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Devil’s Den

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

The Thrill of History,
The Agony of Reality

The yin and yang of life has been
discussed here often in the past. How
too much joy in one’s life has to be
balanced by something not quite as cool.
It’s just how life works. Twice over the
past few weeks, that has come into play.

As fate would have it, while I was
enjoying a once-in-my-lifetime moment
at Toms River High School South on
June 11, watching WHS play in the state
Group 4 baseball finals, Joe Della Badia
Sr. was passing away at the age of 76 in
Meriden, N.H.

Joe Della Badia. The name doesn’t
mean much to most current Westfielders,
unless they are really old, or had kids in
the 1970s and ’80s, when Joe’s kids
were playing at WHS.

But for some of us, Joe Della Badia
was, and always will be, “Uncle Joe”,
the coach of the greatest public school
swim dynasty this state will ever know.
From 1964 to 1967, “Let’s go for Uncle
Joe” was the chant as WHS swept to
Union County, New Jersey and Eastern
Interscholastics titles, and was annually
among the top three in the country in
Swimming World magazine’s mythical
rankings.

It’s true that those WHS teams were
loaded with talent – Doug Eakeley, Dave
Perkowski, Gregg Smolenski, Peter
Heesch, Doug McOwen, Steve McCoy,
John Ketcham, Harvey Gerber, John
Greene, Dave Demarest, Tom McCoy,
Greg and Pete Klaiber, Glenn Gruber,
Jeff Schaub, Bruce MacLay, Don Mutz,
etc. But Uncle Joe was a master at
getting the most out of those guys, and
he was also a supreme strategist. On
Feb. 12, 1966, the Blue Devils took on
the Princeton freshman in a Saturday
night meet, looking to avenge the only
blemish on the 1965 season. The Wallace
Pool was packed beyond capacity and
the meet turned on one event. Uncle Joe
held star sprinter McOwen out of the
100 freestyle and then used him with
Ketcham for a tide-turning 1-2 finish
that lifted WHS to a 53-42 victory.

Wherever the 1965 and ’66 teams
performed, people watched in awe. At
those county meets, WHS won all 11
events both years. The 1965 team won
seven of 11 events at states, while the
’66 took nine of 11. Even at the Easterns,
with teams from Maine to Florida and
all the way west to the Mississippi River,
WHS won six of the 11 events both
years. The state rewrote several entry
rules after Della Badia’s career, to try to
curtain WHS’s dominance.

Della Badia was an all-state shortstop
at Bloomfield High School, and his older
sons Joe and Tommy were both football
quarterbacks and outstanding baseball
players at WHS.

But being the WHS swim coach
doesn’t define Della Badia, who went
on to be a principal at Summit and
Chatham Township high schools, be-
fore he moved to New Hampshire and
became superintendent of several school
districts.

Most of the great coaches who walked
the halls of WHS during my time – Sam
Bunting, Walt Clarkson, Uncle Joe Della
Badia, Joe Freeman, Chuck Gantner,
Gary Kehler, Norm Koury and John Lay
– are gone now. Proving once again that
getting old totally sucks.

THRILL AND AGONY, PART 2
Coming home from the baseball

team’s 8-5 eight-inning victory over
Morris Knolls in the state semifinals last

week, it would have taken a lot to rain on
my happiness parade. In fact, it would’ve
been darn near impossible. But all it
took was a phone call from a friend
wanting to know how the baseball team
did. After talking about that, he asked if
I’d heard about boys basketball coach
Kevin Everly being fired.

Pfffffffffffffffffft! There went the air
out of my victory balloon.

My mind wandered back to the WHS
games I’d seen over the past 14 years,
(close) losses more often than wins, but
always with a team of disciplined play-
ers, guys well trained in the fundamen-
tals. They all knew how to box out,
handle the ball, throw bounce passes,
set picks, play defense, and distribute
the ball. And they always played hard.
Given a schedule that includes St.
Patrick, Linden, Elizabeth, Plainfield,
Union, SPFHS – twice each – I’m not
sure who could have put up better records
then Everly’s teams put up.

I thought of the heartbreaking over-
time loss to Elizabeth two years ago,
when Pat Sabatino almost broke several
blood vessels trying to help WHS pull
off the upset.

I thought of the steamy July day a
couple summers ago, when I wandered
into the WHS gym and saw Everly work-
ing with a player on shooting technique,
while also giving Chris Sheehan some
ball-handling drills.

I thought of going down to Toms
River one Sunday to see Mike Venezia
play in the state all-star game . . . and
seeing Everly there.

I thought of the game late this past
winter at North Brunswick. WHS posted
a 50-45 win. North Brunswick was 17-
4. WHS was 12-11. (I wonder now if the
North Brunswick coach was canned.)

Everly went into the athletic director’s
office at the end of the day on Friday,
May 27, thinking he was getting a year-
end review. Instead, he got to spend his
Memorial Day weekend wondering what
had just happened after first-year AD
Sandy Mamary told him his coaching
services were no longer needed.

“There was absolutely no warning . .
. like, hey, you should change this or
that, or you can do better at that,” he
said. “I had no negative evaluations at
the end of the year for any year I was
there. Even this year, there was no nega-
tive feedback.”

The AD said she had quite a few
sleepless nights, while mulling over her
decision.

“I’m not the type to do something like
this haphazardly,” she said. “It was well
thought-out. There was no hidden
agenda. I spoke to a lot of people, hash-
ing it out. I had to do what I felt was best
for the kids.

“I want all our coaches to have the
complete package: knowledge of the
sport, getting the kids to play hard, and
dealing with the kids. At Westfield, we
have high standards and high expecta-
tions. Bottom line, I want to do what I
feel is best for our kids, in all sports.”

