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Blue Devils Win 4th Straight
UCT Gymnastics Crown

CONTINUED FROM PAGE B1

Devil’s Den

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

Weichert, Realtors 
31st Annual Toy Drive 

Weichert of Westfield 
185 Elm Street 

(908) 654-7777 

Share your joy!  Experience
the holiday spirit by joining
Weichert, Realtors and help 
contribute to the happiness of 

underprivileged children in Union County.
Call your Weichert of Westfield Associate, or call 
the Westfield office to arrange to have a new,
unwrapped toy picked up from your home.  Or 
you can stop by our office at 185 Elm Street to 
drop off a toy. 

Experience the Difference
With Martin and Hornish

Best coach you ever had? Any sport,
any level.

That’s an easy one for me. Walt
Clarkson. While most people’s memo-
ries of Clarkson are of him teaching
journalism or coaching cross-country
and track, mine are mostly from the
5:30 a.m. practices at the Y’s Rooke
Pool during his short stint (1961-1963)
as the WHS swim coach. The mind’s
eye also visualizes Clarkson leading
his horde of runners across Tamaques
Park on many a crisp fall afternoon. As
they swept through my football team’s
practice, he would wave and say, “Hi
coach, and good luck this weekend.”

Clarkson was one of the most suc-
cessful track and cross-country coaches
in New Jersey history. His legacy of
championships and record-breaking
performances is amazing. Equally
amazing was his uncanny ability to
take a “non athlete” and turn him into a
productive member of his team.

When Clarkson stepped down as
cross-country coach after the 1982
season (his teams having won the last
44 dual meets he coached), his 23-
year record included: a 242-28-1 dual-
meet record, 22 conference, 11 county,
12 sectional and 10 state Group 4
championships.

Big shoes to fill, but there were two
young coaches who worked under
Clarkson in the 1970s ready for the
job: Jack Martin and Thom Hornish.
Nearly three decades later, the two are
still out there every fall day and WHS
is still winning. In fact, the winning
cross-country tradition at WHS ranks
right up there with swimming, tennis,
football, soccer and baseball.

Although there was a one-year var-
sity team back in 1936, cross-country
didn’t become a full varsity sport until
1946. And it wasn’t until Clarkson re-
turned to coach at his alma mater in
1960 that the sport took off in a big way.

“Walt set the bar and for the past 26
seasons I – along with assistant Chris
Tafelski, a ’97 WHS grad – have tried
to keep the level of excellence going,”
said Martin, whose ’09 team just
wrapped up a 7-0 season and will take
a 46-meet win streak into 2010. The
only longer boys cross-country win
streaks were 49 (1992-1997) and 48
(1977-1983).

After WHS runners finished 1-2-3-
6-7-8-9 on October 20 to win the Union
County Conference Watchung Divi-
sion championship, Martin’s teams had
captured 14 conference, 15 county,
eight sectional and two state Group 4
titles. They also have a 213-23 dual-
meet record.

So, in the 50 years that Clarkson and

Martin have been coaching the boys
program, WHS has won 36 confer-
ence, 26 county, 20 sectional and 12
state Group 4 titles.

Hornish, who spent seven seasons
assisting Clarkson with the boys team,
has been the girls coach since 1980.
This year’s team is 6-1, giving Hornish
a 30-year record of 226-35. Included in
that was a 92-meet win streak – the
longest of any sport at WHS – that went
from 1994 to 2003. Ironically, both the
92-meet streak and the 37-meet streak
that ended last month were stopped by
SP-F – which has only beaten WHS
those two times in 19 meetings.

In the one-point dual meet loss to
SP-F, WHS’s pack went 4-5-6-7-8.
Good, but not enough to overcome a
1-2-3 by the Raiders’ top three girls.
“We ran an aggressive race,” Hornish
said. “But we failed to split their 2-3
girls.”

At the Union County Conference
Watchung Division meet, SP-F fin-
ished 1-3-4, but WHS finished 5-6-7-
8-9-10 to pull out a two-point victory.
The difference this time? An Eliza-
beth runner finished second, costing
SP-F a couple of points.

“We have a strong core of veterans,”
said Hornish, whose teams have cap-
tured 12 conference, 14 county and
seven sectional titles. “And we are 86
strong, with an equitable distribution
of ninth, 10th, 11th and 12th graders,”
so look for the excellence to continue.

