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Football Blue Devils Answer Huge Questions
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 11

ENGLISH, THOMPSON, LESCE TO PROVIDE STRENGTH

Lady Raider Swimmers Look
To Fit Puzzle Pieces Together

By DAVID B. CORBIN
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

Figuring out just where all the in-
coming freshmen will fit into the equa-
tion may take a while, but the Scotch
Plains-Fanwood (SPF) High School
girl swim team aims to have a suc-
cessful season.

The Raider girls, who were second
in the UCT behind Westfield last year,
will look to senior Caitlin English
(freestyle and backstroke) and jun-
iors Jodie Thompson (IM and breast-
stroke) and Carline Lesce (distance,
freestyle) to contribute a large amount
of team points. Last year in the UCT,

English placed fifth in the 500-
freestyle, while Thompson placed
second in the 100-breaststroke and
fourth in the 200 IM.

“I am a middle distance freestyler.
I also swim some backstroke. I love
endurance. I don’t give up,” English
said.

“The breaststroke is definitely my
strongest stroke. I do some freestyle
now and then,” Thompson said.

With 11 new swimmers and one
returning after a year off from in-
jury, Raider Head Coach Jessica
Hulnik’s primary focus will be find-
ing the right fit.

“It may take a while to figure out
where everyone can best help the
team, but with a strong returning
group and so many new faces, it is
bound to be very exciting,” she said.

“We have a lot of freshmen, who
are new. We are figuring out where
we can fit them in, and who can do
what, so we are really experimenting
right now. Everyone is really moti-
vated to swim fast,” English said.

Returning seniors include Jackie
Cirincione (butterfly), Nicole
DePaola (fly, backstroke), Brenda Ho
(distance freestyle), Rosalie DePaola
(free), Carlie Roessle (free), Emily
Nardone (free and breast), Maggie
O’Brien (sprint free) and Melissa
Keiser (back).

“This year as a team, we all have
different strengths. We compliment
each other very nicely and work to-
gether well,” Thompson said.

“We come from the same club team
as a lot of these other girls. They all
seem happy to be here. They all seem
pretty capable of helping the team
score a lot of points,” English said.

The Raiders also swim in clubs
with the neighboring Westfield girls,
so they always look forward to com-
peting with the Blue Devils in the
dual meet and the UCT.

We just want to go in pumped and
excited, ready to go as fast as we can
and just keep the energy up, and we

will go in and do our best. We swim
with a lot of kids from Westfield on
our club team, so a lot of us are ready.
It’s just that extra stuff we need to go
in there and do well,” Thompson said.

As far as their chances in the Public
B sectional meets, English said, “I
think our team will fare well on the
state level. We will make it pretty far.
We want to go in with a positive
mindset. Whatever happens, happens!”

Thompson definitely kicked off the
season with the right stroke, breaking
the SPF school record in the 100-
breaststroke with a time of 1:06.1 in
a 99-71 victory over Governor
Livingston on December 1.

“Jodie just broke the school record
in the 100 breaststroke at our first
meet verses GL,” Coach Hulnik noted.

“It was a lot of fun. I was pumped
coming into the meet. I wasn’t really
expecting to do that on the first meet,
but I was ready to have fun. When
some people told me, I was so ecstatic,
really happy, because I think it was
just the energy from everyone on the
pool deck. Everything that was going
through me before the race, really got
me to do my best,” Thompson said.

In that meet, the Raiders were neck-
and-neck with the Highlanders at the
break.

“We were only up by four points in
the meet yesterday. We all got to-
gether and said, ‘you know what? We
are winning today. We are coming
out on top.’ Everyone swam really
well in the second half of the meet,”
English said.

The Raiders’ next home meet will
be against Union on Thursday, De-
cember 15. After a meet at East
Brunswick on Tuesday, December
20, the Raiders will travel to Westfield
to face the Blue Devils on Thursday,
December 22.

“I am really excited about this sea-
son. We should do pretty well. The
counties will be interesting. Hope-
fully we will break some records,”
English said.

David B. Corbin for The Westfield Leader and The Times
READY FOR AN EXCITING SEASON…The Raider girls swim team has nine seniors ready for action. Pictured, left to
right, are: front row; coach Judy Sharkey, Jacqueline Cirincione, Nicole DePaola, Brenda Ho, Emily Nardone and coach
Jessica Hulnik; back row, Rosalie DePaola, Melissa Keiser, Carlie Roessle, Maggie O’Brien and Caitlin English.
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a game came against Immaculata with
nine. Defensively, Ondi recorded 25
tackles with two interceptions and
seven knockdowns.

“Pete! It was a great offensive year
for us. He set a school record for
receptions. I can’t tell you how many
key third down receptions he had to
keep drives alive,” Coach DeSarno
said.

Ondi and O’Rourke also returned
kickoffs, totaling 177 yards and 144,
respectively. O’Rourke also returned
10 punts for 97 yards.

Senior quarterback Nate Mitchell
filled the shoes of Kerr well, finishing
with a WHS season high 1,255 yards
with 102 completions on 184 at-
tempts, which included five TDs and
five interceptions.

