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Devil’s Den

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

The next time you’re driving or walk-
ing past Mindowaskin Park, try to imag-
ine that it’s the winter of 1900, and
there’s a bunch of young men skating
around on what was then known as
Clark’s Pond. Both groups might have
been wearing baggy sweatshirts with a
large letter L on the chest; it’s a hockey
game between some boys from Lin-
coln High School, which is what WHS
was known as back then, and the Leal
School for Boys in Plainfield (now the
Wardlaw-Hartridge School). The next
year the teams would meet at a place
called Holly’s Pond in Plainfield.

It was not an official sport at WHS
back then, just as it was not an official
sport in 1950, when captain Dick (Ace)
Johnston scheduled games against
Peddie, Nutley and Cranford. And it
still wasn’t a varsity sport in the 1970s,
when WHS electronics teacher Jim
Coulter created a club team with that
idea in mind. Led by goalies Stu Dixon
and Doug Salzinger, and players like
Frank Ritter, Mark and Matt Sweeney,
Rene DeRosario, Bill Chapman, Greg
Avis, Tim Arthur and Mark Harries,
the Westfield Ice Hockey Club played
a pretty decent schedule … but it never
achieved varsity status.

It wasn’t until the mid-1990s that
another group banded together to get
the high school to put its name behind
an ice hockey team. While it was only
partially successful in getting finan-
cial support, the team is currently in its
14th season as the Westfield Blue Dev-
ils. Brian LaFontaine coached the first
eight years, and Dennis Doherty is
now in his sixth year as the head coach.

Coming into this year WHS’s hockey
team had 105 victories, 177 losses and
28 ties, but with winning records two of
the last three years (and also so far this
winter). And the Blue Devils have quali-
fied for the state tournament the past
three years, and last year’s team earning
the first postseason victory since 1999.

Ahh, yes, the ’99 season ... when
WHS posted a school-record 15 victo-
ries, won two state tournament games
and reached the state semifinals before
falling to Brick. The team was led by
high-scoring Ron Kashlak, Mike Bird,
Brandon Kape, Josh Falcone and Max
Langford. The goalies were Eric Lund
and Chad Puschel.

Kashlak was the Wayne Gretzky of
WHS hockey, or more properly the
Steve Yzerman, since he wore the De-
troit Red Wings star’s No. 19 from the
time he was 12. Kashlak led WHS in
scoring all four years, including 96
points in both his junior (64 goals, 32
assists) and senior (59 goals, 37 as-
sists) years. His four-year totals: 163
goals, 110 assists, 273 points – all

Kashlak Played a Big Part
In WHS Ice Hockey Heritage

school records.
As a youngster Kashlak had no idea

ice hockey would be such a big part of
his life. He was probably better known
as a swimmer and his name still stands
alongside former WHS captains Seth
Burstein and Jay Pollack on the Y’s 8-
and-under record board. And these days
he’s probably better known as a golfer,
having won the Echo Lake Country
Club’s men’s championship in 2004
and again last summer (his father Ron
won in 1994).

“I played a lot of different sports
growing up – baseball, basketball, swim-
ming, tennis, golf, hockey, etc,” he said.
“My dad got me into golf at Echo Lake.
I did the junior clinics and got instruc-
tion from my dad and the club pros.
Around 13, I started getting pretty good
and taking the game more seriously.”

After four years at WHS, including
an unbeaten season as a junior and
conference, county and sectional hon-
ors for the team, it was off to Lehigh
University, where he was again a regu-
lar all four years.

In the six degrees of separation de-
partment, Kashlak’s last year of high
school golf, the team’s first-year coach
was John Turnbull. In 1976 Turnbull
was on a state championship team at
Scotch Plains-Fanwood, whose star was
Jim Crowley, now one of Kashlak’s co-
workers at Pershing LLC in New York.

Ironically, Kashlak grew up and lived
in Scotch Plains, but he had the option
to go to WHS because his mother
taught in the Westfield district.

“It wasn’t a huge stretch, because
we (he and sister Michelle) had grown
up doing a lot of things in Westfield,
swimming, golf, church,” he said.
“With a higher caliber school system,
a new ice hockey program (which SP-
F didn’t have at the time) and a golf
team whose home course was Echo
Lake, it was a no-brainer for me to
make the switch.”

But hockey will probably always be
the sport Kashlak is best known for at
WHS. You don’t put up numbers like
he did without having a lot of talent.

