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Legends of the Spring
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Mastering the grip, finding a 
good arm rotation, perfect-
ing the release point and 

executing a wrist snap … all are key 
components for pitching success in 
high school softball.

The Keystone Wildcats have 
developed another element that 
isn’t taught at any clinic and can’t 
be learned with extra hours in the 
backyard — a lineage of pitching 
adoration.

“It just goes to show the tradition 
of our program,” coach Jim Piazza 
said. “Those little kids always looked 
up to somebody. If you go down 
the line of all the great pitchers that 
we’ve had here, those kids watched 
them and wanted to be like them and 
they just keep going through and, 
hopefully, it’ll never go away.”

Pitchers in the 1980s learned the 
craft, the next group in the 1990s 
elevated it and the Wildcats who 
have stepped into the pitcher’s circle 

in the 21st century have taken what 
they’ve learned from their predeces-
sors and piled on more success.

The roots of the Keystone pitch-
ing legacy trace back to 1978 when 
Suzanne Leffew helped transition 
the softball program from slowpitch 
to fastpitch. Dave Leffew, Suzanne’s 
husband and assistant coach who 
took over the program midway 
through the next season due to 
Suzanne’s pregnancy, realized the 
importance of the proper fastpitch 
technique.

“Some of the games, the girls on 
the other team were still throwing 
slowpitch. They tried to throw fast-
pitch but they couldn’t,” he said. 
“Cleveland, on the east side, and 
Columbus and Cincinnati all took 
about 10 years before they turned to 
fastpitch.”

Leffew jumped at the opportunity 
to get a head start, traveling around 
the country to attend pitching clin-
ics and learn how to teach the best 
method. He began running local 
clinics and teaching Keystone pitch-
ers, especially at a young age, how to 
properly throw.

“He was a really great coach,” said 
Kim (Evans) Meyers, who pitched 
Keystone to the state tournament in 
1996 and ’97. “He just started them 
young and gave them different drills 
to do before they even threw a pitch 
so you’d have the proper technique. 
He’d work with anyone who wanted 
to listen. So if you worked hard, you’d 
get good, because you had a good 
coach that knew what he was talking 
about.”

The work paid off when the Wild-
cats used the one-two pitching 

punch of Sarah Martin and Amy 
Johnson — the pair went on to share 
the program’s first Lorain County 
Miss Softball award in 1994 — to lead 
Keystone to its first state tournament 
appearance in 1992.

“I didn’t start (playing softball) 
until the fourth grade because I was 
afraid of the ball before that, but I 
looked up to the people before me 
— Sarah Martin and Amy Johnson 
— and I just wanted to do what they 
did,” Meyers said. “When I started 
I was pitching over the backstop, 
then eventually learned the differ-
ent pitches and just got better every 
year.”

Amie (Leffew) O’Brien, Dave’s 
daughter, followed Meyers and led 
Keystone to the state final in 1998 
and ’99. The Wildcats captured 
Lorain County’s first state champion-

ship during the 1999 season … and 
the ball was rolling.

“My dad (Jim Robinson) played 
fastpitch in Lorain and he was a 
pitcher, so I pretty much learned the 
majority of my pitching from him. 
I wanted to be like Dad,” Brittney 
(Robinson) Hodkey said. “Then down 
the street, three or four doors down, 
I watched Kim Evans, another Key-
stone great, just watched her practice 
in the streets and I wanted to be like 
her. There’s a lot of motivation and 
a lot of influential people — Amie 
Leffew was great and was right before 
me and they won state.

“A lot of things like that keep push-
ing you and making you want to be 
better. So I got my start from my dad 
and then seeing others go through 
the program and wanting to be like 
them.”

Keystone won its second state 
championship in 2006 when Kristie 
(Malinkey) Barak threw the only 
perfect game in state tournament 
history during the final.

See DYNASTY, D3

Dynasty for decades
Pitcher Lily Cassell (11), catcher Kylie Greller and first baseman Kennedy Kerr gather for a high-five after the Wildcats beat Centerville on April 17. Cassell is the latest ace.

THOMAS FETCENKO / CHRONICLE

Keystone’s pitching torch passed 
from dominant arm to dominant arm
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“When I was coming up 
Amie Leffew was the big one 
and her dad gave me some 
pitching lessons,” Barak said. 
“The one that I looked up to 
most was Brittney Robinson, 
I played with her for one year. 
Just her demeanor, the way she 
held herself, she was always so 
classy. I didn’t play with Amie, 
but I definitely looked up to 
her, and the times I met her 
she’s been nothing but nice.

“The thing I appreciate 
about Brittney and being able 
to play with her for a year 
is that she was a wonderful 
role model for a year. She just 
taught me how to work hard 
and how to be grateful.”

While Barak was feeding 
off her admiration for those 
who came before her, she was 
inspiring the next generation 
of Keystone pitching greats.

