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That 
Winning
Feeling

Mike Manley and the Panthers
Defeat Top-Seeded Briarcliff
for the Class B Championship
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By Andy Jacobs
Several weeks into the 2016-17 season, 

the Pleasantville boys’ basketball team 
had already dropped three of its first 
seven games and there really wasn’t a 
growing suspicion the Panthers, despite 
the presence of one of the area’s most 
talented players, could challenge for a 
sectional championship. 

A loss at Croton-Harmon in mid-
January, their sixth of the season, did little 
to instill confidence in head coach Chris 
Welch that big things were just around 
the corner. “Certainly not then,” he would 
say later, asked when he realized his team 
could battle for a title. 

Yet there they were on Saturday evening, 
jumping up and down in celebration at 
center court at the Westchester County 
Center, moments after dethroning top-
seeded and longtime rival Briarcliff with 
a 58-49 victory in the Section 1, Class B 
championship game. 

Star guard Mike Manley finished with 
18 points and Quentin Lupo added 
15, but it was a pair of 3-pointers by 
Nick Salzarulo, one of the Panthers’ 
formerly-reluctant-to-shoot role players 
in the midst of a 16-2 burst to start the 
second quarter that may have delivered 
the biggest blow to the Bears’ hopes of 
repeating as sectional champs. 

“You know, Saz is a kid who never 
backed down from a challenge in his life, 
I don’t think,” said Welsh. “And he knew 
they weren’t going to be paying too much 
attention to him. He did a great job of 
stepping up there and shooting the ball 
with confidence.”

The second-seeded Panthers, now 17-7 
this season and headed to a state regional 
playoff game against Section 9 champion 
Spackenkill, have only lost once since 

falling at Croton, a game, according to 
Welsh, in which his players spent far too 
long deferring to Manley, their do-it-all 
senior who scored 28 points in Monday 
night’s semifinal win over Woodlands at 
the County Center. 

That lone loss came at Briarcliff nearly 
a month ago, when the Bears’ Jack Reish 
tossed in an improbable game-winning 
shot with his left hand while on the run 
and under pressure at the buzzer in 
overtime. Reish’s miraculous basket may 
have been  crushing to the Panthers at the 
time, but it provided the motivation that 
has carried them into the postseason. 

“When we lost to Briarcliff at the buzzer 
last time,” said Welsh, shortly after the 
Panthers had ended their 16-year hoop 
title drought, “we kind of had this game 
circled. It was the only way we were gonna 
get to play ‘em again. Right here. And we 
got it.”

Before a large and raucous crowd, with 
Pleasantville students up in the baseline 
balcony and Briarcliff ’s near the court, 
just below the stage, the Panthers didn’t 
waste any time showing they came to play 
defense. On the Bears’ first possession 
of the game, Manley, better known for 
his ability to shoot the ball, went high in 
the air to block a jump shot by Jack Ryan 
beyond the 3-point arc. 

Manley, named the tournament’s most 
valuable player, got the Panthers on the 
scoreboard with a 3-pointer nearly three 
minutes into the game. The lead changed 
hands four times in the opening quarter, 
which ended with the Bears leading 8-7 
after Reish, who scored a game-high 25 
points in his varsity farewell, connected 
on a 17-foot jumper in the final seconds. 

But the early moments of the second 
quarter turned into a disaster for Briarcliff 
as the Panthers went on their dazzling 16-2 

run that gave them the lead for the rest of 
the night. Lupo began the onslaught with 
a straightaway 3-pointer just 15 seconds 
in. Then Charlie McPhee stole the ball and 
went coast to coast for a layup. Salzarulo 
followed with his first trey with 6:34 left 
in the half, increasing P’ville’s lead to 15-8 
and forcing a Briarcliff timeout.

The Bears came out of the break and 
got a bucket from Reish, but the Panther 
run was hardly finished. Manley soon 

answered with a three from the left 
elbow, then Salzarulo made another one, 
this time from the left corner. He never 
scored again, but the damage was done. 
A Manley jumper from the top of the key 
opened up a 23-10 Panther cushion with 
4:52 remaining before halftime. 

