

Blue Devil Erin Scialabba beat out
an inside-the-park home run in the
third inning to make the score, 3-2.
Cyndil Matthew scored on a pickoff
attempt miscue in the fifth.

David B. Corbin for The Westfield Leader and The Times
HAVING A “ROUGH” TIME…Blue Devil Tim Jacob whacks his ball out of the
high rough on the third fairway.

David B. Corbin for The Westfield Leader and The Times
READY TO TEE OFF…Pictured, left to right, are: Steve Zychowski (Oratory),
Dan Liebowitz (Westfield), Reid Kelly (Governor Livingston) and Raider Colin
Campbell who are ready for the first tee.
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WESTFIELD $739,000 WESTFIELD $1,195,000

WESTFIELD $779,900

WESTFIELD $695,000

Very charming and pristine center hall Colonial with 8 rooms in-
cludes 4 Bedrooms, 2.1 baths, beautiful oak floors throughout, 6-
panel doors, crown molding, great room flow,  wonderful Kitchen
with newer stainless appliances and large pantry.  Great closet space.
Excellent condition inside and out!

Situated off a private lane, this one of a kind home offers 7 rooms
and includes 4 Bedrooms, 3.1 baths and is inviting and full of clas-
sic charm.  Set on a gently rising knoll, this gracious home has views
of Brightwood & Gregory’s Pond.  The tranquil setting can be en-
joyed from the porch and deck.

Elegant, 3-year young Colonial with 8 rooms features 4 Bedrooms,
2.1 baths, 2-story foyer, brick and vinyl siding, 2-zone heat and CAC,
huge Master Bedroom and Master bath with stall shower and soak-
ing tub and closets galore.

Beautifully renovated 5 Bedroom, 3 bath home in fabulous loca-
tion.  Includes newer cherry Kitchen with granite and stainless steel
appliances, breakfast room/den with bay window, large Family Room,
newer baths, refinished hardwood floors, 2-car garage, finished base-
ment with wine closet.

Old world charm and up-to-date amenities in this lovely Colonial
with 8 rooms, 4 Bedrooms, 1.5 baths, chestnut moldings, box beam
ceilings, custom Kitchen with granite counters and stainless steel
appliances, newer bath and Formal Dining Room.

Experience all the space this wonderful Colonial has to offer!  Spa-
cious 9 rooms includes 4 Bedrooms, 2.1 baths, Eat-In Kitchen with
newer appliances and new granite counters, Formal Dining Room,
gleaming hardwood floors throughout.  Very tastefully decorated.