“I was a ball girl when I was 
in middle school, so like in fifth 
and sixth grade, and Kristie 
Malinkey was my babysitter,” 
said Kenzie Conrad, who was 
the pitcher for the 2012 state 
and national championship 
team. “I got to go to the open 
gyms and the conditionings 
and I was like, ‘Wow, this is 
really cool and I want to be a 
part of it.’ I was there when 
they won their state champi-
onship (in 2006) and I think 
that was probably the moment. 
Getting to be a part of that 

at such a young age kind of 
imprints on you, I guess.”

There’s little doubt that 
season left an impression on 
Conrad.

“I actually have a letter from 
Kenzie from when she was little 
that I’ve kept in my scrapbook 
that I have, that she wrote after 
the 2006 season and it’s the cut-
est letter,” Barak said. “She said, 
‘Thank you for letting me be 
part of the year,’ and that she’s 
going to work hard and hope-
fully be able to be a pitcher. 
That’s definitely flattering.”

Barak’s impact stretched even 
further, as she set future Key-
stone star and current Univer-
sity of Iowa ace Lauren Shaw on 
her path to pitching greatness.

“Kristie Malinkey was my 
first, ‘Oh, my, gosh,’” Shaw said. 
“I would have a lemonade stand 
and she was friends with Kara 
Dill, who was my neighbor, and 
she’d come to my lemonade 
stand and give me an autograph 
and I would freak out. She was 
my first idol pitching-wise.”

Next up on Shaw’s mentor 
list was Conrad.

“She is one of my best 
friends and she’s always been 
a role model of mine,” Shaw 
said. “I wanted to live and 
breathe like Kenzie did. She 
did something and I copied 
her right away. My favorite 
Keystone memory was when 
Kenzie won the state tourna-
ment. Just being in the stands 
watching with her mom, that 
was my favorite moment.”

Sydney Campbell, the 

pitcher on the 2018 state cham-
pionship team, also watched 
Conrad win the 2012 title and 
remembers wishing she could 
be just like her one day, but 
said she also was a huge fan of 
Shaw, who she shared a dugout 
with for two seasons.

“Just having Lauren there 
when I was a freshman, I was 
able to watch and take after 
her,” Campbell said. “I was 
young and wasn’t sure how 
things were going to go, and 
having a mentor literally play-
ing next to me helped.

“And training at Leffew Fast-
pitch and seeing all the success 
that all the pitchers that have 
gone through them have had, 
that was kind of a motivation.”

Another important factor 
in Keystone’s pitching success 
has been strong chemistry 
between pitchers and catch-
ers throughout the years.

“That’s huge and that’s why I 
like it during the summer when 
they get to work together,” 
Piazza said. “Brittney Robinson 
and Rachel Stephens played 
together in the summer, they 
played Hot Stove together 
and then they played on their 
travel teams together. Kristie 
Malinkey and Sarah Stromack 
played together in the offsea-
son, Dana Pace and Lily Cassell 
did and Autumn (Acord) and 
Syd (Campbell).

“It’s nice because they got a 
lot of time together and they 
need to know each other. It’s 
really important that they’re 
always on the same page.”

Hodkey said one of her 
favorite high school memories 
is watching “my catcher” get 
the winning hit in a regional 
semifinal against NDCL that 
stretched over four days due 
to multiple delays.

“Rachel to this day is still my 
best friend,” Hodkey said. “We 
started at the age of 8 throwing 
together. I wouldn’t be where 
I was today without her. She 
gets most of the credit because 
I’m only as good as she was.”

Bri Buckley, the catcher on 
the 2012 title team, remem-
bered meeting Conrad at the 
park to put in extra hours to 
build chemistry.

“(Pitchers) need to learn 
to trust you,” Buckley said. 
“It’s all about the catching 
— whether to set up in time, 
whether to set up a little more 
inside or outside, even get-
ting more comfortable with 
the hitters in the box. It’s all 
about what they prefer and 
just being on that same wave-
length. It’s indescribable.”

“That’s huge,” said Shaw. 
“Even in college I recognize 
that even if you have a catcher 
that’s the best talent, it doesn’t 
matter if you don’t have that 
personality connection with 
them. If you know for a fact 
that they have your back, 
that’s when you know they’re 
good. Autumn Acord, she still 
catches me when I’m home for 
the summer, we had that con-
nection. My catchers here (at 
Iowa) also have that connec-
tion. We work well together.”

Pitch calling and scouting 
have also contributed to the 
success.

“I was an instructor for many 
years after I graduated and the 
No. 1 thing I’d hear when girls 
came to me was how poorly 
their high school coaches 
called their pitches,” Conrad 
said. “We had to have conver-
sations about how they know 
their pitches best and they 
can shake them off. It wasn’t 
something I had ever person-
ally experienced. I never had 
to think twice about what was 
being called. Our coaches knew 
what was going to be best for 
the situation, which in hind-
sight I feel very grateful for.”

Piazza said it’s his back-
ground as a hitting coach that 
has allowed him to become 
proficient as a pitch caller.

“When I watch (an oppos-
ing) batter and watch them 
swing, in my mind I’m going 
to throw to their weakness,” he 
said. “I’m able to take how I’d 
correct our hitters and then I 
attack them with their weak-
ness. That kid has a weak front 
arm so I’m going to jam them.

