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Devil’s Den

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

Thanksgiving Games Give
Extra Meaning to the Day

I feel sorry for those football teams
and towns, not just in New Jersey but
across the country, that no longer have
Thanksgiving Day games. And I feel
sorrier for those pathetic souls who
cry on the internet chat rooms about
“meaningless” Thanksgiving Day
games, when there’s “more impor-
tant” games to be played the following
weekend, i.e., state playoff games.

How many state playoff finals do
you think will have bigger crowds
than last Thursday’s 104th meeting of
WHS and Plainfield? How about
Phillipsburg, which will play three
playoff games this fall whose com-
bined attendance will not equal the
crowd of 14,500 at its Thanksgiving
Day game with Easton (Pa.).

No, the “meaningless games” are
actually the playoff games, the ones
where teams think they’re win a “state
championship” for merely winning
their section. Winning those games is
nice, for about 30 seconds. Then it’s

over. Winning your Thanksgiving
game, especially against a long-time
rival – like WHS-Plainfield, Roselle-
Roselle Park, Haddonfield-Haddon
Heights, Long Branch-Red Bank,
P’burg-Easton, Millville-Vineland,
Burlington City-Palmyra, Riverside-
Florence, Neptune-Asbury Park, South
Hunterdon-Delaware Valley (formerly
Lambertville vs. Frenchtown) – that is
what high school sports are all about.
Those wins are forever.

The old friends and the old alumni
returning, the old-timers out there
along the fences … Thanksgiving
morning … and, if everybody is lucky,
it’s a cold, crisp, gray, overcast day.
Those days are forever.

My second favorite rivalry is P’burg
vs. Easton. It’s like WHS vs. SP-F, but
with a river separating the two towns.
In 2004 Easton was in the Pennsylva-
nia state playoffs, and its state
quarterfinal game was scheduled for
the Saturday after Thanksgiving. The
PIAA wanted Easton to cancel the
P’burg game. That request was quickly
turned down by Easton. When the
PIAA wouldn’t move the game to
Sunday, the Rovers went ahead and
played twice in 48 hours, beating un-
beaten P’burg on Thanksgiving, and
unbeaten George Washington of Phila-
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delphia two days later. Many people
thought Rovers coach Steve Shiffert
was crazy, but he made it very clear
which game was “more important” to
Easton, and that anything else was
gravy. Given a choice between WHS
winning a sectional title or beating
SP-F, I’d pick beating SP-F every time.
That’s what rivalries are all about.

Things change. Some call it
progress. And in many parts of New
Jersey, there now are no Thanksgiving
Day games. Who knows what the
people, who run high school football
in NJ, will do over the next few years?
They’re always tinkering, sometimes
for the good, sometimes not so much.

It’s like with the new Mid-State 40
Football Conference that WHS will be
in next year.

It’s nice that WHS gets matchups
with Group 4 schools like Watchung
Hills, Bridgewater-Raritan, North
Hunterdon and Montgomery (a com-
bined 15-25), instead of Kearny,
Irvington, Shabazz and East Side. But
if it wasn’t for the dumb playoffs and
stupid power points, we might still be
playing former rivals like Rahway,
A.L. Johnson, Summit and Gov.
Livingston (a combined 30-14), or
Cranford.

Who knows what will happen next?
But if you don’t think my Thanksgiv-
ing dinner – three White Castle double
cheeseburgers on the drive to work –
didn’t taste better last Thursday be-
cause WHS had beaten Plainfield, and
because I got to see a lot of old friends,
while enjoying a great high school
football game on a cool, crisp, gray,
overcast day, you’d be wrong.

FOOTBALL UPDATE
WHS’s final record was 7-3, giving

coach Jim DeSarno a three-year record
of 20-11, with a yearly improvement of
6-4, 7-4, 7-3. With a once-beaten junior
varsity and unbeaten freshman team
joining a long list of returning veterans,
next fall figures to be another good one.
DeSarno became the first WHS coach
to beat Plainfield in his first three years
of coaching, though it’s been three
barnburners: 17-7, 28-27 and 21-19.
Joe Freeman also beat PHS the first
three times – 1941, ’44, ’45 – but they
weren’t consecutive years because the
schools did not play any athletic events
in ’42 and ’43 after PHS walked off the
field during the ’41 game.