Briarcliff closed the half with its own 
13-5 run, featuring a couple of jump 
hooks in the lane by junior center 
Jackson Gonseth and concluding with 
a Ryan 3-pointer just before the buzzer. 
The Bears retreated to their locker room 
trailing just 28-23, but never got any 
closer in the second half. 

“Listen, that’s a good team,” said Welsh 

Panthers Dethrone Briarcliff as Class B Sectional Champs

charlie Mcphee gets inside for a bucket in 
pleasantville’s 58-49 win over briarcliff  at the 
county center.

Miles Jones of  briarcliff  dribbles the ball past 
midcourt in saturday’s title game.

Quentin Lupo of  pleasantville shoots the ball 
from the right baseline as briarcliff’s Miles Jones 
defends on saturday evening.

briarcliff’s Jackson Gonseth battles pleasantville’s Ian Esliker for rebounding position during the class b 
sectional final at the Westchester county center.

briarcliff’s Jack Reish goes up for two of  his game-
high 25 points in the class b championship game.
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about Briarcliff. “That’s a good basketball 
team and our defensive effort was just 
phenomenal. It was off the charts.”

The second half began with Lupo 
draining a 3-pointer and then Jeremy 
Stone, who finished with 10 points, 
following with a layup. Suddenly the 
Panthers had regained a double-digit 
lead. Ryan made another 3-point shot to 
move the Bears within 33-26 with 5:48 
left in the quarter, but they only scored 
four more points the rest of the period. 

Manley’s 3-pointer with two minutes 
left gave Pleasantville a 42-30 advantage, 
and the lead grew to 15 when Ian Esliker 
made a steal, dashed down the court and 

turned it into a 3-point play, scoring on 
a layup while getting hit and adding the 
free throw. 

“A lot of times, the first three minutes 
of a half play a huge role in a game,” said 
Welsh. “So we were ready for it. We were 
mentally prepared. And the best thing 
about this group is the mental toughness 
they’ve shown. They face adversity and 
they overcome it.”

In the fourth quarter, a Reish 3-pointer 
capped an 8-0 burst by the Bears that 
trimmed the Pleasantville lead to 49-40. 
But by then there was only 2:50 remaining 
on the clock. Reish added another trey 
and a lefty shot off glass in the waning 

moments to conclude his superb career, 
but the Bears never really threatened as 
time slipped away. 

“Give credit to those guys,” said Bears 
coach Cody Moffett. “They made some 
shots, their role players. They played very 
unselfish. They were well coached, they 
were well prepared. All the credit goes 
to coach Welsh and his guys. They were 
ready. We didn’t do what we needed to do 
from an execution standpoint, and they 
were well prepared and did a fantastic 
job.”

Amid the pandemonium all around 
him after the Panthers had been presented 
their Gold Ball, Manley said, “It’s so 
special. It’s against our rival. It’s amazing. 
It’s what you dream of. It’s the best feeling 
in the world. I was so emotional after 
the game because we worked so hard to 
get to this point, and to win this game is 
incredible.”

“I’m extremely proud,” said Welsh. “It’s 
just a winning group of kids. They know 
how to win. They’re extremely, extremely 
cool under pressure. All I can say is I’m 
extremely proud. The way that they 
transformed themselves throughout this 
year has been phenomenal. You know, we 
didn’t play that caliber of defense earlier 
in the year that we played tonight.”

The Bears’ Moffett, denied a second 
championship after reaching the Class B 
title game for a third straight year, was 
disappointed for his players who won’t 
be wearing a Bears uniform again and 
offered some consolation during a lengthy 
postgame talk.