“I’m watching the on-deck 
batter because they’re always 
trying to time the pitcher up, so 
I’m watching their swing and 
I’ll tell whoever is running the 
book, ‘This is what we’re going 
to attack on the next hitter.’”

Piazza said keeping track of 
pitches thrown, location and 
swing results help his coach-
ing staff make in-game adjust-
ments. Several assistants have 

charts in their hands during 
the game, tracking variables 
that could give the Wildcats an 
edge in the later innings.

“Coach (Gina) Gibson will 
come up to me (before an 
inning) and tell me, ‘OK, 4-5-6 is 
up, this is what we threw them 
last time, this is what they did 
and you told me to mark this 
pitch to not throw to this batter 
because she hit a pretty hard 
ball foul last time,’” Piazza said. 
“So we have so many charts and 
most people don’t do that, but 
to me it’s so much easier.”

But nothing beats tradition 
when it comes to Keystone’s lon-
gevity atop the softball world.

“That’s the thing I’m most 
proud of,” Piazza said. “We 
have a list of whoever wore 
(a) jersey number, anyone 
who played from 1978 on who 
wore their number. We used 
to write a letter to those play-
ers — ‘Hey, I’m wearing your 
number and I thank you for 
what you did for the program 
and I’ll carry it on.’

“We’re playing for everybody 
who set the stage for us. You 
wouldn’t be here today if our 
team wasn’t successful in the 
past and now it’s your job to 
go the next mile for the next 
group. That’s the secret … the 
kids know that nobody wants 
to be a part of it if it doesn’t 
stay successful. I wouldn’t 
want to be a part of it.”

Contact Shaun Bennett at 329-7137  
or sbennett@chroniclet.com.  
Like him on Facebook and follow him 
@ShaunBennettct on Twitter.

Two dozen years ago, I got a call 
from The Chronicle sports depart-
ment asking if I’d like to cover a high 
school softball game.

I said yes but thought: “I’m gonna 
go out there and watch two girls 
(pitcher and catcher) play catch, 
while another girl stands there with 
the bat on her shoulder and either 
walks or gets called out on strikes.”

Talk about a major misconception. 
The game was between then-confer-
ence rivals Keystone and Midview. I’ve 
forgotten the score, and even who won, 
but it got me hooked on the sport. 

There’s no conceivable connection, 
but Lorain County has become a fast-
pitch softball stronghold. Five schools 
have been in the state Final Four, and 
two of them — Keystone (four) and 

Elyria (three) 
— have deliv-
ered a com-
bined seven 
state champi-
onships.

It’s now 
been 29 years 
since Keystone 
first got close 
to a state title. 

That was 1992, the coach was Hall of 
Famer Dave Leffew and the Wildcats 
went all the way to the championship 
game at Brookside Park in Ashland. 
They lost that one to Akron Hoban, 
3-0, but for Keystone it marked the 
beginning of a productive relation-
ship with the state tournament.

Keystone has been there 18 times, 

won four state championships, 
including the first for a Lorain 
County school; have been run-
ners-up seven times and earlier this 
season became the first program in 
Ohio to win 1,000 games.

The first title, in 1999, topped off 
the Wildcats’ 33-0 season and, for 
Leffew, who retired at season’s end, a 
stellar career. It also capped a memo-
rable pitching career for his daughter 
Amie, who finished the season 25-0. 
She hurled a 12-strikeout two-hitter 
in a 4-0 win over Springfield Kenton 
Ridge in the final.

There has been only one perfect 
game thrown in a state tournament 
game. That came seven years later 
when the Wildcats put together a 
32-2 record on the way to their sec-

ond championship. 
Senior Kristie Malinkey struck out 13 

batters and had two hits, including a 
double, in a 7-0 victory over Circleville 
in the finale. It was the first of three 
state titles for coach Jim Piazza, and a 
pleasantly emotional achievement for 
Malinkey, who said, “I didn’t cry till I 
heard them say it was a perfect game.” 
She finished the season with 26 wins.

Keystone went 32-0 in winning 
the 2012 title. Pitcher Kenzie Conrad 
posted 25 of the victories with support 
by one of the area’s strongest infields 
in memory. The Wildcats, who were 
visitors on the scoreboard, fell behind 
Greenville 2-0 in the fifth inning. But 
they assured their third championship 
with a five-run, five-hit sixth, aided by 
two Greenville errors.

The top-ranked Wildcats had to 
battle to win their fourth state title in 
2018. They took a 2-0 lead on Brooke 
Piazza’s two-run single in the sixth 
inning. But unranked Beloit West 
Branch tied it in the bottom of the 
seventh, sending the game into extra 
innings. Keystone’s Marlie McNulty 
drove in the eventual winning run 
with a 12th-inning single that sent 
Val Broschk home. Pitcher Sydney 
Campbell went the distance.

Leffew, whose wife, Suzanne, was 
Keystone’s first softball coach, proba-
bly foresaw the program’s successful 
future after the first state champion-
ship victory in 1999.

