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Blue Devil Boys Took Lumps,
Eye Hoops Success Next Year
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Devil’s Den

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

Touching All the Bases
With One of the Greats

Does anybody know what ever hap-
pened to Mr. Oberlander?

After spending close to two hours
on the phone one January night with
WHS Hall of Famer and former big
league player and manager Jeff
Torborg, that was just one of the doz-
ens of topics he touched on. Talk about
a photographic memory, the guy seems
to have instant recall of every event
that’s ever happened in his life.

And what a life it’s been!
High school baseball star at

Westfield. College All-American at
Rutgers. Marries his high school sweet-
heart, Susan Barber, who happens to
be Miss New Jersey. A 10-year career
in the majors, catching a Sandy Koufax
perfect game and the first of Nolan
Ryan’s seven no-hitters. Skippered five
major league teams, and won Manager
of the Year in 1990 with the Chicago
White Sox. The father of three sons —
Doug, Greg and Dale — who were all
good enough to either be drafted or to
have played in the minor leagues.

But this call wasn’t to renew old
acquaintences, it was to talk about the
late Gary Kehler, a former WHS coach
and athletic director, who passed away
back on Dec. 7. Kehler was a first-year
student teacher at WHS when Torborg
was walking the halls at what was then
a pretty new high school.

“When I heard (about Kehler’s pass-

ing), I was just devastated,” Torborg
said. “Suzie and I were leaving the
next day on a cruise with a bunch of old
ball players, Ken Griffey Sr., Tom
Tresh, Eddie Kranepool. I called Alice
(Kehler) … I felt so bad.

“I had talked to Gary in November,
and when he told me that he had been
hospiced, I knew it was bad. I sat down
to write him a letter, to thank him for
everything and tell him how much he
meant to me. It was very difficult to
write, with tears rolling down my face.

“Gary had an influence on every-
body. I didn’t play for him, but he was
a big influence on me. He helped me
get into coaching. He inspired me.”

Torborg, who now lives in Florida,
then went on a stream-of-conscious-
ness recollection of his days in
Westfield. I thought I was on the phone
with Jack Kerouac.

“My granddad was born a couple of
years after (Abraham) Lincoln was
assassinated and lived to see a man on
the moon. He was a pretty good pitcher
and pitched for a famous semipro team
called the Brooklyn Bushwicks. One
day he is supposed to have pitched
both games of a doubleheader. He lost
the first one, but came back and won
the second. I told him if I’d been man-
aging, he would never have pitched
that second game after losing the first,
and I think I’d have probably used a

reliever or two. But that’s how they did
it back then.

“My dad was pretty well known as a
basketball player at Westfield High.
That was in the mid-1920s. They had
center jumps after every basket. My
dad was the center and also the team’s
best ball-handler. Old-timers tell me
he was quite good, and also a good first
baseman, too.

“I didn’t play basketball at Westfield,
but I played in the Y League, with guys
like Roger Twitchell. We had a great
(Y All-Star) team and won some tour-
nament on the same night that Westfield
beat Cranford in the (1959) county
tournament final. The high school had
a great team, with (Ken) Hite, Ray
(Bailey), (Bob) Haines, Tom Gilson,
Tommy Dudley, Jerry Dick and Charlie
Hoppin. I think they were 24-2 (actu-
ally 24-3). We tried to get (coach) John
Lay to let us play them, to see who was
better. It would’ve been a good game,
but he didn’t go for it. He let us play the
jayvees, and we beat ’em by 30.

“They used to have dances at the Y,
in the room next to the (long-gone)
bowling alleys. This was the mid-
1950s, the start of rock and roll … I
remember Pete Love out there, danc-
ing around like a crazy man. Of course,
Pete was a crazy man.

“I played one baseball game with
Pete for Robert Turner and the Westfield
Merchants, at Brophy Field in Eliza-
beth. There was no mound and the
lighting was really bad. It was tough to
see the pitches. I think I struck out
three times and it would’ve been four
but my last at-bat Robert (Turner) had
a guy thrown out trying to steal when
I had two strikes on me.

“After my senior year at Westfield,
we won the Union County American
Legion title. That was back when
Westfield and Scotch Plains were one
(Legion) team. Our center fielder was
Joe Scarpati from Scotch Plains. He
was the (kick) holder when (Tom)
Dempsey kicked his (NFL) record (63-
yard) field goal.