“I applauded my seniors and I told 
them thank you for everything they did,” 
he said. “And I told our younger guys that 
you’ve got to hold onto this feeling you 
have right now and realize how precious 
a moment it is to play in a championship 
game.”

the panthers’ Mike Manley uses a screen from 
nick salzarulo to dribble past briarcliff’s Jack 
Ryan. Ian Esliker of  pleasantville dribbles the ball beyond 

the 3-point line in saturday evening’s title game 
vs. archrival briarcliff.

briarcliff  coach cody Moffett watches his team 
battle archrival pleasantville at the county center.

briarcliff  guard Jack Ryan rises along the right 
baseline for a shot during saturday’s class b 
championship game vs. pleasantville.

pleasantville head coach chris Welsh 
holds the Gold ball after his panthers 
captured the class b championship on 
saturday.

pleasantville star guard Mike Manley is greeted by coach chris 
Welsh in the fourth quarter with the panthers on the verge of  
winning the class b championship.

tucker Wexler of  briarcliff  and nick salzarulo of  pleasantville sets their sights on a rebound during the 
class b championship game.
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By Andy Jacobs
As gifted athletically as he is, and as 

many intangibles he provides on the 
court, Our Lady of Lourdes senior guard 
Kevin Townes had only scored a single 
point up until the moment he rose in the 
air to shoot the ball from the right elbow 
with just over two minutes remaining in 
last Wednesday night’s Section 1, Class A 
semifinal game against Byram Hills. 

The rare shot by Townes, a 3-pointer 
from beyond even the NBA line, rattled 
around the rim and quickly dropped 
through, erasing a one-point Bobcat edge 
and giving Lourdes the lead for good. 
His timely basket helped lift the upset-
minded Warriors to a 54-48 victory at the 
Westchester County Center and brought 
a premature close to the season for the 
top-seeded Bobcats, who were seeking 
their second straight sectional title. 

“Yeah, that was a big shot,” said Bobcats 
coach Ted Repa afterwards. “He gave a 
shot fake and he got us off balance and he 
came back and went further away from 
the basket and still knocked it down. That 
was a tough one.”

On a night when the fifth-seeded 
Warriors shot 30 free throws to just 
five for Byram Hills, it still took a huge 
basket from an unlikely source to end 
the Bobcats’ quest for another Gold Ball. 
Facing the same team they had eliminated 
in the semifinals a year ago and then again 
at home in mid-December, the Bobcats 
built a lead as large as eight points in the 
first half.

But the Warriors, led by relentless 
senior center James Anozie, who finished 
with 27 points and 15 rebounds, never 
allowed the Bobcats to get ahead by more 
than five points after halftime. And when 
Byram went scoreless over the game’s final 
two minutes and 45 seconds, missing its 
final 10 shots from the field, they closed 
with a 7-0 run to steal the contest. 

“Credit to Lourdes,” said Repa. “They 
played a really great game. They were 
prepared, they had our scouting report. 
Yeah, we’re a little shocked right now. We 
didn’t see this one coming.”

The Bobcats, riding the wave of a 17-
game winning streak since losing to Iona 
Prep the last week of 2016 at the Slam 
Dunk Tournament, also at the County 
Center, jumped out to a quick, early lead. 
Both Matt Groll, who finished with 14 
points and eight blocked shots, and Willy 
Samsen connected on 3-point shots and 
their lead grew to 8-2 when Skylar Sinon 
fed Ben Leff for a layup. 

Lourdes answered with a 9-2 burst, 
but the quarter ended with back-to-back 
baskets by Samsen and Groll, enabling 
Byram Hills to grab a 14-11 advantage. 
The Bobcats stretched their lead to 23-15 
with a 7-0 run that began with another 
Samsen 3-pointer and ended with Leff 
again scoring inside on a pass from Sinon. 

But the Warriors, who wound up 
edging second-seeded Tappan Zee in the 
championship game, got nine points from 
Anozie in the second quarter and closed 
the half with a 3-point basket by freshman 
Aidan Hildebrand that sliced the Bobcats’ 
edge to just 28-24. 