“Isn’t this storybook?” he said.

Bob Daniels is retired from the sports department.

’Cats, softball earned unexpected follower 

BoB Daniels

COMMENTARY: GETTING HOOKED ON FASTPITCH

Madi Nunez is greeted by her teammates after hitting her third home run in as many at-bats in a sectional game vs. Rocky River in 2017.

CHRONICLE FILE
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A sign hangs in the hallway 
leading into the gym at the 
old high school where the 

Keystone softball team holds its 
indoor practices.

It reads:

TRADITION
35 — Conference Champion-

ships
42 — Sectional Championships
33 — District Championships
18 — Regional Championships
7 — State Runner-up
4 — State Championships
1 — National Championship
ARE WE NEXT?

The answer is almost always yes 
for the Wildcats, who are looking to 
advance to the Division II state tour-
nament for the sixth straight season 
next month and just clinched con-
ference title No. 36 earlier this week.

“You’re in awe of it all the time,” 
Keystone coach Jim Piazza said. 
“Our standard is so high now that 
we’re thinking state tournament or 
bust. And it’s not that, because we 
understand it’s a game and anything 
can happen. You can be the best 
team and just not win that day.

“But it’s just amazing when you 
go back and look at it. That’s a 
credit to all these kids. They bought 
into the program and we push 
them harder than any other team 
I’ve ever seen … and they don’t 
even complain about it. It’s an 
environment that’s unbelievable.”

Winning championships and post-
season success have almost become 
tedious for Keystone players.

“A lot of people can’t really com-
pare,” said Sydney Campbell, the 
pitcher on Keystone’s 2018 state 
championship team. “I talk to my 
(Oakland University) teammates 
now and nobody really had a sim-
ilar experience to what I did in 
high school. I’m actually grateful 
that I was trained like a collegiate 
athlete at that stage because it 
really prepared me for where we’re 

at now. Especially going into the 
postseason of pretty much my 
first college season, I feel much 
more prepared knowing that I was 
already in a similar position.”

The run of success began in 
the 1990s under Dave Leffew and 
future co-Miss Softball winners 
Sarah Martin and Amy Johnson. 
The duo pitched the Wildcats to 
state tournament appearances in 
1992 and ’94, then Kim (Evans) 
Meyers took them there in 1996 
and ’97 before Amie Leffew, the 
coach’s daughter, led the way to 
the state final in 1998 and ’99 — 
helping Keystone earn Lorain 
County’s first softball state cham-
pionship during her senior season.

“When (Amie) was 12 years old 
we had just lost one of the state 
championships and she said, ‘Dad, 
when I’m in high school, I’m going to 
pitch and we’re going to win the state 
championship,’” Dave Leffew said.

While the Leffews and Key-
stone made it look easy that year 
— winning 4-0 over Springfield 
Kenton Ridge to cap a 33-0 season 
— everyone associated with the 
program knows winning at state is 
a tough task.

“It was always like 1-0 and 
we had to hold them the whole 
game,” Meyers said. “They were 

always really close games at the 
state level. They were the hardest.”

That hasn’t been the case during 
the early stages of the postseason 
for the past couple of decades.

“I’m living in Ashland County 
now and there are good softball 
programs here, but they take it step 
by step,” said Bri Buckley, catcher 
on the 2012 state and national 
championship team. “But I look at 
my high school past and sectionals 
was just another game to us. We 
went out there and dominated. 
Districts … went out there and 
dominated. Regionals was when it 
got a little tough. That’s when we 
finally had to tie our cleats a little 
tighter and focus in a little bit more 
… but we liked that pressure.”

Kenzie Conrad, Buckley’s battery 
mate and an All-American pitcher 
on the 2012 team, understood early 
postseason pressure only because 
she was a multisport star.

“I also played basketball and you 
knew when tournament time came 
how hard it was to get out of dis-
tricts, where for us (in softball) our 
minds were always on regionals,” 
Conrad said. “We still had to take 
it one game at a time. That was the 
only mentality that was going to 
get you anywhere, because unless 
you won the game in front of you, 

you weren’t going to make it to the 
state championship.”

That was the case for Conrad 
and Buckley in 2011, when they 
lost a tight 4-0 matchup against 
Poland Seminary in the state final.

“It was absolutely devastating,” 
Conrad said. “At 16 or 17 years old, 
you feel like there’s nothing worse 
in the world.”

They bounced back the next 
season and beat Poland Seminary 
by the same score in the state 
semifinals before breezing to a 7-2 
win over Greenville in the final.

“I don’t think I’ve ever cried so 
much in my whole life,” Conrad 
said. “I’ll never forget the outpour-
ing of emotion with all of my very 
best friends and our whole commu-
nity in this packed stadium … it was 
a moment that I’ll never forget.”

Impossible to forget but difficult 
to describe.

“It’s just like a moment that 
you have to have, to go through it 
and have that feeling,” said Kristie 
(Malinkey) Barak, who pitched the 
only perfect game in Ohio state 
tournament history in Keystone’s 
7-0 win in the 2006 state final. “I 
remember running up to my par-
ents and giving them a hug, running 
up to my teammates and giving 
them a hug, giving Coach P a hug — 
it’s that moment like … we did it.”