“Ray Bailey … wow, what a great
athlete he was, and would have been.
He was 6-foot-7 or 6-foot-8. John Lay
switched him from first base to third
base and I think that saved me a couple
of throwing errors. It was tough to
throw it over Ray. He could barely fit
his legs in my car but I remember
driving him home the night before his

mother killed him. That was so sad. He
could have gone to the NBA. (Note:
Bailey’s 347 rebounds in 1959 as a
junior is still No. 2 on the WHS all-
time list.) He lived on Chestnut by the
tennis club. Whenever I’m in the area,
I drive by his house.

“We had some hard-throwing guys
in Westfield. Smitty Lanning really
could throw it hard. I took Smitty, his
real first name was Ernie, and Jody
Freeman and a couple of other guys
and we played for the Maplewood
Maples in the Essex County League.
That was a good league back then and
we darn near won it.

“Another guy who could throw al-
most as hard as Smitty was Ike Evans.
Would you believe in 1966, I’m play-
ing for the (Los Angeles) Dodgers and
we’re at Connie Mack Stadium (in
Philadelphia) and it’s the last day of
the season. We have to win the game to
clinch the pennant. I’m in the bullpen,
which was down the foul line in those
days. So the attendant opens the door
and says, ‘There’s somebody here to
see you’ … and it was Ike! He sat with
me in the bullpen for a couple of in-
nings. And I haven’t see or heard from
Ike since!”

(WHS’s baseball team was 13-5
during Torborg’s senior year, when he
took over as the fulltime catcher after
two years of sharing duties with Pete
Wilday. Lanning {66 strikeouts in 49
innings}, George Webster {44 in 44.1}
and Evans {35 in 35.2} combined to
strike out 145 in 129 innings that year,
or 1.12 k’s per inning. For a compari-
son, this year’s returning WHS pitch-
ers, Chris Jenkins, Evan Shapiro and
Mike Cappiello, fanned 124 in 109.1
innings a year ago, or 1.13 k’s per
inning.)

Back in the summer of 1969, a young
sports writer at the Plainfield Courier-
News earned his first byline, for a story
on Jeff Torborg. Since the writer and
the ballplayer had spent more than a
couple winter afternoons at the
Westfield Y playing 1-on-1 basketball
or tossing a baseball around, and since
Torborg is one of the truly good guys in
sports, it was a fairly easy assignment
for the nervous reporter.

But now that was almost 40 years
ago …

“I think back to when Suzie and I
were in high school, and Gary was a
young student-teacher … now Gary
has passed away, and I’m the same age
my dad was when he died,” said
Torborg, who turned 66 last Novem-
ber. “So much has happened. And yet
it seems like just yesterday ... I was a
sophomore at Westfield and they had
two student teachers that year, both
from Rutgers, Mr. Kehler and Mr.
Oberlander.

“They picked Gary. I think that
proved to be a good choice.”

THOUGHT OF THE WEEK
The wise man is satisfied to be right;

the fool must prove others wrong.
QUOTE OF THE YEAR

This from a March 10 story by Bill
Pennington in the New York Times head-
lined “Expectations Lose to Reality of
Sports Scholarships.” It’s about par-
ents and athletes who chase that often-
elusive scholarship dream for years
and years, spending tens of thousands
of dollars along the way, and then
finding out just how little scholarship
money there actually is to be divvied
up by colleges. These are the words of
a top-notch soccer player for the famed
F.C. Delco team in eastern Pennsylva-
nia, who ended up not being recruited
by any college and being cut as a walk-
on.

“The whole thing really is a
crapshoot, but no one ever says that out
loud. On every team I played on, every
single person there thought for sure
that they would play in college. I
thought so, too. Just by the numbers,
it’s completely unrealistic.

“If I had it to do over, I would have
skipped a practice every now and then
to go to a concert or a movie with my
friends. I missed out on a lot of things
for soccer. I wish I could have some of
that time back.”

IN THE GENES
Mel Thorne Jr., the son of 1971

WHS graduate Mel Thorne and his
wife Susan, received a rare honor on
Friday night, Feb. 28. Mel Jr. attends
Somers High School in Connecticut.
Since Somers doesn’t have a football
team, he played wide receiver for neigh-
boring Ellington, earning All-State
honors. At halftime of the Somers-
Ellington basketball game, Thorne re-
ceived a certificate as the third Ellington
player, and first Somers player, to make
All-State. The Somers point guard re-
ceived a standing ovation from both
sides of the gym!

NEW SEASON
This weekend marks the start of the

150th season for the world’s greatest
sport: Australian Rules Football. It’s a
combination of American football,
basketball, soccer, rugby and Gaelic
football. At the top of my Bucket List
is attending a Grand Final at the
Melbourne Cricket Grounds, hearing
Olivia Newton-John sing “Waltzing
Matilda” and rooting for the North
Melbourne Kangaroos.

