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Devil’s Den

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

The Curse of ’37:
Hard to Imagine

There is no record of anything con-
taminated being in the water. No food
poisoning. No major jock rash that
sidelined entire teams. No massive
suspensions for visiting an after-hours
place in Plainfield or Elizabeth.

But … how else to explain what
happened during 937 at Westfield High
School?

By the mid-1930s, WHS had a pretty
solid reputation for football, track,
tennis and baseball.

But after the clock struck midnight
on New Year’s Eve 1936, things started
to go sour, and they didn’t completely
turn around until the calendar said
1938.

OK, the ’37 basketball team had an
11-7 record, but that season had started
in 1936. When the snows had melted
and the spring of ’37 finally arrived,
WHS athletics never thawed out.

Coach Brose Thompson’s baseball
team – featuring solid players like
Mount Howarth, Marty Burke, Al
Pfieffer, Jack Crichton, Ben Hargrave,
Joe Guise, George Hess, Charlie
Miller, Sal Zollo and Joe Urciuoli –
had an 0-6 record when athletic direc-
tor Bob Duncan canceled their season
due to “lack of a playing field.” The
final game was a 20-4 loss to Colum-
bia on May 4.

Unbelievable as that may sound, it
was only the beginning.

The tennis team, under coach Fred
Rope, went 0-10. No wins, 10 losses!
Two losses to both Bound Brook and
North Plainfield! In those 10 matches,
which included a 9-0 loss to Blair
Academy, WHS won eight sets and
lost 46. Things were so bad that the
school’s Athletic Council awarded
only one varsity letter, to Bill Sims,
and “turned down” the other four
players.

Devil of the Week
Dean Thompson

Tennis

And things would only get worse.
Duncan’s football teams had gone

45-15-10 since he became the head
coach in 1929. While some great play-
ers had graduated in June – Burke,
Guise, Miller, Pump Vella and Erik
Anderson – nobody could have ex-
pected what happened next.

Three weeks into the season, WHS
was 0-3 despite having allowed just
three touchdowns, all in the fourth
quarter of 6-0 losses to Somerville,
Millburn and North Plainfield. A score-
less tie at Madison was followed by
the season’s lone clunker, a 46-0 drub-
bing at the hands of Columbia.

West Orange won 13-0, then Sum-
mit 12-0. Duncan kept moving play-
ers around, trying to find a combina-
tion that might turn things around. The
Plainfield game was played in a down-
pour and neither team could score.

That put it all on Thanksgiving Day,
with Pearl River (N.Y.) the opponent;
the previous two Turkey Day oppo-
nents were also from New York’s
Rockland County: Nyack and
Haverstraw.

In the fourth quarter of a scoreless
battle, WHS drove to the Pearl River
8-yard line. But Art Wolff’s field goal
attempt hit the upright and bounced
out. WHS got the ball back but Cliff
Beardslee was intercepted and Pearl
River drove in for a late touchdown.

That’s no wins, seven losses, two
ties … and no points scored.

And that’s 0-23-2 for baseball, ten-
nis and football, three of the school’s
best sports. And the basketball team
slumped to 5-12 the following year;
and the perennially strong golf team
was 1-10 in 1938.

After much success through the
1940s, WHS had another sports de-
cline in the ’50s. But since then things
have been good. In fact, in its 110-plus
years of sports, WHS has won 68.3
percent of over 18,000 varsity con-
tests.

So, next time you get down in the
dumps about a loss or two, just re-
member back to 1937 and remember it
could be worse.

WILDCATS UPDATE
Once upon a long-ago time there

was a semipro football team in town.
They were called the Westfield Wild-
cats and they played their home games
on Sunday afternoons in the 1940s at
a place called the Downer Street Oval.

Those Wildcats are disappeared into
the pages of time, an almost unknown
part of the athletic past of our town.
But their name is still alive, in the
persons of the Westfield Wildcats youth
basketball team. For the past four years
they have been the scourge of the area,
recently finishing up a 37-3 season
that gives them a four-year record of
149-13.

After a slow 3-3 start as fourth grad-
ers, the Wildcats have gone 146-10,
winning the Garden State League, the
Central Jersey League, the Bi-County
League and a league in Montgomery
that included teams from Pennsylva-
nia. They’ve even played “up” to get
tougher competition from AAU teams

in Philadelphia, New York, Newark
and Trenton. Those are the kind of
numbers that will hopefully produce
some memorable WHS teams in 2013-
14

Up front for the ‘Cats were Dylan
Elliott, a nice combination of leading
scorer and top defender; scorer-
rebounder David Kane; 6-foot-3 Chris
Wright, inside-outside threat Pat
Decker at small forward and Michael
Androconis.

Bryon Lessner was the team’s 3-
point gunner and Matt Smoot pro-
vided another outside threat. The ball-
handling chores went to Eric Shor,
Sanjay Sujan, Evan Garfinkel and Matt
Storcks, another long-range threat.
Also contributing were Jacob Boyle,
Marc Luino, Jack Douglas, Zack
Birkenthal and Chris Callahan.