Amie Leffew wasn’t the only 
coach’s daughter to predict winning 
a state championship together. The 
Wildcats accomplished the feat 
again three years ago.

“For me, all of them were great, 
but 2018 was by far my favorite just 
because my daughter (Brooke) since 
5 years old had been around this 
team,” Piazza said. “I remember 
when I let her get that (state cham-
pionship) medal in 2012, she said to 
me, ‘We’re going to win this together.’ 
I was like, ‘Yeah, OK …’ She stuck 
with it, focused on everything and to 
be able to accomplish that was like 
… wow. I can’t describe that feeling.”

Contact Shaun Bennett at 329-7137  
or sbennett@chroniclet.com.  
Like him on Facebook and follow him  
@ShaunBennettct on Twitter.
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Sydney Campbell, left, and Ali Pyles celebrate Keystone’s win over Beloit West Branch for the state championship in 2018.
DAVID RICHARD / CHRONICLE FILE

Keystone players and coach Jim Piazza huddle after defeating 
Canal Winchester in the regional tournament in 2008.

STEVE MANHEIM / CHRONICLE FILE

Generations of greatness

POSTSEASON SUCCESS
THROUGH THE YEARS:  
TOP 10 GAMES
1. Keystone vs. Springfield 
Kenton Ridge — Division II 
state championship

WHEN: June 5, 1999
SCORE: Keystone 4, Kenton Ridge 0
WINNING PITCHER: Amie Leffew
TOP HITTER: Jessica Jenkins (1-for-3, run, RBI)
NOTABLE MOMENT: The Wildcats totaled 

six hits among six hitters, and Leffew pitched 
a two-hitter with 12 strikeouts en route to an 
undefeated season (33-0) and the program’s first 
state championship.

2. Keystone vs. Circleville — 
Division II state championship

WHEN: June 3, 2006
SCORE: Keystone 7, Circleville 0
WINNING PITCHER: Kristie Malinkey
TOP HITTERS: Malinkey (2-for-4, double, run, 

RBI), Kara Dill (2-for-3, run)
NOTABLE MOMENT: According to the OHSAA, 

Malinkey pitched what was believed to be the 
first perfect game in the history of the state 
tournament in any division.

3. Keystone vs. Greenville — 
Division II state championship

WHEN: June 2, 2012
SCORE: Keystone 7, Greenville 2
WINNING PITCHER: Kenzie Conrad
TOP HITTER: Alyson Broschk (1-for-3, triple, 

run, 2 RBIs)
NOTABLE MOMENT: Keystone totaled 10 

hits and did not strike out, completing another 
undefeated season (32-0) for the Wildcats and 
Conrad (25-0), who struck out seven.

4. Keystone vs. Beloit West 
Branch — Division II  
state championship

WHEN: June 2, 2018
SCORE: Keystone 3, West Branch 2 (12 innings)
WINNING PITCHER: Sydney Campbell
TOP HITTER: Autumn Accord (3-for-4, double, 

walk)
NOTABLE MOMENT: Sophomore Marlie McNulty 

hit the winning RBI triple in the 12th inning to give 
the Wildcats their fourth state title and complete yet 
another perfect season (34-0).

5. Keystone vs. NDCL — 
Division II regional semifinal

WHEN: June 2, 2003
SCORE: Keystone 1, Notre Dame-Cathedral 

Latin 0 (nine innings)
WINNING PITCHER: Brittney Robinson
TOP HITTER: Rachel Stephens (1-for-4, 

winning RBI)
NOTABLE MOMENT: The game was 

postponed for nearly 94 hours due to weather 
and commencement ceremonies, and resumed 
in the ninth inning with the bases loaded and 
Stephens facing an 0-2 count.

6. Keystone vs. Poland Seminary 
— Division II state semifinal

WHEN: June 1, 2012
SCORE: Keystone 4, Poland Seminary 0
WINNING PITCHER: Kenzie Conrad
TOP HITTER: Erin Pond (1-for-3, run, 2 RBIs)
NOTABLE MOMENT: The Wildcats faced future 

University of Tennessee and USA junior women’s 
national team pitcher Erin Gabriel, who struck 
out 12.

7. Keystone vs. Firelands — 
Division II district semifinal

WHEN: May 20, 2004
SCORE: Keystone 1, Firelands 0 (8 innings)
WINNING PITCHER: Kristie Malinkey
TOP HITTER: Katie Bell (2-for-3)
NOTABLE MOMENT: The final game for 

longtime Firelands coach Jim Solomon in what 
had become a fierce rivalry. “It was like two 
heavyweights going at each other again, and 
that’s the way it goes,” Solomon said in 2004.