(For those into ridiculous numbers,
in 80 seasons, the teams of Clarkson,
Martin and Hornish have a combined
681-86-1 record, an 87.6 winning per-
centage, with 48 conference, 40 county,
27 sectional and 12 state Group 4
titles.)

Good teams usually have good run-
ners, and WHS has produced its share.
Starting with 1946 state champion Ed
Hoos, the list (hopefully not forget-
ting too many) includes: Clarkson,
Dave Coleman, Steve Atwood, Gerry
McGowan, Dave Calvert, Harry
Graves, Mike Murray, Steve Thatcher,
Dave Gray, Brian Clancey, Mike
O’Brien, Dave Miller, Cliff Sheehan,
Dave Fitzgerald, Andy Jacob, Tim
Yockel, Dan Avis, Matt Elmuccio,
Gordon Kaslusky, Rob Broadbent and
Jeff Perrella; Ellen Splaine, Cindy
Best, Jenee Anzelone, Aimee Stout,
Suzy Kozub, Maura McMahon, Alexis
Anzelone, Sarah Mahran, Kathleen
Salmon and Deenie Quinn.

But it takes depth, not just a great
individual, to win; it’s what the coaches
like to call a “pack” mentality. Num-
bers are not a problem at WHS, where
the cross-country teams are bigger
than the football team. And what makes

the runners’ success even more im-
pressive is that, while the town’s ex-
tensive youth programs provide plenty
of “experienced” kids for most sports
at the high school, there is no such
luxury for the “harriers.”

“With no feeder system to draw
from, it typically takes the boys a
couple of years to reach the level nec-
essary to perform at a high level,”
Martin said. “We traditionally have
had large teams so we have a large
number of boys ready to step in. Hav-
ing a large group allows the younger
boys some time to develop without
throwing to the wolves too soon.

“Kids at WHS are disciplined from
the rigors of the academic program, so
many are ready to make the sacrifice
and hard work without the need for
immediate gratification.”

As with all good teams, no matter
how much talent there is in the
underclasses, a team will tend to live
and/or die with its seniors.

“Seniors have always been a key
because many of them have truly
stepped up their senior year and shared
their experiences readily with the
younger guys,” Martin said. “Without
being cliché, we have a good family
atmosphere. Kids feed off it and do
their best to keep the spirit going. It
certainly makes the coaching a lot
easier, and way more fun.”

LOOKING AHEAD
The football team will be at Cooper

Field in Linden tomorrow night to
face the Tigers in a huge game for both
teams. WHS (4-2) needs this one to
guarantee a spot in the playoffs. It’s
also huge for Linden (4-2), which has
lost two straight and whose wins have
been against teams with a combined
5-21 record.

WHS is currently eighth in North 2
Group 4 with 71 power points; Linden
is 10th with 59. The top eight teams
qualify for the sectional playoffs, and
right now that’s Union, 105;
Bridgewater-Raritan, 103; Columbia,
97; Piscataway, 92; Ridge, 85;
Phillipsburg, 78; Woodbridge, 73, and
WHS. Union, P’burg and WHS each
have two more games before the cut-
off; the others have just one.

If WHS had shut out SP-F on Octo-
ber 17, coach Ken Miller’s defense
would have three straight shutouts.
The last time that happened was in
1980, against SP-F, Cranford and
Nutley. After a 7-0 loss to Montclair,
WHS then finished with two more
goose eggs. The school record is seven

straight, to open the 1931 season –
which then ended with a 10-6 win over
Cranford.

(It’s 7-2 Massillon at 5-4 Canton
McKinley this Saturday in Ohio’s, and
America’s, greatest one-day rivalry.)

LOOKING BACK
Congratulations to the girls’ tennis

team, which won its seventh state title
last Wednesday, with a 3-2 victory
over top-ranked West Windsor-
Plainsboro South. Matt Vahrley be-
came just the second WHS girls tennis
coach in the program’s 39 seasons to
win a state championship in his first
year (Ed Tirone turned the trick in
1994). Tirone also coached WHS to
the 2005 state title; Kathy Luckey was
in charge the first four state titles, in
1973, ’74, ’76 and ’79.

The gymnastics team won its fourth
straight county title on Friday night,
with Lacy Cummings (all-around,
vault, floor), Jenna Rodrigues (bars)
and Lindsay Ripperger (beam) taking
individual titles. Sara Shields and Kelly
Bohlinger also had key points. It was
the third straight UCT all-around title
for Cummings, and the Devils’ 13th
county team title, all since 1994.