The coaches were Rick Elliott
(WHS, ’80), captain of the ’79 foot-
ball team; Tom Decker (Holy Trinity,
’74), a basketball-baseball standout
for the Braves; and Billy Kane (WHS,
’77), a starting point guard on the
Watchung Conference Blue Devils
team that featured Boo Bowers and
Spud Monroe.

PAP’S LAW
Back in the late 1960s and early

’70s, Westfield had two summer base-
ball teams – what is now called Travel
Baseball. The American League team
was coached by Doug Merrill and
Charlie Schrope, the Nationals by Bob
Brewster Sr., Pat Papaccio, myself and
Joe (the Mailman) Wheatley.

Papaccio, a.k.a. “Pappy,” who
passed away several years ago, was an
amazing guy, driving a beer truck dur-
ing the day, dispensing life lessons on
the ball field every night. Joe and I
used to call his witticisms “Pap’s Law”
and there are three I still remember:

a) Never start putting the bats away
until the final out is made.

b) Never break up a winning combi-
nation.

c) Never keep the ball from your
best pitcher when it’s his turn to pitch;
it could always rain the next two or
three days.

THIS AND THAT
Pingry beat WHS 9-6 last week in

boys lacrosse to retain the annual
Bristol Cup trophy for a second straight
year. The Big Blue lead the series 8-7,
although WHS still has a 6-4 advan-
tage this decade.

After a nice week, which saw them
beat highly regarded Millburn and
Bridgewater-Raritan, the netsters cap-
tured the Newark Academy Invita-
tional for the third straight year over
the weekend. They beat Livingston,
Delbarton and Newark Academy. This
weekend saw the return of injured co-
captain Greg (Pong) Luppescu. If he
stays healthy, WHS will be 10 deep.

The baseball team played Union
yesterday in the county tournament
and would play again Saturday, likely
against Cranford, if they won. And the
softball team plays at Linden tonight
in the next round of the county tourna-
ment.

WHS raised $21,000 for the Komen

North Jersey Race for the Cure, the
highest total of any school. Volleyball
coach Bev Torok, who raised a team-
best $1,400, was joined by fellow
teachers Maggie McFadden and Kathy
Luckey at the proceedings, which were
to help find the cure for breast cancer.
How many of their gym students
would’ve loved seeing them on the
stage singing, “I Will Survive” and
“Ain’t No Mountain High Enough.”
Almost like karaoke night at the Trol-
ley!

BIRTHDAY BOY
None of us has any control of our

birthdays. But you have to wonder
why things worked out the way they
did for faithful reader Rich Danks
(WHS, ’68). The recent death of
Marilyn Chambers brought an email
from “The Dunker” that he shared the
same birthday (April 22) as the former
actress/Ivory snow girl. Apparently
unknown to Danks, April 22 was also
the birthday of the late, great Bettie
Page, the most well known “pin-up”
girl of the 1950s – or so I’ve been told.

Danks, the now 59-year-old former
Kool Jerk (along with Bob Brewster,
the Anderson brothers and others),
also shares his birthday with Jack
Nicholson, basketball’s Bimbo Coles
and Spencer Haywood, ex-NHLer
Zarley Zalapski, former Giants QB
Jeff Hostetler, and music’s Glen
Campbell, Jack Nitzsche, Charles
Mingus and Peter Frampton.

(FYI: My October 19 birthday is
shared with Amy Carter, Brad
Daugherty, Evander Holyfield, John
Lithgow, Peter Tosh, Dave Guard of
the original Kingston Trio, journalist
Jack Anderson and pitching legend
Mordecai (Three-Finger) Brown.

IN THE (E)MAIL
After last week’s Den, about how

powerful a combined WHS and SP-F
would be, we got an e-mail from faith-
ful reader Jerry Livesey, who reminded
how good the 1971 WHS cross-coun-
try team would have been, adding SP-
F’s Vince Cartier and Tim Provost to a
team that won county, conference,
sectional and state Group 4 honors
with Dave Gray, Ted Kamins, Steve
Thatcher, Joe Giaimo, Mike Gabar-
dine, Jim Brown, Glenn Larsen and
Buddy Walton.

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

from Al the Owner at Westfield Subs
(261 South Avenue East, now open
seven days a week) is Dean Thomp-
son. After winning a three-setter to
clinch a 3-2 win over Millburn, the
senior tennis co-captain won all three
matches over the weekend to help
WHS win the Newark Academy Invi-
tational. His straight set win in the
final avenged a three-set loss to the
same player in the decisive match at
the Delbarton Invitational two weeks
earlier.

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 not,
WHS4EVR!

From the archives of The Westfield
Leader and The Scotch Plains-
Fanwood Times – www.goleader.com
– Click archives.

May 5, 2007: Junior Evan Shapiro
tossed just 69 pitches to complete a
seven-inning perfect game in
Westfield’s one-hour and twenty-five
minute, 6-0, victory over Summit in the
first round of the Union County Tour-
nament in Westfield. Shapiro struck out
six Hilltoppers and received fine defen-
sive support from his infielders.