8. Keystone vs. North Canton 
Hoover — Wendy’s Spring Classic

WHEN: April 20, 2006
SCORE: Keystone 1, Hoover 0 (8 innings)
WINNING PITCHER: Kristie Malinkey
TOP HITTER: Erica Reid (3-for-3, winning RBI)
NOTABLE MOMENT: The game between two 

of the state’s top-ranked teams kicked off the 
13th annual Wendy’s Spring Classic in Ashland. 
Keystone faced future Miami (Ohio) University 
standout Jessica Simpson and beat the No. 1 
team in Division I.

9. Keystone vs. Huntersville 
(N.C.) Hopewell — Wendy’s 

WHEN: April 26, 2003
SCORE: Keystone 1, Hopewell 0
NOTABLE MOMENT: The win capped a 3-0 

weekend for Keystone, and was the second over a 
defending state champion. After beating 2002 D-II 
state champion Walsh Jesuit, the Wildcats topped 
Hopewell, a state champion from North Carolina.

10. Keystone vs. Columbia — 
Class AA district final

WHEN: May 20, 1985
SCORE: Keystone 8, Columbia 0
WINNING PITCHER: Kim Schultz
TOP HITTER: Schultz (2-for-4, run, 3 RBIs)
NOTABLE MOMENT: The game was delayed 

several days due to weather, but Keystone 
eventually captured the program’s first district 
championship.

— Marissa McNees 

Tradition of titles comes with pressure to follow suit

Congratulations on your 1000th Win!

Keystone
Wildcats

Restaurant & Bar



The Chronicle-Telegram                       Saturday, May 8, 2021    D5LEGACY OF KEYSTONE SOFTBALL

cyan D5 magenta D5 yellow D5 black D5

,

Like Us
On Facebook

HOURS
MONDAY ..............................................9 to 6
TUESDAY ..............................................9 to 6
WEDNESDAY ........................................9 to 6
THURSDAY ...........................................9 to 6
FRIDAY ................................................9 to 6
SATURDAY ...........................................9 to 5
SUNDAY ............................................CLOSED

Keystone Wildcats 
1,000

and wishing them good luck in the tournaments.

LEARNING AT A YOUNG AGE

MISS SOFTBALL AND LORAIN COUNTY PLAYER OF THE YEAR WINNERS
Sydney Campbell

YEARS: 2016-19
POSITION: P
TOP STATS: Had 

15 strikeouts in a 
five-inning game; 
finished second in team 
history with 14 career 
no-hitters; finished with 
a program-best 29 wins 
in 2018; went on to play 
for Oakland University.

TOP HONORS: Lorain County Miss 
Softball (2019); Ohio record-holder for 
consecutive pitching wins (63); Lorain 
County record-holder for career shutouts 
(50) and perfect games in a season (4); 
All-Ohio first team (2018-19); high school 
All-American first team (2019).

Madi Nunez
YEARS: 2015-18
POSITIONS: C/OF
TOP STATS: Had two 

home runs in an inning 
May, 11, 2018; finished 
with 24 career homers; 
batted .531 her senior 
season; went on to play 
for Wright State University 
and the University of 

North Alabama.
TOP HONORS: Lorain County co-Miss 

Softball (2018); Ohio record-holder for 
home runs in a game (4); Lorain County 
record-holder for RBIs in a season (66); 
All-Ohio second team (2018).

Sammie Stefan
YEARS: 2014-17
POSITIONS: 3B/1B/OF
TOP STATS: Had two 

grand slams in a game; 
finished with 204 career 
RBIs; second in team 
history with 60 RBIs 
in a season and tops 
with eight RBIs in a 
game; went on to play 

at Maryland.
TOP HONORS: Lorain County Miss 

Softball (2017); Lorain County Player of 
the Year (2017); Lorain County record-
holder for home runs in a season (13) and 
career (34); All-Ohio first team (2016-17); 
All-Ohio second team (2015); high school 
All-American first team (2016-17); high 
school All-American second team (2015).

Summer Constable
YEARS: 2013-16
POSITIONS: SS/OF
TOP STATS: Finished with 200 hits, 195 

runs scored, 125 RBIs, 117 stolen bases, 20 
home runs and a .535 batting average during 
her career; led team with 56 runs in a season; 

went on to play for Purdue 
and Ohio State.

TOP HONORS: Lorain 
County Miss Softball 
(2016); All-Ohio first 
team (2015); All-Ohio 
second team (2014 and 
’16); high school  
All-American second 
team (2015-16).

Destiny Weber
YEARS: 2013-16
POSITIONS: C/3B/1B
TOP STATS: Career 

batting average of .456; 
led program with 17 
doubles in a season; 
set Ohio record with six 
RBIs in the 2016 state 
final; went on to play for 
Penn State.

TOP HONORS: Lorain 
County Player of the Year (2016); All-Ohio 
second team (2013); All-Ohio honorable 
mention (2014).

Carleigh Herrington
YEARS: 2011-14
POSITION: 1B
TOP STATS: Batted 

.474 with 37 hits, six 
home runs and 27 RBIs 
during the 2013 season; 
named Lorain County’s 
Division II player of the 
year as a junior; went 
on to play at Eastern 
Michigan.

TOP HONORS: Lorain County Miss 
Softball (2014); All-Ohio second team 
(2013); All-Ohio honorable mention (2014); 
high school All-American third team (2013).