When I said that it obviously couldn’t
be a lack of knowledge about the sport
or getting the kids to play hard that was
the cause of the firing, the AD said that
she couldn’t tell me the reason Everly
was fired. (A betting man would guess
that there were parents somehow be-
hind this.)

In the event, we will just agree to
disagree on this one, and here’s why.

Fact: Everly was the second
winningest coach in school history with
a 144 W’s, and quite of a few of his
players went on to outstanding college
careers. Having seen every WHS coach
since 1961, Everly ranks at or near the
top, in terms of teaching fundamentals
and getting kids to play hard. Don’t
know how he dealt with the kids on a
day-to-day basis, but, however he dealt
with them, they always played hard and
knew what they were doing. (He prob-
ably would get lower grades from those
all-knowing parents whose kids didn’t
develop into the D-1 scholarship win-
ners they vicariously expected.)

Fact: For those who worry about won-
lost records, in the 32 years prior to
Everly getting the head job (1966-97),
WHS had 13 winning seasons and 19
losing marks. There were no county or
sectional titles under Everly; there were
no county and one sectional during those
previous 32 years. Everly’s average-
season record over 14 years was 10-12,
as compared to the previous 32 year’s
average-season record of . . . 10-12.
Both eras had two-year aberrations – the
25-2 and 24-2 records in Neil Horne’s
first two seasons and the 3-18 and 4-16
seasons when Everly first took over;
take them out and the 32-year average
season falls to 9-13, while Everly’s av-
erage season jumps to 11-11.

Fact: It’s very, very, very difficult to
get fired at WHS. Since the Korean War,
there’s only been football’s Joe Free-
man, whose 1954 firing created a stench
that remains to this day in the opinion of

his former players; football’s Les Zorge
in 1960, basketball’s Cy Fulton, whose
1970 team went 6-13 and allowed 118
points in one game to SPFHS (WHS did
put up 85); basketball’s Joe Soviero and
soccer’s Walt Leonow in 1990, lacrosse’s
Shaun Cherewich in 1996, swimming’s
yours truly in 2006, and ice hockey’s
Brendan Hickey this year. Couldn’t get
verification about whether Dick Zimmer
(football, 1984) and Pete Lima (base-
ball, 1982) were fired or just stepped
down.

(Note: Two of the above-mentioned
coaches are currently in the Westfield
Athletic Hall of Fame, and three or four
of the others are deserving of the honor.)

These odd moves are not limited to
WHS. North Hunterdon recently let 30-
year baseball coach Parker Snare and
his 501 career wins “retire” (with a
$1.95 plaque for a going-away gift) and
Lenape fired 19-year girls basketball
coach Lynn Brennan, who was 23-4 and
19-9 the past two years. And so it goes.

Rumors are floating around that
former WHS three-sport stars Brian
Ciemniecki, Jim McKeon and Jay Cook
could be coming back as teachers-
coaches. I wish them luck and hope
whoever WHS hires goes 30-0 every
year.

But that won’t take away the unset-
tling feeling that the departure of Kevin
Everly leaves.

NEXT WEEK
The final Devil’s Den of the school

year will include the 2011 Devil of the
Year.

Devil of the Year
Will be Announced

In June 30 Issue

LEISCHNER GOT 3RD AT 3 SGL IN UCT

Raider Net Boys Rallied
From Slow Beginning

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

A rough road (schedule) and
weather conditions made it difficult
for the Scotch Plains-Fanwood High
School boys tennis team to finish
with a winning record this season.
After a rugged 1-6 start, the Raiders
did, however, turn their season
around, going 8-7 to finish with a 9-
13 record.

“We had six matches canceled,
which I believe we would have won

at least five of those matches. But that
wasn’t the case, due to many con-
flicts and not enough time at the end
of the season to make-up those
matches,” Raider Head Coach Gary
Wasserman said.

Eight of the Raiders’ losses came
at the rackets of top-20 teams, which
included Union County Tournament
(UCT) champion Westfield. The
Raiders made a strong showing at the
UCT and finished fifth out of 16

David B. Corbin (April 2011 files) for The Westfield Leader and The Times
DEEP CONCENTRATION…Raider Evan Shlissel concentrates on the return.
Shlissel and Josh Lopez placed fifth in the county tournament at first doubles.
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Scotch Plains…NEW HOME-NEW CAR. Local builder has completed this
2700 ft colonial located at end of a cul-de-sac. 4 Bedrooms, 2 ½ Baths, 9 ft
ceil, 2 story foyer, hardwood floors throughout, 25 ft  living room/dining room,
custom granite kitchen, stainless steel appliances & dining area w/sliders to
rear deck, adjacent 20ft family room w/gas fireplace, full basement, 2nd floor
laundry, quaint front porch, 2 car attached garage. Close to NYC trans. Move
right in!! AT CLOSING-TWO SETS OF KEYS-ONE FOR YOUR NEW HOME
& ONE FOR YOUR NEW CAR.      $699,500.

Scotch Plains…Wonderful, well cared for 4 bedroom, 2 ½ bath home on .531
acre on cul-de-sac. Beautiful entry foyer, spacious Living Room w/picture window,
Formal Dining room, hardwood floors, 3 Season Sunroom and eat-in kitchen.
Family room w/gas fireplace has slider to treed back yard with two tiered deck,
patio and above ground pool. Basement has Rec Room/exercise room and ideal
storage closets. Many improvement include all updated baths, new central air
and furnace, windows, newly painted exterior and new driveway. 2 car garage,
and much more. Easy walk to Coles Elementary school.      $599,900.