Anozie scored five of his points in the 
second quarter at the charity stripe. And 
even though Lourdes wound up making 
just 16 of its 30 free-throws attempts, the 
constant parade to the foul line, especially 
by Anozie, proved costly for a Bobcat 
team anxious to get out and run. 

“He was getting to the foul line and 
that stops the flow of the game,” said 
Repa. “And we weren’t getting to the foul 
line at all. We were attacking the rim and 
we weren’t getting the calls. So it kind of 
slowed us up and I think there was some 
frustration setting in. We got no flow into 
our transition game. That was the main 
thing.”

The Warriors eventually tied the game 
on a Brady Hildebrand drive along the left 
baseline with 2:21 left in the third quarter. 
Samsen, a sharpshooting sophomore 
with size and spring who finished with 
a team-high 16 points, canned his third 
and fourth 3-pointers of the night in the 
final two minutes of the period, enabling 
Byram Hills to take a 38-37 lead with 
eight minutes remaining.

Groll’s straightaway 3-pointer a minute 
into the fourth quarter opened a 43-38 
edge. A pullup jumper by Sinon with 5:35 
to go gave the Bobcats a 45-40 lead. But 
Lourdes answered with a 6-0 run, finally 
taking their first lead since late in the 
opening period on a pair of foul shots 
from John Arceri. Two free throws by Leff 
with 3:21 left then sent Byram back ahead 
47-46. 

After an Anozie free throw tied the 
game again, Sinon made one of two foul 

shots to lift the Bobcats to a 48-47 edge. 
But they never scored again and Townes 
provided his pivotal 3-point shot with 
2:09 on the clock after pump faking, then 
dribbling once to his left. Samsen soon 
had a drive along the baseline swatted out 
of bounds, then misfired on a trey from 
the left corner.

When Anozie scored his final bucket 
of the night, a layup with 39 seconds to 
go that extended the Warriors’ lead to 
five points, their fans up in the baseline 
balcony began to celebrate. The Bobcats’ 
last gasp came with 17 seconds left as Erik 
Lewerenz was unable to hit on a 3-point 
try from the right corner.

The surprising loss brought an end 
to the varsity careers of Groll and point 
guard Matt Milone, and Repa knows it 
won’t be easy next year without them. 

“We’re gonna miss those seniors quite a 
bit,” he said. “They’ve left quite a legacy. It’s 
kind of impossible to put into words. The 
level of care that they have for the team, 
the program, what it means to them, that’s 
hard to replace. Hopefully, that tradition 
will be passed on.” 

Repa conceded that the postgame chat 
he just had with his players was among 
the most difficult of his coaching career.

“It wasn’t a fun time,” he said. “I’ve got 
nothing but love for those guys. Yeah, it’s 
hard to process right now. I really didn’t 
see it coming. I thought we were gonna 
do better.”

Bobcats Surprised by Lourdes in the Class A Semifinals

Matt Groll of  byram hills shoots the ball in last 
Wednesday’s class A semifinal.

the bobcats’ skylar sinon drives to the basket vs. 
the Lourdes Warriors at the Westchester county 
center.

byram hills point guard Matt Milone is pressured 
as he gets set to pass the ball in the section 1, 
class A semifinals.

Willy samsen of  byram hills rises for a basket in 
last Wednesday’s playoff  game vs. Lourdes.

ben Leff  shoots the ball in traffic during byram 
hills’ semifinal game at the county center last 
week.
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By Andy Jacobs
Jackie Contento took her last walk 

back to the Briarcliff bench with just 
under a minute remaining on Saturday 
evening and the Bears’ quest for a Section 
1, Class B championship all but over. 
She was hugged quickly by each of her 
sullen teammates before finally reaching 
coach Don Hamlin at the far end and 
exchanging an emotional and extended 
embrace. 

For Contento, the lone senior starter, 
and the rest of the Bears, the final 
moments at the Westchester County 
Center brought tears of disappointment 
after their 10-point second-quarter lead 
quickly evaporated and the Irvington 
Bulldogs emerged with a 58-44 victory in 
the sectional final.