“I never worried about Nate from a
mental standpoint. He knew what this
offense was built for when he was a
sophomore. He’s always had that
mental ability, but he never got his
chance. Could he handle the speed of
the game? Could he excel? I think he
really did,” Coach DeSarno said.

Senior kicker Jon Gribbin set the
WHS career mark in field goals with
15 and total points with 132. His

strength of foot on kickoffs hemmed
opponents deep in their own territory.
His first three kickoffs against
Plainfield sailed into the end zone.
Gribbin also completed two passes for
32 yards after faking punts. When
Gribbin was injured, junior Joe Salmon
booted all three extra points and sopho-
more Joe Scaglione had several fine
punts in the Watchung Hills game.

“I don’t know how we are going to
replace him. To replace a kicker, un-
fortunately, is going to lead to some
sleepless nights for us. He didn’t have
to kick a lot of field goals this year,
because we weren’t often in that po-
sition. His kickoffs kept teams inside
their 20-yard line close to 50 percent
of the time,” Coach DeSarno said.

When O’Rourke took a rest, senior
running back Brendan Dugan used
his power to gallop 384 yards on 74
carries, which included five TDs.

Senior split end Mike Stravach had
18 receptions for 315 yards, includ-
ing a key TD against Union.

“Some guys stepped up like Mike
Stravach,” Coach DeSarno said. “We
knew Pete Ondi would be a good
receiver on one side, but we didn’t
have anybody on the other, and Mike
Stravach did a great job. Big catches
all over the place!”

After scoring two TD receptions in
the opening game against Scotch
Plains-Fanwood, senior tight end/
linebacker John Lanzano missed the
next five games due to injury but
managed to finish with seven recep-
tions for 84 yards. In those five games,
Lanzano recorded 32 tackles (5 for
loss) and one sack.

“When you look back on this team,
we only had two players return on the
offensive line then we lose John
Lanzano in the second game, and the
whole season we only let up two
sacks,” Coach DeSarno pointed out.

Due to multiple injuries, the door
of opportunity was opened for sev-
eral reserves. Sophomore David Kane
had 10 receptions for 85 yards, which
included a TD in the “Snow Bowl”
against Linden. Junior linebacker

Nick LaFace recorded 29 tackles, a
sack and a fumble recovery. Scaglione
recorded 22 tackles (5 for loss, 2
sacks). Sophomore safety Dylan
Elliott stepped in at safety and came
up with a pair of key interceptions in
the rain-soaked game against
Watchung Hills. He finished with
three interceptions, 31 tackles (1 for
loss) and four special teams tackles.

“Nick LaFace played hard all year,
and of course Joe Scaglione as a
sophomore and David Kane! Those
are three guys that I don’t quite know
would have played if it weren’t for
the injuries. They helped us. They
helped themselves for the future,”
Coach DeSarno said.

The undersized but well-coached
defensive line recorded four shutouts
and held two other teams
(Bridgewater-Raritan, Immaculata) to
just one TD. Seniors Mike LaFace (3
sacks) and Ryan Elliott recorded 41
tackles (12 for loss) and 25 tackles (5

for loss), respectively. Senior Alex
McHugh recorded 21 tackles (2 for
loss, sack).

“Defensively, we graduated a lot of
great players in the front eight. Mike
LaFace steps up and has a monster
year. Alex McHugh, we moved him
to end, and our defense really took
off,” Coach DeSarno said.

Senior linebacker Pat Johnson led
the team with 48 tackles (12 for loss,
3 sacks) four fumble recoveries and
six special teams tackles. Linebacker
Joe Rinaldi made 29 tackles (6 for
loss, sack) and had two fumble recov-
eries. Linebacker Kurt Kowalski re-
corded 20 tackles (2 for loss) and four
special teams tackles.

“Kenny Miller, our defensive coor-
dinator, did a great job with this group.
You coach with what you have. We
had some speed. We had good cor-
ners, so that helped us in defending
the back. We had some speed on our
defensive line able to get off blocks
and keep the ball in front of us,”
Coach DeSarno said.

But if there was to be an exclama-
tion mark this year, it had to be the
Immaculata game.

“Our kids just really played well.

We set the tempo early with our de-
fense and made it hard for them to run
with their big tailback. Offensively,
we were able to chip and chip and
chip. We were nine of 11 on third
downs. We kept ourselves in good
manageable downs and distance the
whole game. Then James had three
interceptions and three touchdowns.
He may have been the smallest guy out
on that field, but he sure played the
biggest that day,” Coach DeSarno said.

Next year, it appears that the Blue
Devils’ schedule will undergo a dra-
matic change. Watchung Hills,
Rahway, Immaculata and Linden may
be replaced by Phillipsburg,
Hillsborough, Hunterdon Central and
Franklin.

“We are graduating 23 special se-
niors. It made our younger kids aware
of the task at hand. It’s going to be
interesting! It’s all going to depend
on how hard the kids train in the off-
season,” Coach DeSarno said.

David B. Corbin (Union game) for The Westfield Leader and The Times
ANOTHER RECORD-BREAKER…Blue Devil flanker Peter Ondi, No. 27, set the WHS career and seasonal receptions
record with 80 and 51, respectively. This season, his 51 receptions totaled 585 yards, including two TDs.


