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Blue Devil Hoop Men Made
Sections 5 of Last 6 Seasons

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 13

Devil’s Den

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

Scotch Plains-Fanwood in their sec-
ond meeting and a 55-51 victory over
15-9 Watchung Hills on February 22.

One thing very special was an op-
portunity for fans to watch two of the
most entertaining high school basket-
ball players “do their thing” especially
on the court in Westfield. Senior Mike
Venezia found ways to score from
nearly anywhere on the court and se-
nior point guard Tom Bonard, through
acts of legerdemain, would get the ball
safely into his hands, as well as the rest
of his teammates.

“We are a team that takes pride on
being unselfish. They were unselfish.
They’ve helped us win over the years,”
noted Everly.

Venezia, who led the team in scor-
ing last year with 396 points, includ-
ing 31 three-pointers, jumped this
season’s amount to 485, including 53
three-pointers, and his career total to
1,079 (third highest in WHS history).

“Mike really developed from a
scorer to a great shooter. He’s a better
kid than a basketball player and he’s
a good basketball player,” Everly
pointed out.

But Venezia, who will play at
Colgate this fall, was more than just a
shooter. His awareness and leaping
ability earned him 120 rebounds last
year and a team-high 153 this season.
Also, he was a McDonald’s All-
America nominee, was named to the
Coaches top-15 Union County team
and will compete in the North/South
All-State game.

Bonard not only had the heart of a
lion but he also had great vision to see
what very few could see. Last year, he
led the team in assists with 186 and
this year he added 161 to his total.
That vision, along with his decisive-
ness, earned him 210 points, includ-

ing 29 three-pointers, and 36 steals
last year and 285 points (second on
team), including 36 three-pointers,
and a team-leading 35 steals this year.
Additionally, he hit 75 percent from
the line and was second on the team
with 118 rebounds.

“He was totally unselfish. We asked
him to control the tempo and he did.
He was a team leader. He will go
down as our all-time assist leader,”
said Everly.

Senior Dan Pritsker, who scored
222 points last year, could also offer
offensive punch with 216 points this
season. He hit 48 percent of his shots
from the field and 76 percent from the
line. He also pulled 80 rebounds.

“He was our ‘X’ factor! When he
scored more than 10 points, we won
every game except Plainfield,” said
Everly.

Senior Santo Nardi may not have
produced big offensive and defensive
stats, but he was invaluable to the
team’s success, especially at the post.
Nardi led the team in taking charges
with 24, three in one game.

“We asked him to get into shape
and he was in great shape. The key
defensively, he really shut down the
guy in the post. He did a great job of
eliminating play from the post and
that was huge,” expressed Everly.

Four sophomores, Mike Lessner,
Tony DiIorio, Chris Jenkins and Chris
Sheehan are the future of the Blue
Devils and got a good start with plenty
of varsity playing time. DiIorio started
every game, Jenkins and Lessner
played in all 26 games and Sheehan
played in 21 games.

“We had four winning seasons in a
row. Hopefully, next year will be the
first time that we won five years in a
row,” commented Everly.
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MR. ASSIST…Blue Devil Tom Bonard had great vision, led the team in assists
with 186 last year and added 161 to his total this year. Through acts of legerdemain,
he would get the ball safely into his teammates’ hands.

Some Impressive Numbers
For Devils’ Hoopsters

Numbers rarely tell the whole
story. But the story they tell for this
year’s WHS girls basketball season
are pretty impressive. Consider the
following:

· 19. Wins, tying the school record
set back in 1990.

· 3. Wins in the county tourna-
ment, which earned an appearance
in the final for the first time.

· 495. The number of points scored
by junior Erin Miller, breaking the
school record of 429 set in 1988 by
Krissy Jeremiah.

· 1,233. The number of career
points for Miller, most ever by a girl
at WHS and second to Bob King’s
1,329.

· 43. The number of 3-point bas-
kets by Miller, giving her 99 for her
career, breaking the previous career
mark of 88 by Jackie Cusimano (’02).

· 201. Rebounds by freshman
Diana Venezia, second highest total
in school history, to Karin Morgan’s
319 in 1979.

· 94. Assists by junior Gabby
O’Leary, breaking her school record
of 92 set in 2005. She has a school-
record 274 for her career.

· 300. In addition to juniors Miller,
O’Leary (396) and Stephanie
Slodyczka (302), senior Casey El
Koury (356, plus one missing
boxscore from her freshman year)
joined the list of WHS girls with
over 300 career points and graduates
as the school’s No. 16 all-time scorer.

· 42-33. Won-lost record the past
three years. That’s after the team
posted a total of 14 wins in the pre-
vious five seasons combined.

Losing El Koury and Katie Cronen
to graduation will take away some of
the outstanding depth this year’s team
had. But with Miller, O’Leary,
Slodyczka and Danielle Infantino
back for their senior years, juniors
Tara Handza, Kerri Pringle and
Gabby Jakub and sophomores
Venezia and Charlotte O’Leary, the
cupboard is anything but bare.