NOT TOO LATE
A belated congratulations to Bryan

Dougher, Lordley Okarter, Dan
DeCataldo, Kevin Maroney, coach Dan
Doherty and the rest of the Group 3
champion SP-F boys basketball team,
for winning the first state basketball
title in school history.

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

Devil of the Week
Will Return
On April 10
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RaidersBlue Devils

From the archives of The Westfield
Leader and The SPF Times

March 2001: The Westfield High
School bowling team was named the
North 2 Team of the Year by The Star-
Ledger. Sophomore Matt Rothstein
was selected to the North 2 First Team
and junior Scott Villa was named to
the Second Team. The Blue Devils
won the Winter Classic in a field of 52
of the state’s finest teams at Carolier
Lanes in East Brunswick. After plac-
ing third in the Union County tourna-
ment, Westfield bounced back to cap-
ture the North 2 title then went on to
finish fifth in the state.

March 2001: Raider senior Derrion
Aberdeen and junior Bob Wallden
were selected to the Courier News
All-Area First Team in boys winter
track. Raider senior Mike Dixon made
the Second Team. Blue Devil senior
Alexis Anzelone – 3,200 –was se-
lected to the Second Team for girls
track. Wallden qualified for the Meet
of Champions in the 3,200 by finish-
ing third in Group 3 and also breezed

to first at the Union County tourna-
ment. Aberdeen cleared 6’2” in the
high jump to place second in the
UCT. Dixon won the 800 at the UCT.

March 2001: Scotch Plains-
Fanwood High School senior Andrew
Feeley was selected to the Courier
News Second Team All-Area as a
center in boys basketball. Westfield
High School junior Dan DeSerio was
selected as an Honorable Mention.

March 2001: Westfield High
School senior Cliff Haldeman and
sophomore Zach Coppa were selected
to the Courier News All-Area First
Team in boys swimming.

March 4, 2002: The second-seeded
Scotch Plains-Fanwood High School
girls’ basketball team gave top-seeded
Malcolm X. Shabazz a run for its
money, falling just 55-46 in the North
Jersey, Section 2, Group 3 finals at
Roselle Catholic High School. Fresh-
man center Hillary Klimowicz
pumped in a career-high 29 points,
grabbed eight rebounds and made
three blocks.

assists, charges taken (15), steals
and three-point percentage (39 per-
cent),” added coach Everly. “He did
a lot for us.”

Junior guard Mike Lessner buck-
eted 199 points (7.9 average), led in
3-pointers with 27 and was second on
the team with 61 assists.

“Mike has been playing with us
since his freshman year. He stepped
up his scoring and play. He had a
good year,” coach Everly said.

Junior Dave Pusar missed several
games this season due to a fractured
elbow and surgery on the inside of his
mouth but he managed to average 7.9
points per game and finished with
135 points.

“He was the leading scorer on our
JV team his freshman year. He took
his sophomore year off but he came
back, fought and played hard for us,”
said coach Everly.

Junior Joey Kopser saw a good
deal of playing time and led the team
from the free throw line at 80 percent.
Sophomores Hugo Nolasco and Ryan
Hess also experienced playing time.

Sophomore forward Pat Gray
battled under the boards, pulled 95
rebounds and scored 135 points, while
leading the team by hitting 58 percent
of his field goals.

“He gave us rebounding. He is a
very athletic kid and a good post
defensive player. He runs the game

well, has a good jump shot and can
take the ball to the basket,” coach
Everly said of Gray. “Tony led the
scoring in nine games and Lessner
led in seven games. We had eight
guys share in the scoring. We were an
unselfish team. We shared the ball.”

Although the Blue Devils took their
lumps, they had a shining game near
the end of the season with a 73-48
trouncing of Hillsborough on Senior
Day. Hillsborough had placed second
in the Somerset County Tournament.

“It was a great tribute to Manny.
Hillsborough came in winning six
games in a row and they went on to
beat Ridge,” said coach Everly.

Looking ahead, he said, “Like any
year, as long as we go out and play as
a team, we are going to be successful.
I am looking forward to a good sea-
son next year.”

Immaculata Tops Raiders
In Group 3 Hoops TOC

Fourth-seeded Immaculata High
School of Somerville jumped to a 31-
24, halftime lead then capitalized on
opportunities at the free throw line in
the fourth quarter to defeat the fifth-
seeded Scotch Plains-Fanwood boys
basketball team, 60-51, in the first
round of the Tournament of Champi-
ons at the Ritacco Center in Toms
River on March 12.