May 7, 2005: The Raider girls won
the team title at the Union County Re-
lays at Hub Stine Field in Plainfield
with a total of 86. Michelle Regg, with
a meet-best distance of 33-9.75 and
Natasha Celius at 30-11.5 captured first
in the triple jump with a distance of 64-
9.25 (SPF record). Katie Zaleski, with
a meet-best clearance of 9-6, and Erin
Rossi at 7-6, set a meet record in the
pole vault with a total height of 17-0.

May 2, 2003: The Summit
Hilltoppers remained Union County
Tournament boys tennis champs by
winning four of the five classes to total
96 points at Donald Van Blake courts in
Plainfield on May 2. Westfield took
second with 76 points and Blue Devil
senior Dave Eisenberg, who won the

UCT in 2001 at third singles, claimed
the second singles title this season by
topping Don Richards of Summit.

May 4, 2001: In the first round of the
Union County baseball tournament, the
Blue Devils amassed 12 hits, including
a three-run home run from junior catcher
Josh Ludmer and a colossal solo shot
from senior Mike Duelks, and muzzled
the Brearley Bears, 12-4.

May 8, 1999: The seesaw battle
between the Blue Devils and the
Raider girls track and field teams con-
tinued when the Raiders out-pointed
the Blue Devils, 126-116, for the
Watchung Conference National Divi-
sion title at Gary Kehler Stadium.
Blue Devil Megan Shutts won the
800-meters with a time of 2:27.4 and
fought off a strong challenge from
Raider Erin Kelly in the 1,600, win-
ning 5:28.2-5:28.5. Shutts also teamed
with Andrea Constandis,  Tara
Bhandari and Heather Dennis to win
the 4x400 with a time of 4:29.1.

May 6, 1998: Raider Marissa Lorenz
hit a long sacrifice fly to center field to
bring home Chrissy Romeo with the
game-winning seventh run against the
Linden softball team in Scotch Plains.
The victory qualified the Raiders for
the state tournament.

2009 RAIDER

SOCCER CAMP
at Scotch Plains -

Fanwood High School

Director

Tom Breznitsky
SP-FHS

Boys Varsity Coach

Home of the

7 time

NJ State Champion

Boys’ Soccer Team

JULY 6-10
JULY 27-31

For More Information, Please Call:

Tom Breznitsky (908) 322-6102

email: raidercamp@comcast.net

www.spfraidersoccercamp.com

“The Only Local Camp

Not Held in a Park!”

Goal Keeper Training

Tactical Camp for Teams

Novice to Advanced

Grades 1-11

Indoor Facilities

Boys & Girls

Fully Insured

Our 16th Consecutive Season

HOW SERIOUS ARE YOU ABOUT
                    BASKETBALL?

• Tired of Camps with 150 players?

• This is the time to improve your 

game and get ready for next

season.

• Individual workouts with a State 

Championship coach.

                              Dan Doherty
          2008 Union County Coach of the Year

-Limited Availability-

          Contact at 732-995-2924
                                      Or 
                       ddoherty@spfk12.org
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COLDWELL BANKER RESIDENTIAL BROKERAGE

RESIDENTIAL BROKERAGE
www.hye-youngchoi.net      hye-young@att.net

Direct Line: 908-301-2015

Hye-Young Choi
#1 REALTOR, Total Production 11 Years!

NJAR® Circle of Excellence Platinum Level 2002-2008

Westfield . . . Historic “Mulberry Cottage” is fully renovated with attention to quality details
and infinite care. Spacious 11 RM, 5 BR, 3 ½ BTH home on .68 acre w/superior landscaping.
Gracious foyer opens to impressive LR w/ handsome frplc & custom BI’S, FDR w/ corner
cupboards, customized FR/Media Rm , Deluxe KIT w/sep dining area & adjacent sunny den.
Remodeled MBR w/frplc & New MBTH. New Wndws, HT/CAC, RF, 28 zone sprinkler sys.
Close to school in Beautiful Wychwood. $1,550,000.

“You Gotta Have Faith”
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Faith A. Maricic
Sales Associate
Direct Dial: 908-301-2029
www.NJTopHomes.com RESIDENTIAL BROKERAGE

COLDWELL BANKER
Westfield Office

209 Central Avenue •  908 233-5555

Charm & detail abound in this turn of the century Victorian. You’ll love the wrap around porch, stunning
entry foyer, beamed ceiling, diamond paned windows, and the beautiful wood floors. There’s no telling what
you’ll cook up in this exceptional Kitchen.  Recently renovated, the generous Kitchen boasts granite countertops,
a center island, stainless steel appliances and maple cabinetry. This vintage home features 5 sizable bedrooms
and 3.5 baths. Situated in the 400 block of Lenox Avenue, this circa 1900 Victorian is ideally located near
downtown Westfield and NYC transportation. Offered at $850,000.