Individually, quarterback Tony
DiIorio, halfback Ricardo Johnson and
end Chris Sheehan finally finished
amazing careers. A breakdown of their
accomplishments:

DiIorio set six school records: at-
tempts in a season (164) and career
(307), completions in a season (88)
and career (164), and yards in a season
(1,176) and career (1,995). He is also
No. 3 in touchdowns passes for a sea-
son (13, behind Joe Monninger and
Brandon Doerr) and No. 3 in career
touchdown passes (21, behind
Monninger and Sam Mitchell).

Johnson didn’t set any school
records, but he established himself as
one of the best backs in school history.
With his 207 yards against Plainfield,
he became just the 12th WHS runner
to reach 200 in a game. He also be-
came the seventh 1,000-yard rusher in
school history, finishing the year with
1,212 (third all-time, behind Butch
Woolfolk and Dave Reitze). And he
also finished among the leaders in
career carries (395, fourth behind Glen
Kehler, Frank Kelly and Bob
McNally), season carries (192, sixth)
and career yards (2,087, third behind
Kehler and Kelly), and touchdowns in
a season (21, tied for second behind
Woolfolk) and career touchdowns (33,

fourth behind Rick McGinley, Kehler
and Woolfolk). And for those who
think comparisons with Woolfolk are
unfair because the latter had to share
the carries with Kelly and Owen Brand,
consider that Johnson was WHS’s en-
tire running attack this year, the only
runner opponents had to key on.

Sheehan tied his year-old school
records for receptions in a game (8)
and ended with a school-record 59
career receptions. His 713 career yards
were second only to Brian
Ciemniecki’s 941.

And John Gribbin, brought up to the
varsity in game eight against SP-F, be-
came the highest scoring freshman in
school history with his nine PAT kicks.
The only other WHS freshmen to score
were Lee Waring (eight points in 1928)
and Brian Ciemniecki (six in 1992).

The team finished with 299 points,
fourth best in school history, trailing
only 1977 (413 in 11 games), 1970
(354, nine) and 1947 (354, 10).

The last time WHS had three straight
winning seasons was 2000-02 (21-
10). The last time WHS had four
straight winning seasons was 1989-92
(23-12-1). The best streak was 24
straight winning years, 1959-82.

It will be interesting to see how the
all-county and all-state lists play out,
but it’s hard to imagine DiIorio,
Johnson, Sheehan, T.J. Mruz and Eric
Moran, along with juniors Brandon
Dietz, Willie Johnson, Joe Ondi and
Pat Gray not earning something.

And for those out there who like to
look ahead to next fall, it should be
something special again, with return-
ees like W. Johnson, Dietz, Ondi, Gray,
Mike Sheehan, and juniors-to-be A.J.
Murray and Nick Matthews. Add in
guys like Chris Fantini, Aiden Scanlon,
Andrew Arnold, Brett DeNicola, Jesse
DeMartino, Tony Mastrocolo, Nick
Boyle, Jorge Cusina, Adam Metz,
Mike Kardias, Steve Forgash, Dan
Kerr, Wesley Belle, Ryan Hess, Hugo
Nolasco, Brian Henry, Jhakyse Will-
iams, Garrett Pryor, Gerald Schuman
and others …

Hey, just 281 days until Elizabeth.
And I promise to be a good boy all
year, Santa, if you will please give
WHS a rematch with Ridge next No-
vember.

WHS BCS UPDATE
Last week we ranked the top 16

WHS football teams and created a
bracket for a BCS-type playoff. We
said the results would be in today’s
Den, but then thought it might make
things more interesting to allow you to
fill out brackets and see if you can get

the winner, runner-up and consolation
game match-up. If anybody does, they
will win a night at the Jolly Trolley on
me.

So here are the seeds again. Send
your bracket winners (including who
beats who in each bracket final), con-
solation and title game winners to
bj1019@aol.com. The results will
appear in next week’s Devil’s Den.
Top bracket: No. 1 1977 (11-0) vs. No. 16
1931 (7-0-1), No. 8 1965 (9-0) vs. No. 9
1971 (9-0). /div
Middle top bracket: No. 4 1976 (10-0-1)
vs. No. 13 1998 (9-3), No. 5 1961 (9-0) vs.
No. 12 1945 (9-1).
Middle bottom bracket: No. 3 1947 (10-
0) vs. No. 14 1974 (9-0), No. 6 1941 (9-0)
vs. No. 11 1966 (7-1-1).
Bottom bracket: No. 2 1970 (9-0) vs. No.
15 1990 (7-2), No. 7 1972 (9-0) vs. No. 10
1944 (10-0).