Raider senior Bryan Dougher
scored 24 points, including five 3-
pointers, to increase his SPF all-time
leading career total to 1,633 points.

Junior forward Kevin Maroney put
up 12 points, senior center Lordly
Okarter sank six and guard Danny
DeCataldo had three points.

Gamal Mohamed netted 20 points
for the Spartans. Jeff Cullinan put in
11 points and Theo Riddick added
nine points. The 22-8 Spartans ad-
vanced to play top-seeded St. An-
thony in the TOC semis at the Rutgers
Athletic Center on March 14. The
Raiders finished with a 23-8 record.
Sc. Pl.-Fanwood 13 11 12 15 51
Immaculata 18 13   8 21 60

Raider Baker to Play
In Governors Bowl

Scotch Plains-Fanwood senior
Keith Baker has been selected to
play in the 11th New Jersey/New
York All-Star Football Classic,
known as the Governors’ Bowl,
which will be held at Rutgers Sta-
dium in Piscataway on June 8. The
classic will feature the best seniors
from both states. New Jersey had
won seven of the 10 meetings.

Alleman Places Fourth
At Nike National Meet
Scotch Plains-Fanwood High

School senior Mike Alleman placed
fourth in the shot put with a shove of
61’6.75” at the 10th Nike Nationals
in Landover, Md. on March 16. Union
Catholic Viking Garrett Ellis finished
seventh in the 400 meters with a time
of 49.02 and was on the winning
4x200-meter relay team that finished
in 1:28.81. Katie McCafferty of Oak
Knoll won the girls two-mile run with
a time of 10:24.53.

David B. Corbin (February 2008 files) for The Westfield Leader and The Times
TOUGH UNDER THE BOARDS… Sophomore forward Pat Gray, center,
battled under the boards, pulled 95 rebounds and scored 135 points.

In Westfield…

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

Find out why Westfield Burgdorff, ERA listings sell 20% faster and for 1.3% more than other area brokers.
*Based on GSMLS averages for the period of 1/1/07-1/31/07. For the towns of Cranford, Fanwood, Mountainside, Scotch Plains and Westfield. For companies with at least 20 closed listings.

WESTFIELD $1,300,000 MOUNTAINSIDE $1,399,000 WESTFIELD $629,000 WESTFIELD $1,595,000

SCOTCH PLAINS $826,000 WESTFIELD $1,450,000 WESTFIELD $2,550,000

Exquisite home on 1/3 acre of serene property.  In-
cludes 12 rooms with 5 Bedrooms, 3.5 baths, private
au-pair suite and too many upgrades and renovations
to list!  Ideally located to NJ Transit commuter train,
schools, downtown shops and restaurants.

Amazing handcrafted detail and custom inclusions set
the standard for unrivaled architectural elegance.  The
scales have been tipped with a stunning display of
sumptuous decadence.  A Primavera home stands
alone.  Breathtaking private cul-de-sac location.

Lovely Townhome in 55+ community features 5
rooms and includes 2 nice-sized Bedrooms, 2.5 baths,
Living Room with fireplace, large Kitchen, great closet
space, 1st floor laundry, pavestone patio.  Close to
everything location.

Outstanding, newly constructed Colonial with fine
craftsmanship and attention to detail.  Rear abuts
“Green Acres” creating a park-like setting.  Spectacu-
lar gourmet Kitchen with stainless steel appliances,
granite, cherry cabinets, Pella window, oak floors.  The
exquisite 2nd floor completes the perfect picture.

Very charming and very spacious center hall Dutch
Colonial with veranda style front porch.  Includes a
15 x 10 foyer, Butler’s pantry, mud room, 5 Bedrooms
on 2nd floor, lots of built-ins and architectural detail,
high ceilings, updated Kitchen and baths and CAC
new in 2000.

Designing and building yesteryear today.  Simpson’s
has set a new standard of excellence with this classic
1920’s shingle style house with 3’ eaves and sweeping
roof lines.  Superb craftsmanship, design and archi-
tectural detail, using only the finest materials with at-
tention to every detail.

SCOTCH PLAINS $419,900
Adorable Colonial sold for 99% of its list price
in 51 days.  Let us design a personalized mar-
keting plan for your home.  Contact any of our
extraordinary agents.

Charming 5 Bedroom Colonial on one of Wychwoods
most picturesque lanes has a perfect blend of formal
and casual.  There is a large Family Room off an up-
dated Eat-In Kitchen with granite counters, Master
Bedroom with full bath and good closet space, private
guest or au-pair suite, 2nd floor laundry, Living Room
with fireplace and a Dining Room off Kitchen.