“I was always realistic in how diffi-
cult it was for high school players in
New Jersey to make it in college play-
ing hockey,” Kashlak said. “I knew I
could probably play hockey in college
somewhere for a club program, but I
knew that playing Division 1 golf was
more likely.”

It proved the right move, but not
before he put in 10 years of highlight
videos on the ice.

“I still have videos of some of my old
games for the Devils’ Squirt A team,
when I scored 89 goals in one year,”
Kashlak said. “Ice hockey wasn’t as big

when I was growing up as it is now. I
developed a real passion for it by
rollerblading in my driveway and going
to Devils games. When I was 9, I started
playing for the Devils Organization at
South Mountain Arena. I had never
played organized hockey but my par-
ents let me try out, figuring that I would
probably not make it. But I somehow
wound up being one of the last players
taken on the Mite B team and we trav-
eled all over the Northeast, playing 40
or so games. By the end of that year, my
skills had improved dramatically.

“After the year on the Squirt A team,
I was selected to play for the New
Jersey Rockets, and we traveled all over
the country, playing as many as 80 or 90
games in a season. That might sound
like a lot for a bunch of 12- and 13-year-
olds, but I loved every second of it.”

When he got to the high school,
WHS’s second-year program had just
graduated all-stater Matt Gualtieri (36
goals, 29 assists) and the Blue Devils
struggled to a 2-16-4 record as Kashlak
led the team with 18 goals and 22
assists.

“I had the opportunity that year to
start on the first line with Derek Fisher,
who was a great player,” Kashlak said.
“Unfortunately, we were playing very
good competition those years and our
teams weren’t very good as the pro-
gram was still growing.”

The team went 5-17-2 the next year
as Kashlak and Fisher both scored 41
points. But things started to turn around
in 1998. Bird moved into town from
Markham, Ontario, and the experience
gained during the two previous years
started to pay off, as WHS went 13-13,
followed by the 15-13 mark in ’99.

“Junior and senior year I played
with Brandon (Kape) and Josh
(Falcone),” Kashlak said. “We had a
lot of success were even named the
“best line in New Jersey” by the Star-
Ledger. I definitely got more press for
hockey than for golf, but I guess that’s
what happens when you’re in the run-
ning for the state scoring title two
years in a row, and playing on a win-
ning team.

“Random people I meet today still
remember my name from back then,
which is pretty neat.”

While golf, work and the nightlife of
being a bachelor in Hoboken have
taken over these days, ice hockey is
never far from his thoughts.

“Summit was always a big game,”
Kashlak said. “We met them in the
state tournament my senior year at
Warinanco, where the winner moved
on and the loser went home. With a
packed crowd and the score tied, we
wound up going into sudden-death

overtime. Mike Bird scored the game-
winning goal and the place erupted.

“I can still remember my first goal
and first assist as a freshman, down at
Toms River North. I can even remem-
ber the move I made on the goalie.”

Although he was always more inter-
ested in the team’s improvement and
success, one of Kashlak’s best memo-
ries came following an individual per-
formance.

“It was against Cranford in a holi-
day tournament at Warinanco my jun-
ior year,” Kashlak said. “They were
our biggest rival and there was a packed
house and we had never beaten
Cranford. We wound up winning 13-6
and I had five goals and five assists for
10 points. The headline in the Star-
Ledger the next morning said,
‘Westfield’s Kashlak A Perfect 10.’ ”

SINNENBERG NAMED
Lauren Sinnenberg (WHS ’06) was

honored as one of the “Faces in the
Crowd” by Sports Illustrated in its
Feb. 11 issue. The sophomore soccer
goalie for Williams College posted 10
straight shutouts to start this season
(13 overall). She is believed to be the
fourth Westfielder so honored, joining
Walt Hansgen (auto racing), Roger
Anderson (swimming) and John
Ketcham (swimming).

FINAL HOME MEETS
Today (boys) and tomorrow (girls)

are the swimming sectional semifi-
nals, and also the final home meets for
some outstanding WHS seniors. Matt
Blutfield, Josh David, Matt Gelmetti,
Luke Granstrand, Matt Green, Alex
Greenspan, Matt Haddad, Jon Holt,
Mike Kane and Mike Rediker on the
boys team; Liz Hawkins, Alexi Kuska,
Annie O’Neill and Cat Winchester on
the girls team.

Every WHS senior class of boys swim-
mers since 1992 has swum on at least
one state championship team and, since
the boys last state title was in 2004, this
is the last chance for the Class of ’08. In
addition, WHS has a good shot at be-
coming the first school to sweep the boys
and girls state titles in the 22-year history
of the team tournament.