Kenzie Conrad
YEARS: 2009-12
POSITIONS: P/1B
TOP STATS: Third in 

program history with 
23 career home runs; 
went 25-0 with a 0.74 
ERA and 178 strikeouts 
while leading Keystone 
to the No. 1 spot in 
the MaxPreps national 
rankings; batted .485 

with 11 home runs and 44 RBIs in 2012; 
went on to play at Akron and Coastal 
Carolina.

TOP HONORS: Lorain County Miss 
Softball (2012); All-Ohio first team  
(2011-12); All-Ohio second team (2010); high 
school All-American first team (2012); high 
school All-American second team (2011); 
high school All-American third team (2010); 
Gatorade Ohio Player of the Year (2012); 
MaxPreps National Player of the Year (2012).

Erin Pond
YEARS: 2009-12
POSITIONS: SS/3B/OF
TOP STATS: Career 

numbers include .413 
batting average with 
190 hits, 47 doubles, 14 
triples, 22 home runs 
and 144 RBIs; second 
on the school’s all-time 
list with 190 career hits; 

went on to play for Akron and Penn State.
TOP HONORS: Lorain County Player of the 

Year (2012); All-Ohio first team (2010-12); high 
school All-American first team (2012); high 
school All-American second team (2011); high 
school All-American third team (2010).

Kara Dill
YEARS: 2006-09
POSITIONS: SS/2B/P
TOP STATS: Is second 

on school’s all-time list 
with 58 hits in a season; 
career batting average 
of .547; went on to 
play at the University 
of Kentucky; coached 
at LSU and Texas A&M 
after college.

TOP HONORS: Lorain County co-Miss 
Softball (2009); Lorain County record-holder 
for career hits (218); first player in the state 
to be a four-time All-Ohio first-teamer; high 
school All-American first team (2009); high 
school All-American third team (2008); 
Louisville Slugger All-American (2008).

Sarah Stromack
YEARS: 2004-07
POSITION: C
TOP STATS: Batted 

.325 with 125 hits and 
95 RBIs during her high 
school career; only two 
errors in four years as 
team’s starting catcher; 
went on to play at the 
University of Akron.

TOP HONORS: Lorain 
County Miss Softball (2007); All-Lorain 
County first team (2004-07); All-Lorain 
County Conference first team (2004-05); 
All-Patriot Athletic Conference first team 
(2006-07); All-Ohio second team (2007).

Kristie Malinkey
YEARS: 2003-06
POSITIONS: P/2B
TOP STATS: Finished with a 70-6 

record, including throwing the only perfect 
game in a state final in Ohio history; 907 
career strikeouts; seven career perfect 
games and had six no-hitters in one 
season; consecutive no-hitters on April 11 

and 13 in 2005 and May 
3 and 4 in 2006; went 
on to play at Butler 
University.

TOP HONORS: Lorain 
County Miss Softball 
(2006); Lorain County 
record-holder for lowest 
career ERA (0.30) and 
career no-hitters (15); 

Ohio Player of the Year and high school 
All-American first team (2006); All-Ohio 
first team (2004-06).

Brittney Robinson
YEARS: 2000-03
POSITIONS: P/3B/LF
TOP STATS: Still 

tops program with 72 
career wins and 986 
career strikeouts; threw 
consecutive no-hitters 
on April 17 and 26 in 
2000, April 2 and 4 in 
2002 and April 23 and 
24 in 2003; went on to 

play at Kent State.
TOP HONORS: Lorain County 

Miss Softball (2003); Lorain County 
record-holder for career shutouts (50), 
consecutive shutout innings (64) and 
strikeouts in a season (377); All-Ohio first 
team (2002-03); All-Ohio second team 
(2001).

Amie Leffew
YEARS: 1996-99
POSITION: P
TOP STATS: Went 

50-7 during her career 
with nine no-hitters, 
five perfect games and 
26 shutouts; pitched 
406 innings with a 0.70 
career ERA; posted 
a 0.17 ERA, a 24-0 
record and threw 60 

consecutive shutout innings in 1999; had 
311 strikeouts in a season and 654 for her 
career; threw consecutive no-hitters on 
March 29 and 31 in 1999.

TOP HONORS: Lorain County Miss 
Softball (1999); Lorain County record-
holder for shutouts in a season (20) and 
most strikeouts in a seven-inning game 
(20); All-Ohio first team (1999); high 
school All-American third team (1999).

Kim Evans
YEARS: 1994-97
POSITIONS: P/2B
TOP STATS: Went 50-12 during her 

career; finished with nine no-hitters — 
including five in a season — a 0.85 ERA 
and 410 innings pitched in her career; 
had 18 strikeouts in a game and 251 
strikeouts her senior season; finished with 

617 career strikeouts; 
pitched 42 consecutive 
shutout innings, had 
13 shutouts her senior 
season and 28 career 
shutouts; went on to 
play for Cleveland 
State.

TOP HONORS: Lorain 
County Miss Softball 
(1997); All-Ohio second 

team (1995-96).

