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LOCAL SPORTS
Long Beach 
State’s David 
Samuels, 
left, tries to  
get past UC 
Riverside’s 
Alex Larsson 
during 
Thursday’s 
game at 
the Walter 
Pyramid.
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CORDOVA — STAFF 
PHOTOGRAPHER

By Chris Trevino
Christian.trevino@langnews.com 
@ChrisNTrevino on Twitter

UC Riverside made it interesting, 
but Long Beach State made it an-
other win. 

Long Beach State picked up its 
sixth straight win, outlasting a late 
push by UC Riverside for a 68-63 
win Thursday night at the Walter 
Pyramid.

Mike Caffey rebounded from a 
season-low five points last Saturday 
to lead all scorers with 20 points 
to go with five assists. David Sam-
uels posted his fourth double-dou-
ble of the season with 17 points and 
12 rebounds while McKay LaSalle 
had 13 points, seven in the final key 
minutes. 

The Beach was stung by 13 turn-
overs, leading to 15 points for the 
Highlanders, and struggled at the 
free-throw line with 54.5 percent 
shooting. 

“I guess it’s good to win and not 
play as well as you can, but again 
we are in February and we need to 
play more consistent,” said 49ers 
coach Dan Monson. “But you need 
to give UC Riverside credit, they 
just don’t go away ... that is the 
character and the makeup of that 
program.” 

Trailing by nine points with un-

der two minutes to play, the High-
landers (10-12, 3-5) pressured the 
ball, desperate to create turnovers. 
Long Beach calmly broke the trap 
with a series of passes, with Tra-
vis Hammond’s final pass finding 
LaSalle in the corner for a wide-
open 3-pointer with 1:07 left for a 
12-point lead.

But the visitors kept scrapping 
back, aided by Long Beach (13-11, 
7-1) missing a stretch of four free 
throws in six attempts. 

The sharpshooting LaSalle lifted 
the 49ers, hitting four straight free 
throws after Long Beach’slead was 
cut to seven points in the final 30 
seconds. 

Long Beach State pushed its 
three-point halftime lead to 10 
early in the second half, capped by 
LaSalle’s 3-pointer from the corner. 
After Taylor Johns cut the 49ers’ 
lead to six points, Long Beach held 
Riverside without a field goal for 
nearly seven minutes in building a 
16-point advantage.

Long Beach shot 44.6 percent 
on the night, including 37.5 per-
cent from long range.

49ers not at their 
best, but get victory

LBSU MEN’S BASKETBALL
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Wilson water polo standout Sarah Sheldon has committed to play at UCLA.  

By Mike Guardabascio
mike.guardabascio@langnews.com 
@Guardabascio on Twitter

Long Beach Wilson senior water 
polo player Sarah Sheldon is mak-
ing a huge impact for the Bruins 
this season.

The six-foot-two utility player is 
a force on both ends of the pool, 
rising out of the water and firing 
over defenders on offense, and us-
ing her length to disrupt passes. 
Against Long Beach Poly last 
week, she plucked two errant Jack-
rabbit passes out of the air as eas-
ily as Odell Beckham hauling in a 
pass in the NFL.

Her journey to the center of the 
spotlight - and to using her natural 
gifts - hasn’t been a short one, but 
it has been a classic Long Beach 
tale.

Sheldon is a unique talent, but 
her path to becoming a Bruin cer-
tainly isn’t. Like countless water 
polo players before, she went to 
Rogers Middle School, dreaming 
about suiting up at Wilson.

A swimmer since she was 7 
years old, it was happenstance in 
middle school that Sheldon ended 
up donning a water polo cap. 

“I was in sixth grade when I saw 
water polo practice and I thought 
it would be fun to try,” said Shel-
don. Her first coach that year was 
Jeff Nesmith, the Bruins’ current 
coach.

Sheldon always had her height, 
reaching 6-2 while still at Rogers. 

And while some kids grow up 
looking up to football or basket-
ball players, Sheldon is a product 
of the shore, and always dreamed 
of being an aquatic star, so her he-
roes were local-grown.

“So many athletes I look up 
to have graduated from Wilson,” 
she says. “Going into school, I 
was already a huge fan of Lau-
ren Wenger, and suiting up was 
like, ‘Wow, I could do what she 
did.’ It’s cool continuing that 
legacy.”

Sheldon has drawn frequent 
comparison to the Olympic silver 
and gold medalist.

Sheldon’s height actually once 
worked against her to an extent. 
She spent her first two years play-
ing water polo in goal, often a de-
fault spot for taller players, espe-
cially girls. 

“But I still loved to score, so I 
would be taking shots from the 
cage,” she said. The thing was, 
with her arm strength, she was ac-
tually scoring, including one game 
where she had a hat trick. “After 
that, it was, ‘OK, maybe you should 
get out of the cage.’”

In the field, her height remained 
an advantage, but it’s really only 
this year that she’s begun to real-
ize her full potential.

“This year, her strength is catch-
ing up with her length,” said Ne-
smith. 