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

Owner at Westfield Subs (261 South
Avenue East) goes to Arley Rojas. The
senior bowler had a 667 series last Satur-
day to qualify for individual states and
lead WHS to second place at sectionals.
A couple of weeks ago he rolled a 300
game in the Woodbridge Invitational.

The Devil’s Den appears Thursday
in the Westfield Leader during the
school year. Contact us with comments,
complaints and suggestions at
bj1019@aol.com. WHS FOREVER!

Devil of the Week
Arley Rojas

Bowling
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From the archives of The Westfield
Leader and The Times

February 1, 2002: The Westfield
High School boys swimming team
captured the Union County Boys
Swimming Championship, out-point-
ing Scotch Plains-Fanwood, 307-223,
at Dunn Center in Elizabeth. Westfield
has won 45 of the 46 UCBS titles.
Scotch Plains-Fanwood had broken
Westfield’s streak at 42 – the nation’s
longest in any high school sport – in
1999.

The Blue Devils placed first in six
of the 11 events and were led by Zack
Coppa, who placed first in two indi-
vidual events and one relay event.
Coppa won the 200-freestyle for the
second year in a row with his season’s
best time of 1:49.3 and won the 100-
freestyle. Coppa teamed with Sean
Baran, Ryan Bartholomew and Rob
Freundlich to touch first in the 200-
yard relay.

February 7, 2002: The charged up
Raiders boys basketball team defeated
the Blue Devils, 71-55, at Scotch
Plains-Fanwood High School. Raider
seniors Mike Brennan (8 rebounds)
and Anwar Montgomery (6 assists),
on “Senior Day”, scored 22 points
and 14 points, respectively. Blue Devil
Dan DeSerio had 17 points and nine
rebounds, and senior Jay Cook had
11 points.

February 3, 2001: Raider senior
Gary Cousar successfully defended
his 189-lb. title at the Union County
wrestling tournament held at Union
High School. Cousar wrestled like a
man possessed by pinning his way
through the tournament. In the finals,
he flattened Dave Peist of Cranford
with an under-half nelson in 5:12.
Raider junior Lucas Francavilla, who
placed second last year at 125, ad-
vanced to the 135-lb. finals before
dropping a 10-3 decision to freshman
Charles Mueller of Union.

February 3, 2001: The 13th-ranked
Westfield High School girls swim-
ming team was put to the test by a
strong group from Scotch Plains-
Fanwood but prevailed to capture its
ninth-straight Union County (UC)
title in Elizabeth. The Blue Devils
totaled 250 points to the Raiders’
229.

Raider senior Dana Berkowitz
grabbed the spotlight by breaking two
UC meet records. First, she touched
first in the 200 individual medley
(IM) with a time of 2:10.81, breaking
the record of 2:11.26 set in 1981 by
Betsey Leibers of Governor
Livingston. Her second record came
in the breaststroke when she touched
first in 1:07.79, topping Blue Devil
Brooke Smith’s record of 1:08.32 set
in 1998.

David B. Corbin for The Westfield Leader and The Times
PUTTING IT ON THE LINE…Westfield High School Athletic Director Ed
Tranchina, left, and field event coach Greg Gorski witness senior javelin specialist
Brandon Heroux as he signs the line for a half scholarship that was awarded for
him to attend The College of William and Mary at Williamsburg, Va.
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CRANFORD
Center hall colonial in pristine condition on beautiful tree-
lined street with almost an acre of park-like property.
WSF0757

Wonderful Tudor near award winning schools, town &
NYC transportation.Loaded with charm, spacious rooms,
deep moldings.  WSF0831

Chelmsford. Stunning, spacious in-town condo.
2bedrooms, 2baths, new kitchen, fireplace, garage.
Updated throughout.  WSF0970

3bedroom, 2.1bath colonial. Charm with upscale modern
amenities. High quality custom kitchen, adjacent family
room.  WSF0004

WESTFIELD
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$649,000

$699,000 $679,500

$669,000 WESTFIELD
Spacious split level in a park-like setting. 4bedrooms,
2.1baths. All updated including roof, thermal windows,
electric.  WSF0020

$729,000

WESTFIELD
Center entry split on unusually large lot.Beautiful new eat-
in kitchen w/granite,4bedrooms,2.1baths,wonderful
familyroom.  WSF0029

$639,000

Some people think just any real estate company will do.
Others expect more.


