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chapter two

sacred heart

The Newcomer

Sixty miles south of Storrs, Connecticut, but well within the scope of the
media spotlight that engulfs the UConn women'’s basketball team, sits one
of the nation’s newest Division I women’s programs. Sacred Heart
University, a small, independent, private Catholic school located in subur-
ban Fairfield, made the quantum leap from Division II to Division I in 1999.

The Pioneers, as they are known, make no claims of supremacy, even
within the confines of the Nutmeg State’s narrow borders. Sacred Heart
shares the state with UConn and five other Division I institutions—as well
as the same tree-lined community on the shores of Long Island Sound
with the more established Fairfield University.

“As I've said since we made the decision to go Division I, our goal is to
become the second-best program in Connecticut,” said Ed Swanson, the
enthusiastic 34-year-old coach of the Pioneers, meaning he’ll concede the
number-one spot to UConn but that all other programs are fair game.

From the outset, Sacred Heart’s new opponents in the Northeast

Conference discovered a Pioneer program they barely knew existed even
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two years earlier was authentic. Swanson’s squad, which featured four
freshmen, a sophomore, two juniors, and two seniors, was far more tal-
ented and resilient than they had imagined. Picked to finish ninth in the
NEC coaches’ 1999—2000 preseason poll, Sacred Heart put an exclamation
point on its debut as a Division I program with a surprising third-place fin-
ish. The Pioneers won 11 of 18 conference games and, overall, were a re-
spectable 14-13.

“Our goal was to position ourselves to be competitive this year, not in
three or four years,” Swanson said. “Our players had high expectations;
they expected to win now. They didn’t want to hear anything about grow-
ing pains. As the year went on, the team kept improving, we kept getting
better.”

Founded as a commuter college in 1963, Sacred Heart reinvented itself
during the final decade of the twentieth century. Seven residence halls
were constructed and filled, dozens of new classrooms and laboratories
were added, and new academic programs were introduced. Today, more
than 70 percent of its 2,500 full-time undergraduates are residential.

To prepare for its transition into the major college ranks, Sacred Heart
tested the waters during a two-year compliance cycle by scheduling 17
games against Division I women’s teams. The Pioneers won seven of
those contests, including four of five against future NEC opponents Long
Island University, Fairleigh Dickinson, Central Connecticut, and
Maryland-Baltimore County.

The opening of a new facility proved invaluable for recruiting. The
university’s $17.5 million William H. Pitt Health & Recreation Center
came on line in the fall of 1997, providing a first-rank venue—with a seat-
ing capacity of 2,200—for basketball, volleyball, and wrestling, as well as
needed office space for an intercollegiate athletic program that had ex-
panded, seemingly overnight, from eight to 33 varsity teams. Pioneer bas-
ketball now had a “Pitt” of its own.

Yes, the scene had been set with care. But to anyone who had watched

Sacred Heart women’s teams even several years earlier, the transforma-
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women'’s basketball was going to have, that we made Ed our first full-time
coach. Obviously he’s a great recruiter and has done an outstanding job.”

Swanson'’s first team, in 199091, won eight games and lost 19, which,
although modest, represented a discernible improvement over the previ-
ous year’s 4-21I record. “I became so frustrated that I think I resigned twice
that first season because I didn’t see us improving,” he later admitted. His
second team fared slightly better, at 11-16. His third, bolstered by the ar-
rival of five recruits including a pair of transfers from the neighboring
University of Bridgeport, produced a 16-13 record—the school’s first win-
ning season since 1978-79. That year was distinguished by a victory in the
conference playoffs and a berth in the ECAC tournament.

Sacred Heart was a beneficiary of UB’s decision to discontinue its in-
tercollegiate athletic program (a move it later rescinded) with the infusion
of transfers Melissa Jones, a 5'10" senior forward with a feathery shooting
touch, and a 5'3" sophomore guard named Sarah Solinsky. Jones led the
1992-93 Pioneers in scoring, but Solinsky, although valuable as a play-
maker, would achieve far greater success as an All-American shortstop in
softball. A case of history repeating itself.

The team’s second game of the season, a rousing come-from-behind
75—-67 overtime triumph over nationally ranked Stonehill in the New
England Tip-Off Tournament at Lowell, Massachusetts, provided conclu-
sive proof that Pioneers women’s basketball had turned the corner. In just
her second game wearing Sacred Heart red and white, Jones scored 31, but
it was senior Kim Filia’s off-balance three-pointer at the buzzer that
erased the last vestige of a 19-point deficit and sent the game into over-

time. Then Sacred Heart breezed past the stunned Chieftains.

A Stumbling Block

Just when it appeared that Swanson had the Pioneer program heading in

the right direction, a bona fide contender to the Bentleys, the Stonehills,
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and other Division Il powers, there was a stumbling block. Sacred Heart
made the decision to discontinue athletic scholarships. Instead, financial
aid would be awarded based on need or academic prowess. Coaches
grumbled. Some fans stayed away. Wondered more than one coach:
“How the heck can we get blue-chippers when our opponents offer ath-
letic scholarships?” How, indeed.