‘WILPOWER’ UPDATE
Over 600 friends, family and towns-

people gathered at Temple Emanu-El
last Saturday night to help raise money
for Wil Kehler, the 5½-year-old grand-
son of the late Gary Kehler, who re-
cently had to have limb-salvation sur-
gery and is still undergoing months of
rehab and chemotherapy. At $75 a
head, plus the money from raffles and
items that were auctioned by the ener-
getic Jon Bramnick, over $70,000 was
added to the Wil Kehler Fund.

By a little after 10, the Mark Pender
Band had the dance floor filled with
gyrating couples, often including
Pender, when somebody else was so-
loing. Pender, who had me playing my
Bix Biederbecke cd’s on the drive
home, was amazing on trumpet, in-
cluding his famous “hold that note.”
And don’t forget trombonist Richie
(LaBamba) Rosenberg, playing in a
wheelchair after being injured recently
in a car accident, and guitarist Glenn
Alexander of Westfield. The jazz/
RandB/funk band was at its best on the
horns-driven “Soul Man,” with Pender
and his saxophonist playing, while
wandering among the audience.

DEVIL OF THE WEEK
This week’s winner of a free sub

from Al the Owner at Westfield Subs
(261 South Avenue East) is T.J. Mruz.
The senior linebacker, playing with
the enthusiasm and non-stop pizzazz
of the Energizer Bunny, was in on a
bunch of huge plays, as usual, as WHS
won its Thanksgiving game with
Plainfield.

The Devil’s Den appears Thursday
in The Westfield Leader during the
school year. Contact us with com-
ments, complaints and suggestions at
bj1019@aol.com. Win or lose,
WHS4EVR!
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Courtesy of Bill Howard for The Westfield Leader and The Times
ANNUAL SKATE-A-THON…Skaters of all ages participated in the Westfield
High School Ice Hockey Team Annual Skate-A-Thon, which was held on Novem-
ber 22 at Warinanco Ice Skating Center. Major activities included taking shots on
the high school goalies and shooting pucks at targets. The event was a fundraiser
for the ice hockey team, which is partially self-supported. In addition, a donation
in memory of Jim Bungerz is being made in the fight to cure ALS.

there was nobody in front of him and
get it back as far as he could,” Sheehan
said. “My man TJ had a huge block on
the quarterback. I think that was a big
moment in changing the momentum.”

“Basically, you want to get a stop in
the second half. They came out and
were moving the ball and he makes a
great play. It was absolutely a momen-
tum changer,” coach DeSarno added.

Two plays later, with 9:50 left in
the third, Ricardo Johnson got great
blocking from fullback Joe Ondi and
junior right-side linemen Brandon
Dietz and Mike Sheehan, and bolted
45 yards for the TD.

“Ricardo had a great game. He was
breaking tackles. Once he gets free,
he’s gone. Joe Ondi stepped up big
and did a great job blocking. We were
running it right basically all day so I
got to give credit to the two juniors.
We had a great day all around. We
were running the ball. I didn’t have to
pass,” chuckled DiIorio.

“At first we were kind of flat in the
line but I couldn’t have done it with-
out the line, Eric Moran, Josh
Firestone, Dan Ludlum, Dietz,
(Sheehan) Sheegee,” said Ricardo. “I
just wanted to get into the end zone
every time I got the ball.”

Mruz added a sack and Brett
DeFazio intercepted Jenkins on the
next Cardinal possession then, when
Tyrone Johnson took over on the next
Cardinal possession, Matthews forced
a fumble and Willie Johnson recov-
ered it on the Westfield 26. On the
very next play, Ricardo Johnson found
a seam and sprinted 74 yards for the
TD with 9:20 remaining in the game
to put Westfield ahead, 21-7.

On the ensuing kickoff, after Blue
Devil Jordan Johnson made a great
shoestring tackle at the 23, Tyrone
Johnson wasted no time connecting
on a long bomb to Forte, which re-
sulted in a 77-yard TD play. Mruz
intercepted what appeared to be an
accidental two-point conversion at-
tempt. The Cardinals came right back
with a four-play, 51-yard scoring drive
after James made his six-yard TD

reception to make the score 21-19
with 6:05 remaining. This time,
Ricardo Johnson knocked down the
two-point conversion pass.