“I told them,” Hamlin would share 
later about the postgame message to his 
dejected young team, “that I never had a 
better captain than Jackie and have never 
been around a better person, and I’m 
gonna miss her tremendously. She set a 
high standard for us. Hopefully, we can 
follow it.”

If and when the Bears finally put an 
end to the Irvington dynasty that has 
now produced seven titles in the last 
eight years, Contento will no longer be 
on the roster. On Saturday night, she 
helped limit the offensive output of the 
Bulldogs’ star guard, Lindsay Halpin, but 
Olivia Valdes stepped out of the shadows 
to score a game-high 23 points while the 
Bears’ misfired on 15 of their 16 shots 
from beyond the 3-point line.

An 18-8 Briarcliff cushion a minute and 
a half into the second quarter slipped away 
as the Bears never scored again before 
halftime, and the top-seeded Bulldogs 
closed the period on a 12-0 burst, taking 
the lead on Halpin’s 3-pointer as the 
buzzer sounded.

“I thought we were playing really 
hard,” said Hamlin. “We just didn’t finish. 
We just didn’t put the ball in the basket 
enough to win the game. I thought at 

times we were trying too hard. We got 
good looks. We just didn’t finish.”

Briarcliff, seeded second and 20-2 this 
season, led virtually the entire first half. 
After Valdes raced coast to coast for a 
layup to open the scoring 40 seconds into 
the game, the Bears proceeded to score the 
next 10 points, getting six of them from 
freshman Alana Lombardi and the other 
four from sophomore Kacey Hamlin, 
who finished with a team-high 14.

The Bulldogs went scoreless for nearly 
three and a half minutes, but were 
still within 12-8 before Maddie Plank 
threaded a perfect pass underneath to 
Contento, who sent a shot high off the 
glass and into the basket with 1:13 left 
in the first quarter. With three seconds 
remaining, Plank connected on a 15-foot 
pullup jumper and the Bears took a 16-8 
lead into the second quarter.

Unfortunately for the Bears, who had 
been demolished by Irvington when the 
teams met back in mid-December, two 
free throws by Plank with 6:34 to go 
turned out to be their only points of the 
second quarter. Just 20 seconds after her 
foul shots, Plank was whistled for her 
third foul on a drive to the basket and 
the complexion of the contest suddenly 
changed as Irvington went on its huge 
12-0 spurt. 

Asked later if the Bulldogs’ big first-
half finish, and especially the buzzer-
beating 3-pointer by Halpin, had deflated 
his players, Hamlin said, “No, they were 
good. Their mood was tremendous. 
They were really pumped up at halftime. 
They knew we played most of the second 
quarter without Maddie with her third 
foul. You know, Kacey with two, so she 
really couldn’t engage as much as we 
would’ve liked.”

The second half began with the Bears 
regaining the lead with seven straight 
points as Plank, who wound up with 13 
points, seven rebounds and five assists, 
hit a turnaround jumper, Hamlin made a 
scoop shot in the lane and Plank added 
a straightaway 3-pointer. Irvington, 
though, answered with its own 7-0 run to 

grab a 27-25 edge. 
A baseline jumper by Lombardi tied the 

game, then the Bears took their final lead 
of the night, 29-28, as Plank dropped in an 
18-foot jumper from right of the key. The 
Bulldogs gained the upper hand for good 
on two free throws by Mary Brereton with 
3:18 left in the third quarter and built a 
six-point margin before Contento nailed 
a right-side 18-footer to move Briarcliff 
within 35-31 heading to the fourth. 

Irvington had 
outscored the Bears 
7-2 to close the third 
quarter, then began the 
final period with six 
straight points. A pair of 
free throws by Hamlin 
cut the Bears’ deficit to 
41-33 with 5:29 left on 
the clock. Two more 
foul shots by Hamlin 
with 4:27 to go and then 
her fast-break layup 
after stealing the ball 
trimmed the Bulldogs’ 
lead to 45-37 with 3:17 
remaining. 