The coach took the program 
over in December after the mid-
season resignation of Katie Hed-
ley. His presence has been a god-
send for Sheldon, working with her 
on exercises to strengthen her core 
and develop her legs.

“I’ve changed so much in how 
I play from last year to this year, 
and I got a lot of that from Nez-
zie,” said Sheldon. “I’m finally us-
ing my legs.”

Of course, Sheldon’s presence 
has also been a godsend for Ne-
smith, who had a lot of work to 
do implementing his own offen-
sive and defensive system in the 
middle of a varsity schedule. Hav-
ing a UCLA-bound senior whom 
he was already familiar with cer-
tainly helped.

“She’s a dominant player, and 
she’s hard to guard,” Nesmith 
says. “There’s not a lot of people 
who can do that one-on-one. She 
has all the tools to succeed at the 
next level.”

That’s why the Bruins were so 
high on her as well. If Sheldon 
continues to get stronger, her po-
tential is nearly unlimited. UCLA 
coach Brandon Brooks is confident 
that she will. 

“Sarah has impressed me with 
her desire to be a great player,” he 
said, adding, “She has size that 
can’t be taught.”

Sheldon was thrilled to sign 
with the Bruins, cutting short her 
recruitment process and commit-
ting to UCLA the weekend after 
she visited.

“It’s great being signed and 
having everything set,” she says. 
“Knowing what’s going to hap-
pen next year, that takes a lot of 
stress off.”

Of course, there’s still the mat-
ter of this year, first. 

“Our goal is to win CIF this year, 
and I think we have a real oppor-
tunity to do so,” she said. 

Head and shoulders above

GIRLS WATER POLO

By JJ Fiddler
jj.fiddler@langnews.com 
@PTGazettesports on Twitter

The Long Beach State softball 
program graduated a historic 
amount of offense last summer 
after the 49ers won the Big West 
Conference championship and 
earned a 22nd trip to the NCAA 
Tournament.

Despite replacing almost half 
of her roster with first-year play-
ers, head coach Kim Sowder is 
ready to adjust on the fly.

“No matter the circumstances 
our first goal is to win the Big 
West,” she says. “We might have 
to do it a few different ways, 
though.”

The 49ers have broken and set 
new school records in almost ev-
ery offensive category over the 
past two seasons, hitting a school-
record 53 home runs in 2013 and 
74 doubles in 2014. Six All-Big 
West Conference starters have left 
and what’s left is an experienced 
group of upperclassmen and a 
hungry crop of underclassmen.

“It’s a brand new year and 
that’s how we’re approaching it,” 
Sowder adds. “It will be a work in 
progress for a while I think.”

The most important returner is 
2013 Big West Player of the Year 
and 2014 Big West Defensive 
Player of the Year Shayna Kim-
brough, who will be back for an-
other season at shortstop after 
hitting .395 last season. The se-
nior is 64 hits away from setting 
the school hits record, 25 runs 
scored away from the top mark at 
the school, and her career batting 
average of .349 is also the best in 
Long Beach State history.

Also returning in the field will 
be outfielders Leilani Tupua-Tau-
talatasi and Darian Tautalafua 
along with catcher Lauren Lom-
bardi and first baseman Ashley 
Holmes. Lombardi and Holmes 
both hit over .300 last season. 
Tautalafua led Long Beach State 
with 13 home runs last season.

The lone returner in the circle 
is senior Amanda Hansen, who 
went 19-8 with a 3.69 ERA, and 
pitched 163.1 innings last season 

on the way to earning first-team 
All-Big West honors. Joining Han-
sen is a stable of talented young 
arms, led by Syracuse transfer 
Christina Clermont, a sophomore 
from Carlsbad who made 28 ap-
pearances for the Orange last sea-
son as a true freshman.

A trio of freshmen in the field 
should also turn some heads this 
season with the open spots there 
for the taking. LT Torres could 
start at second base on opening 
day after impressing coaches and 
teammates in offseason workouts. 
Torres set the school record for 
hits at Kimball High in Tracy 
and only struck out once her se-
nior year.

Freshman Julia Lombardi, sis-
ter of Lauren Lombardi, should 
also get some at-bats this week-
end in the designated player spot 
or at first base. She hit over .400 
in four years at West Ranch High 
in Stevenson Ranch, and was se-
lected All-CIF as a senior.

Finally, in the outfield there’s 
Hannah Cookson, who hit 43 
home runs during her career at 
La Crescenta High and also hit 
two grand slams in the same in-
ning as a senior.

Despite all of the question 
marks and turnover for Long 
Beach State, Sowder and the 
49ers were picked to repeat as 
Big West champions in the pre-
season poll.

The 49er Softball Complex will 
host two tournaments this sea-
son, starting off with the SoCal 
Collegiate Classic this weekend 
when the Long Beach State faces 
Sacramento State and Northwest-
ern State today before taking on 
Utah and Idaho State Saturday.