The WHS boys basketball team
loses four seniors, standouts Mike
Venezia and Tom Bonard, and solid
guys Santo Nardi and Dan Pritsker.
They were the heart and soul of a very
dangerous 16-10 squad. But coach
Kevin Everly wasn’t bashful about
using his talented sophomores, so
guards Chris Sheehan and Mike
Lessner, center Chris Jenkins, for-
wards Tony DiIorio and Jihad Billups,
plus juniors Manny Mills and Eddie
Simmons, will bring plenty of expe-
rience into the 2007-08 season.

Everly’s team posted a winning
record for the fourth straight year
(16-8, 11-10, 14-9, 16-10), only the
fourth time in over 100 years of

Devil of the Week
Will Return
On April 12

WHS boys basketball that that’s hap-
pened; the other times: 1947-50 (10-
9, 17-5, 11-8, 12-11 under Gomer
Lewis), 1962-65 (23-3, 21-3, 15-6
under John Lay, 16-7 under Bob
Sanislow) and 1971-74 (13-10 un-
der Joe Coleman, 25-2, 24-2, 13-11
under Neil Horne).

Bonard had 161 assists, just five
short of the school record he set last
year. He will graduate with a school
career record 428 assists.

CALIFORNIA DREAMIN’
Jaime Ruszala, who guided the

WHS girls to a state championship a
couple of weeks ago, is getting mar-
ried in June. She’ll be leaving her
teaching (and coaching) position at
WHS at the end of this month and
heading west to look for a teaching
position in the San Francisco area —
where her fiancé, former Peddie and
Duke swimmer John MacDonald, is
currently working.

The loss of the petite Ruszala will
leave a extra-large hole in the WHS
swimming community. Her four-year
coaching record of 49-11 includes
four county and four sectional titles,
plus three times in the state final. And
remember, it’s not easy to deal with
teenaged girls, or with high-level
swimmers … so dealing with a team
of teenaged girls who are mostly high-
level swimmers is a daunting task.
And when those girls are on an elite-
level high school team, it’s even
tougher.

But when it all comes together in
some kind of cosmic wonderland, a
force of Karma that is overpower-
ing, it’s a beautiful thing to see. And
so it was on Sunday, Feb. 25, at the
College of New Jersey, when
Ruszala’s team put on an amazing
performance to capture the girls’ first
state championship since 1999, and
10th overall.

To make it an even happier ending
to this story, it can now be told that
Ruszala turned down a lucrative job
in California last summer, to return
to coach this year’s team and hope-
fully win that state title. In the real
world, things quite often don’t work
out as they’re planned or hoped for
but, happily, they did in this case.

A SOLID WINTER
The winter sports teams at WHS

had a combined record of 109 wins,
47 losses and four ties, for a winning
percentage of 69.8. The breakdown
is: boys basketball 16-10, girls bas-
ketball 19-9, bowling 26-1, ice
hockey 13-9-4, boys swimming 11-
6, girls swimming 14-2, and wres-
tling 10-10. And three more county
titles (bowling, boys swimming, girls
swimming) were added to the five
earned by the fall teams, giving WHS

eight heading into the spring, where
they’ll be the favorite to win tennis
and boys lacrosse, and among the
favorites in golf, baseball and soft-
ball.

(The record in head-to-heads
against SPF this winter was 10-4,
WHS. That gives the Blue Devils a
20-6-1 record against the Raiders this
school year.)

HOCKEY ON UPSWING
The WHS hockey team continued

its improvement under fifth-year
coach Dennis Doherty with a 13-9-4
record — only the 1999 team, which
went 15-13 led by high-scoring Ron
Kashlak, Mike Bird, Brandon Kape
and Josh Falcone, had more victories
in a season. WHS qualified for the
state tournament and won its first-
round game, 4-2 over West Windsor-
Plainsboro North. That was WHS’s
first state victory since the ’99 team
defeated Morristown and Summit
before falling to Brick in the state
semifinals.

The big scorers this winter were
Jimmy Bender (26 goals, 21 assists,
47 points), Craig Esposito (12-31-
43), Seth Davidson (18-11-29), John
Attanasio (16-13-29) and Brian
Davidson (8-11-19). Seniors Will Uhr
and Charlie Woehr along with fresh-
men Joe Kramkowski and Dylan
Moran were the defensive stoppers.
In goal, Doherty had two good ones
in senior Adam Becker (.895 save
percentage) and junior Eric Zagorski
(.889).