The Cardinals got one more chance.
After two incomplete passes, Tyrone
Johnson could not find an open re-
ceiver and decided to run but DeFazio
made a brilliant open-field tackle. The
fourth-down pass also fell incomplete.

“It doesn’t matter what the records
are. This is going to be a tough, nail-
biter every year,” said coach DeSarno.

“They wanted to win just as badly
as we did but I think we got the ball
bouncing our way a lot today. It feels
great to come out with a win,” said
Sheehan.
Westfield   7   0   7   7 21
Plainfield   0   7   0 12 19

Blue Devils Ground Cardinals
In Turkey Day Classic, 21-19
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David B. Corbin for The Westfield Leader and The Times
MOMENTUM CHANGER…Blue Devil Jihaad Billups, No. 2, intercepts in the
end zone and returns the ball to the Westfield 46. Joe Ondi is No. 30.
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Westfield . . . Magnificent Stone Creek custom 12 RM, 6 BDRM,
7 ½ BTH, 6600 sq.ft. colonial. Architectural integrity, detailed
craftsmanship & prestigious location. Outstanding  amenities.-
customized ceilings, exquisite millwork, old world arched drways,
2 story foyer w/motorized chand. Lift, 4 frplcs, circular strcase,
holiday sz DR, deluxe KIT, butler’s pantry w/wet bar,  1st flr guest
suite, Library, Master suite w/frplc, dress. Rm, & sitting rm. 1st &
2nd flr game rms, 3 car garage, 4 zn HT & CAC.  148 x 200
property.      $2,799,500.  WSF0065

Westfield . . . Warmth & ambiance fill this charming CH Col in
the heart of Wychwood. 8 RMS, 3 BRS, 2 ½ BTH home on 80 x
149 property. Plantation front porch, LR foyer & DR w/refinished
floors, beaut detail molding. Custom new’r Dudick KIT w/granite,
cherry cabs, bright FR with modified ceiling. 2 zn CAC, 2 new
BTHS, refin. many new wndws, & extensive exterior upgrades.
$869,000.

Westfield…Spacious 6 BR, 5 ½ BTH colonial on cul-de-sac.
Quality renovations w/addition 2004. Custom KIT w/granite
center isle, separate dining area, French DR to patio. Adjacent
FR (22 x 16) w/frplc w/French doors to LR.  Elegant DR (20 x
13) w/brick frplc, Master suite w/sitting rm, whirlpoo bath &
skylight, private guest suite, finished basement w/Rec Rm, Execise
Rm, Nanny’s suite. 3 Zn CAC & HT, 2 Car garage. Close to
School.     $1,390,000.

Scotch Plains . . . custom 4 Bedroom Room, 3.5 Bath colonial in
Sterling Chase. 1st floor Master Bed Room with deluxe BTH and
many walk-in closets. 2 story foyer, Living Room w/Palladian
window, Family Room w/ frplc, vault ceiling & slider to large deck,
center isle kitchen with adjacent laundry. Full basement for
expansion.      $712,500.

OPEN HOUSE: Sunday, 12/7 • 1-4PM

808 Lawrence Avenue COLDWELL BANKER
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The Westfield Office of Coldwell Banker
Welcomes Lisa Stafford and Riverside Homes Realty

Coldwell Banker is pleased to announce the
acquisition of Riverside Homes Realty of
Cranford. Having established a reputation of
integrity and innovative marketing, Lisa and
Richard Stafford’s team will be joining the
nation’s most established brand.

WESTFIELD OFFICE

209 CENTRAL AVENUE

908-233-5555

Lisa Stafford

Westfield has been the #1 Coldwell Banker
Office in the New Jersey operating company
for the past twenty years. With their
commitment to providing exceptional service
to their clients the Staffords will add to the

synergy of this highly successful group. Lisa and Richard can be reached
there by calling 908-233-5555 or lisa.stafford@coldwellbankermoves.com.

All-Watchung Conference
First Team:

Tony DiIorio, Chris Sheehan,
T.J. Mruz, Willie Johnson, Eric
Moran and Ricardo Johnson