COLLEGE SOFTBALL

49ers have a strong mix 
of veterans, newcomers

By Mike Guardabascio
mike.guardabascio@langnews.com 
@Guardabascio on Twitter

Long Beach Poly’s football 
team added another marquee 
game to the schedule Thursday 
afternoon, as Jackrabbits coach 
Antonio Pierce confirmed his 
team will travel to Las Vegas to 
play Bishop Gorman on Sept 18.

“We want to challenge our 
kids this upcoming season,” said 
Pierce. “Physically, emotionally, 
psychologically, this is the best 
prep for the (CIF-SS) Pac-5 (Di-
vision).”

There’s no doubt that the Jack-
rabbits will challenge themselves 
with the top two teams in the 
nation on the schedule, as Max-

Preps has both De La Salle and 
Bishop Gorman at the top of the 
heap. That will pose a tall task 
for a Poly team that just had 10 
seniors sign scholarships. The 
Jackrabbits will be young in 
2015.

Poly athletic director Rob 
Shock said the Jackrabbits freed 
up the nonleague game after Co-
rona Centennial agreed to let 
Poly out of the second year of 
a two-year contract. The teams 
decided that with the Huskies in 
the Pac-5 Division now, it would 
be mutually beneficial for them 
to play opponents outside their 
own playoff division.

In addition to long trips to 
Bishop Gorman and De La Salle, 
Poly also has a road nonleague 

game against Narbonne. There 
are a few options for the Zero 
Week game, as the Jackrabbits 
have looked for another out-of-
state opponent. 

Shock said he has also reached 
out to Los Alamitos, after see-
ing a listing on the CIF South-
ern Section website stating that 
the Griffins also had an open 
date in the season’s first Fri-
day. A game with Los Al would 
likely come as a relief to Poly 
fans, since the Jackrabbits and 
Griffins both play home games 
at Veterans Memorial Stadium. 
As it stands, Poly will only have 
three home games prior to the 
playoffs, hosting Cabrillo, Jor-
dan and Lakewood in Moore 
League play.

PREP FOOTBALL

Poly’s schedule gets even tougher

Sheldon, 6-2, has 
committed to UCLA

From staff reports

Girls soccer 

POLY 0, LAKEWOOD 0 » This score-
less draw still clinched a second 
straight outright Moore League 
championship for the Jackrab-
bits (14-3-3, 11-0-0), who have 
won three in the last four years.

Junior Tavia Leachman 
helped Poly to outshoot the host 
Lancers 18-4 from her striker 
position. 

However, Lancers goalkeeper 
Claudia Villegas came up with 
three amazing saves in the sec-
ond half to maintain the clean 
sheet and give her team some mo-
mentum headed into a likely CIF 
wild-card game in two weeks.
WILSON 1, MILLIKAN 0 » A gutty 
performance from the Bruins (9-
7-5, 7-3-0) moved them into a tie 
for second place with the Rams 

(14-4-5, 7-3-0).
Senior Sarah Maher contin-

ued her inspired play this week 
and netted the game-winner in 
the 66th minute with a deft left-
footed strike on the edge of the 
18-yard box.

—JJ Fiddler 
ST. ANTHONY 3, ST. PAUL 0 » The 
Saints (14-5-3, 6-0-0 Camino Real 
League) finished with 14 shots 
in a shutout at home as Alexsis 
Weiser delivered a hat trick and 
keeper Tayler Steinhauser led the 
defense with her 11th clean sheet 
of the season. 

St. Anthony travels to St. 
Genevieve on Tuesday in a 
matchup to decide the league 
champion. 
ST. JOSEPH 6, ST. MATHIAS 0 » Ber-
nadette Hoponski scored two 
goals to lead the Jesters. 
LA MIRADA 5, BELLFLOWER 0 » 
Maddy Bennett, Simone Handy, 

Melissa Hickman, Nicole Walters 
and Kyli Watkins each scored a 
goal  as the Matadores improved 
to 18-2 overall and 9-0 in Subur-
ban League play. 

Boys basketball 
CERRITOS 73, ARTESIA 66 » Henry 
Buycks led the Dons (13-11, 7-2 
Suburban League) with 18 points, 
while Evan Leonard and Andrew 
Bui added 12 and 11, respectively. 
Semaje Chatman and Dontae 
Smith paced the Pioneers (12-11, 
4-5) with 13 points apiece. 

Girls basketball 
MAYFAIR 62, GLENN 20 » Ariel Au-
gustine led the Monsoons (15-
9, 7-2 Suburban League) with 14 
points and six assists and Bianca 
Silva added 13 points and nine 
rebounds. 

Mayfair returns to the court 
today at La Mirada. 

AREA ROUNDUP

Scoreless draw gives Poly soccer crown
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LBSU’s Shayna Kimbrogh, the 
2014 Defensive Player of the Year.

Call 562-499-1330 or email  
Sports@presstelegram.com
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ONLINE

LONG BEACH STATE 68,  
UC RIVERSIDE 63
Up next: LBSU at UC Irvine,  
Saturday, 4 p.m., ESPN3

THE SCORE