So, the blue-chippers went elsewhere, to the mid-level Division I pro-
grams and the Division II elite, and Swanson resigned himself to search-
ing out the second tier of student-athletes. “It took a lot of hard work, but
Ed was able to identify those need-based players,” Luckie said. “Maybe
they were a level lower, maybe they weren’t blue-chippers, but they were
pretty good. They kept us competitive.”

Kim McCullion, who arrived on campus in 1992 from Nashua, New
Hampshire, typified the Swanson recruit of the period. An angular 5'7",
she was deemed too small (and too slow) to play power forward in
Division I or for an upper-level Division I program, but she scrapped and
she hustled and became an asset for four seasons.

“We wanted to prove those other teams wrong. We were playing just
because we wanted to play,” recalled McCullion, who returned to her
alma mater last year as a graduate admissions counselor and an assistant
on Swanson’s staff. Prove them wrong she did. In her Sacred Heart debut,
Kim merely pulled down 13 rebounds and scored 17 points to contribute to
a victory over Merrimack.

As a senior tri-captain in 1995-96, McCullion became the catalyst in
the program’s first 20-victory season. In the span of one year, the Pioneers
transformed themselves from conference also-rans into a 20-7 team
capable of challenging—and defeating—the region’s traditional Division
Il powers. They became a team that produced a 16—4 record within the
New England Collegiate Conference, just one game behind champion
Bridgeport and ahead of perennial contenders UMass-Lowell and
Franklin Pierce.

“We understood team philosophy that year,” McCullion said. “If you
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with a protective facemask, supplanted Rutnik in the starting lineup and
contributed eight points in just 14 minutes.

Two days later, Leslie Newhard made the most of her 23 minutes on
the court, generating a season-high 24 points en route to a 73-67 verdict
over Fairleigh Dickinson. Kelly was continuing to demonstrate her
prowess as a rebounder, pulling down a game-high 10. As Swanson would
observe much later: “Brooke really has a nose for the ball. I have more
confidence in her to get a rebound than anyone we’ve had since Karen

Bell in my early years here.”

A Woolworth Record

The emergence of the freshmen and Newhard’s solid play were begin-
ning to relegate the upperclassmen tolesser roles. Some accepted change,
others did not.

Tri-captain Jennifer Rimkus, an all-NECC guard as a junior who had
elected to redshirt the previous year so that she could play a full season of
Division I basketball, was displeased with her diminishing playing time
and left the squad after the Monmouth game. Toole, whose long-range
marksmanship produced a 13.1 scoring average the previous season, never
did become a factor. But Yablonski, twice an NECC all-star during the
final two Division II seasons and a scorer of more than 1,000 points in a
fine career, remained a productive force as the backup center to Tara
Brady.

“I deserve to be coming off the bench because Tara has been playing
better,” Heather said. “I feel more comfortable coming off the bench any-
way because I don’t need to score all the points as in the past.”

A 3-1 start in the conference offered promise, only to see the Pioneers
go into a tailspin and lose their next three games. At home, they fell be-

fore Wagner 74-44. On a swing through Maryland, they lost to the NEC'’s
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10 points in the second half and 24.1 percent shooting overall en route to a
57-34 triumph. The winning streak had reached a modest three games.

Rematches with St. Francis and LIU produced similar results. The
Terriers fell by a 77-53 score in Brooklyn Heights, New York, and the
Blackbirds came up short in the Pitt Center, 70-s1, as Brady sparked
the Pioneers to their fifth straight victory with a personal high of 18 points.

“Sacred Heart plays the best defense in the conference,” said LIU
coach Patty Delahanty. “They’re scrappy and they’re aggressive. He uses a
lot of players, and they're always fresh.”

For the first time since the second game of the season, the Pioneers’
record stood at .500, at 10-10, and they had moved into a third-place tie in
the NEC with an 8—4 mark. Was Sacred Heart really that good?

Lehigh, the final nonconference opponent of the year, provided one
answer. The Patriot League team took charge in the opening moments
and constructed an 11-point lead. The Pioneers pulled within two on sev-
eral occasions, only to have the visitors reassert themselves to establish a
59-52 advantage with slightly more than four minutes remaining. The
winning streak appeared over.

Two freshmen and a senior had other, brighter thoughts. Ashley
Durmer, who would finish with a game-high 14 points, connected on her
third three-pointer of the night, Heather Yablonski scored from in close,
and Brooke Kelly deposited a pair of free throws. The score was tied.
With 38 seconds left on the clock, Kelly’s jumper from the left baseline put
SHU in front, and then Yablonski capped the dramatic 11-point run with
two foul shots of her own.

Not only did the Pioneers prevail, 64-61, but their sixth straight win
tied the school record held by two earlier Swanson teams.

“I said to the coaches on the bench I feel like we're down twenty, but [
had some faith we could stop them,” said an emotionally drained
Swanson. “At times our youth hurts us, but they're learning and they’re
improving. Ashley is a super player with a lot of confidence. She makes

mistakes, but that’s because she’s a doer.”
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