IN PASSING
It was sad to note the passing on

October 23 of Milt Supman, better
known to those of a later-than-middle
age as Soupy Sales, one of the great
slap-stick comedians of the early days
of TV. His dog White Fang remains
one of my all-time favorite characters,
next to Eric Cartman.

Also, Gene Picker, who covered
quite a few memorable WHS sporting
events in the ’60s and ’70s during a
long stint at the late Elizabeth Daily
Journal, passed away on Oct. 21.

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

from Mike, the new owner at Westfield
Subs (261 South Avenue East), is
Debbie Wu. The junior lefty rallied
from a 1-4 hole in the first set to win 7-
5, 6-2 against West Windsor-
Plainsboro South’s captain, who was
within one match of finishing her third
straight unbeaten season at third
singles. That provided the critical point
in WHS’s 3-2 victory over the top-
ranked Pirates in the state Group 4
tennis final.

The Devil’s Den appears Thursday
in The Westfield Leader during the
school year. Contact me with com-
ments, complaints and suggestions at
bj1019@aol.com. Win or not,
WHS4EVR!

Devil of the Week
Debbie Wu

Tennis

See it all on the web in color . . .
www.goleader.com

working very hard on solidifying their
routines and just going in with confi-
dence,” coach Bryan said.

The 19th-ranked Scotch Plains-
Fanwood Raiders seemed to have been
peaking at the right time after scoring
a 106.05 in a meet with Westfield and
toppling No. 8 Somerville on Octo-
ber 20. The Raiders placed second
with a team total of 105.8.

“We were very excited that every-
body have improved their skills and
cleaned up their routines, and got the
scores that they knew they were ca-
pable of,” Raider Head Coach Lisa
Cerchio said. “Things seem to be
pulling together for us right now.”

The availability of the special spring
floor was also expected to help all
competitors increase their level of
difficulty on the event.

“We wanted to help out all the
teams in our county to give everyone
a fair chance of scoring higher,” coach
Bryan said. “My girls have worked
hard to solidify their floor routine
with their dance but adding the diffi-
culty that we are able to throw in with
the spring floor.”

Coach Cerchio was also looking
forward to having her girls use the
special spring floor.

“My girls are very excited to use
the spring floor. Everybody will be
making their tumbling passes a little
more difficult. We have been really
fortunate this season even on the regu-
lar floor that the girls have been up-
ping their scores,” she said.

Cranford Cougar Head Coach
Michele Charney Hulse and her team
were also looking forward to compet-
ing on the spring floor.

“It always increases our level of
difficulty. It also helps execution and

amplitude. It makes the jumps bigger.
It makes the leaps bigger. It makes
everything bigger,” she said. “We treat
this like any other meet. We compete
the way we practice. The girls know
what they need to do.”

The Cougars took third with a team
total of 105.375 and sophomore Mary
Kate Walch placed fourth with an all-
around total of 35.725. Walch and
teammate Vivian Altmann tied for
fifth with Rodrigues on the balance
beam with scores of 9.1. Walch also
placed fifth in the vault with a 9.1 and
fifth on the uneven bars with an 8.85.

The scores on the floor exercise
were indeed high with Cummings
taking first with a 9.4, followed by
Rodrigues at 9.375 and teammate
Lindsay Ripperger also at 9.375.
Fernandi placed fourth at 9.325, Blue
Devil Kelly Bohlinger placed fifth at
9.075 and Cougar Emily Grable took
sixth at 8.95.

Properly performing a handspring
mount to a double front tuck dismount,
Cummings took first in the vaulting
with a 9.5. Fernandi took second at
9.275, Nicole Pietrapertosa (Union
Catholic) placed third with a 9.175
and Raider freshman Alex Peluso, who
took sixth all-around with a 35.125,
placed fourth with a 9.15, while
Linden’s Kelsey Maloney (fifth all-
around at 35.4) took sixth at 9.05.

After Rodrigues, Cummings placed
second on the unevens with a 9.2,
followed by Ferdinandi at 9.1 and
Maloney at 8.875. ALJ’s Briana
Briscese placed sixth at 8.75. Ripperger
grabbed top honors on the balance
beam with a 9.5, followed by Raider
Lindsay Robinson and Cougar
Danielle McAuliffe at 9.2. Blue Devil
Sara Shields placed fourth with a 9.15.

David B. Corbin for The Westfield Leader and The Times
HIGH LEAP ON THE BEAM…Raider Jessica Colineri performs a high leap on
the balance beam.