BREW XXV COUNTDOWN
It is now 18 days until Brew XXV,

the 25th season for baseball coach
Bob Brewster, opens up at Plainfield.
Here’s the Den’s guess at the starting
lineup: Tom Bonard ss, Sean Ferro cf,
Mike Venezia p-3b, Justin Olsen c,
Evan Shapiro 3b-p, Mike Lessner 1b,
Joe Vall-Llobera rf, Kevin Hennessey
2b, Pete Antonelli lf. Other names to
be aware of: Mike Cappiello 1b, Rick
Passananti of, Dan Melillo if, and
pitchers Ryan Scanlon, Zack Deegan,
Matt Melillo, Dan Nuber and Jim
Thayer.

Here are six key games you do not
want to miss:

April 7, vs. Cranford, 11 a.m.;
April 9, at SPF, 4 p.m.;
April 30, vs. SPF, 4 p.m.;
May 16, at Bridgewater-Raritan, 4

p.m.;
May 18, at North Hunterdon, 5:30

p.m.;
May 21, vs. Hunterdon Central, 4

p.m.
Dates for the Union County Tour-

nament are May 5 (first round), May
12 (semifinals) and May 19 (final).
And the state tournament will start in
mid-May.

WHOOPS!
In last week’s Den, we mentioned a

bunch of names on the baseball team
but one of them will not be on the
team this spring. Hard-throwing (mid-
to-upper 80s) right-hander Joe
Schurig, who lost 25 pounds this win-
ter in anticipation of being the ace of
the pitching staff, suffered a torn la-
brum (shoulder joint) several weeks
ago, ending his WHS baseball career.

Rather than do nothing this spring,
Schurig decided to give lacrosse a try.
Luckily, he’s no novice, having played
from third through eighth grade. An
outstanding center on last fall’s foot-
ball team, Schurig will join the “long
sticks” on defense and should pro-
vide much excitement, a la footballer
Marc Dowling two years ago.

After surgery to repair his shoulder
this summer, Schurig anticipates a
return to baseball in college.

AROUND THIS DATE
March 10, 1973: Rich Gottlick

(148) and Chris Campbell (168) win
state wrestling titles. Gottlick beats
Glassboro’s Dean Guyton 3-0, while
Campbell tops Howell’s Nils Deacon
4-1.

March 11, 1972: Kurt Stiefken wins
the 157-pound state wrestling title
with a 9-4 victory over Howell’s Art
Beins.

March 12, 1966: WHS swimmers
win a still-record nine of the 11 events
to capture their sixth straight state
championship. Dave Demarest wins
the 200 and 500 freestyles.

March 13, 1965: The WHS 200
medley relay foursome of John
Ketcham, Dave Perkowski, Harvey
Gerber and Peter Heesch swims a
national record 1:39.5 to win the state
title. Second-place Trenton finished
in 1:49.0, nearly 10 full seconds be-
hind!.

March 13, 1976: Chuck Cosenza
wins the 148-pound state wrestling
title with an 8-2 win over Kevin Smith
of Madison Township (now Old
Bridge). Cosenza is the 11th, and
final, state champion for coach Gary
Kehler.

March 14, 1964: Joe Wiendl wins
the 148-pound state wrestling title
with a 2-0 victory over Julio Fuentes
of Toms River.

March 14, 1970: Frank Jackson
wins the 178-pound state wrestling
title with a 5-2 victory over North
Hunterdon’s John Marchak.

March 17, 1932: Legendary cross
country/swimming/track coach Walt
Clarkson is born.

The Devil’s Den appears Thursday
in The Westfield Leader during the
scholastic season. Contact us with
comments, suggestions and complaints
at bj1019@aol.com. GO DEVILS!

WESTFIELD  $899,000 WESTFIELD $569,000

SCOTCH PLAINS $639,000 SCOTCH PLAINS $549,900

WESTFIELD $1,795,000

CRANFORD $449,000

Charming and pristine center hall Colonial is very spacious and
offers beautiful oak floors throughout, 6-panel doors, crown mold-
ing, great room flow, Kitchen with newer stainless appliances and
large pantry, great closet space.  Excellent condition in and out!

Charm-filled Colonial with chestnut trim, hardwood floors and high
ceilings, 4 Bedrooms, 1.5 baths, Living Room with fireplace and
French doors, Eat-In Kitchen, Family Room and Formal Dining
Room.  Convenient location!

Delightful 4 Bedroom Cape Cod, many updates, hardwood floors,
natural wood moldings, Living Room with brick fireplace and ex-
pansive window, Dining Room with picture window, new Kitchen,
4 Bedrooms, 2 baths and a 3-seasons room.

Fabulous Colonial with many updates, Kitchen, 2 baths, windows,
siding, hardwood floors, fireplace, finished basement & much more.

You’ll love the new Eat-In Kitchen, 1st floor Family Room with gas
fireplace and 22’ deck, Timberline roof, CAC, Thermo windows
and wood floors.  Quality workmanship.

A brand new creation from the Primavera Collection of custom de-
signs.  Each and every sumptuous home fairly shimmers with its
own unique incandescent vibrancy.  Incomparable top-of-the-line fea-
tures as always, are standard of course.