But that was as close as 
the Bears would get the 
rest of the way. Brereton 
was soon credited with 
a 3-pointer even though 
both of her feet were 
inside the arc on a shot 
near the top of the key. 
Contento provided her 
final point in a Bears 
uniform with 1:07 left, 
then was summoned to 
the bench 10 seconds 
later with the Bears 
behind by a dozen 
points. 

The rest of the Briarcliff starters, the 
underclassmen who will likely threaten to 
finally end Irvington’s dominance in the 
years ahead, joined her moments later, 
taking the same slow, tearful walk back 
to the bench, where they soon witnessed 
the giddy celebration at the other end of 
the floor as the Bulldogs celebrated their 
third straight Class B championship.

“Hopefully we’ll learn from this 
experience,” said Hamlin, whose team 
had defeated Valhalla as Lombardi and 
Contento combined for 28 points in 
Tuesday’s semifinal at the County Center. 
“Hopefully we continue to get better 
because if you don’t get better, then you 
come in second again.”

Bears’ Early Lead Disappears as Irvington Wins Another Title

briarcliff  coach don hamlin consoles young stars 
Alana Lombardi (left) and Maddie plank in the 
final moments of  saturday’s loss to Irvington in 
the class b title game.

briarcliff  freshman Alana Lombardi tries to score 
in the paint in the second half  of  the class b 
championship game.
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Jackie contento drives, draws and dishes in briarcliff’s championship 
showdown with Irvington at the county center.

briarcliff  guard Kacey hamlin tries to dribble 
around Irvington’s Lindsay halpin in the class b 
title game at the Westchester county center.

briarcliff  coach don hamlin consoles young stars 
Alana Lombardi (left) and Maddie plank in the 
final moments of  saturday’s loss to Irvington in 
the class b title game.
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briarcliff’s Kacey hamlin jumps in the arms of  Kelly o’donnell after the bears defeated Valhalla 
in the semifinals last tuesday.

briarcliff  standout Jack Reish launches a short jumper in 
last Monday night’s class b semifinal win over hastings.

charlie Mcphee of  pleasantville shoots a free 
throw last Monday evening vs. Woodlands.

pleasantville’s Mike Manley gets into the paint to 
score two of  his 28 points vs. Woodlands in the 
class b semifinals.A dejected ben Leff  of  byram hills walks off  the 

court following last Wednesday night’s surprising 
loss to our Lady of  Lourdes.

Valhalla center sam Morillo pulls down one of  her 
19 rebounds in the semifinals vs. briarcliff.

briarcliff’s Jackie contento (left) and Kelly o’donnell battle for a loose ball in saturday night’s 
class b championship game vs. Irvington.
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pleasantville forward Jeremy stone scores an 
easy basket in the panthers’ semifinal win over 
Woodlands last Monday.

briarcliff  guard Matt perlmutter takes the ball to 
the basket in the bears’ semifinal win over the 
hastings yellow Jackets.

Valhalla’s shelby sekinski lines up a 3-point shot 
from almost nbA range during last tuesday’s 
class b semifinal vs. briarcliff.

Miles Jones of  briarcliff  shoots the ball in the 
bears’ semifinal victory over hastings.

Jack Ryan of  briarcliff  shoots the ball from the 
free-throw line in last Monday’s playoff  game.

briarcliff  bears Maddie plank drives to the hoop.sofia Mazza of  Valhalla shoots the ball over 
briarcliff’s Jackie contento during last week’s 
class b semifinal game.

pleasantville fans start to celebrate as their team nears its first basketball title in 16 years on saturday 
night, at the expense of  archrival briarcliff. 

byram hills senior Matt Groll fires up a one-hander in the lane during last Wednesday’s 
class A semifinal game vs. Lourdes.
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at the

Count y
Center

Briarcliff ’s Kacey Hamlin
Drives On Lindsay Halpin
in the Class B Title Game