Jamie Cendrosky
YEARS: 1992-95
POSITION: SS
TOP STATS: Career 

numbers include 168 
hits, 122 RBIs and a 
.436 batting average; 
had 45 hits and 41 RBIs 
in a season; went on to 
play for Cleveland State.

TOP HONORS: Lorain 
County Miss Softball 

(1995); All-Ohio first team (1995).

Sarah Martin
YEARS: 1991-94

POSITION: P
TOP STATS: Went 

45-8 in her career with 
nine no-hitters and 
three perfect games; 
other career numbers 
include 364 innings 
pitched, a 0.42 ERA, 
619 strikeouts and 30 
shutouts; had a 0.19 
ERA in 1994 and 0.35 

ERA in 1991; struck out 19 in a game in 
1994 and 18 in a game in 1991; went on 
to play for Toledo.

TOP HONORS: Lorain County co-Miss 
Softball (1994); All-Ohio first team (1994); 
All-Ohio third team (1992-93).

Amy Johnson
YEARS: 1991-94
POSITIONS: 2B/P
TOP STATS: Went 

53-8 in her career with 
six no-hitters — three 
in 1994 — and one 
perfect game; other 
career numbers include 
381 innings pitched, a 
0.69 ERA, 22 shutouts 
and 497 strikeouts; had 

a 0.36 ERA in 1993; went on to play for 
Cleveland State.

TOP HONORS: Lorain County co-Miss 
Softball (1994); Lorain County record-
holder for career runs scored (204) and 
stolen bases in a game (8); All-Ohio 
second team (1992-94).

— Shaun Bennett

Marissa McNees
The Chronicle-Telegram

The Keystone softball program is 
well-known across Ohio and beyond 
for its storied winning tradition, but 
dedication to the game is fostered 
long before players get to high school.

After the most recent state champi-
onship in 2018, the LaGrange commu-
nity held a parade through the town 
square down Main Street to LaGrange 
Community Park. There were parents, 
family and friends lining the street — 
all whom you’d expect to celebrate 
with the team — but those cheering 
the loudest were the many young girls 
who came to see their favorite team.

Lots of them had signs that read 
things like: “Future state champion” 
or “Future Wildcat.”

And they mean it.
Because it was years past when the 

current Keystone players and so many 
who have come before were the ones 
looking up to the high school team, 
dreaming of the day they got to be a 
part of the legendary program.

That’s how it goes in LaGrange.
“I reminded these kids this is why 

our tradition is what it is,” coach Jim 
Piazza said. “I made them name all 
the players they used to look up to.

“We have a list of everyone who 
wore their jersey number. Any player 
from 1978 on, we have a list of who 
wore their number so they know who 
came before them. We used to write 
letters to the former players like, ‘I’m 
wearing your number now. Thanks 
for all you’ve done for the program. 
I’ll carry it on.’”

After that parade in 2018, all 
those watching followed the team to 
LaGrange Community Park to con-

tinue the celebration, but rather than 
talk with friends or family, the high 
school team gathered the large group 
of young girls to teach them some 
of their favorite cheers, let them ask 
questions and pose for plenty of pic-
tures.

So many of the players then and 

now remember the feeling of prac-
ticing with their Hot Stove teams just 
waiting for the chance to get to high 
school.

“ We  h a v e  t h i r d - g r a d e r s , 
fourth-graders, middle schoolers 
working out with us,” Piazza said. 
“We don’t care how old you are. And 

we have our girls go out to Hot Stove 
practices.”

And when they get to those work-
outs, the third- and fourth-graders are 
treated just like the seniors. They’re 
put through the wringer to truly see 
what being a Keystone softball player 
is all about.

“When we do conditioning and 
(young players) come out, we don’t 
take it easy on them,” Piazza added. 
“They have to do it. So now they make 
that choice, but it also builds that kid’s 
confidence up like, ‘I’m ready to play 
in my fourth-grade league because I 
just worked out with the high school 
team.’

“So now that confidence keeps 
building and they understand the 
work they need to put in and trusting 
that work they’re putting in. They get 
to say, ‘Wow, I worked out with Sydney 
Campbell today,’ or ‘Wow, I worked 
out with Lily Cassell’ or whoever it is. 
Those kids look up to them.”

Now, some might be scared to try to 
hang at a Keystone practice, which are 
notoriously pretty intense.

But the level of admiration the 
young players have for their “idols” 
is enough motivation to head to the 
practice facility and try their hand at 
whatever Coach Piazza throws their 
way.

They even pick up a few new moves.
“There was a little girl at one of our 

games and she would get down in a 
runner’s style and pop herself up just 
like (senior) Madi Herrington and 
the dad took a picture and sent it to 
me,” Piazza said. “When she’s in the 
field, (Madi) always hops up before 
the ball is pitched. Well, now she hops 
up before. ... I sent it to Madi and she 
said, ‘Wow, that’s so cool. I didn’t even 
realize.’

“The dad said: ‘Look who she’s tak-
ing after. Her idol.’”

Contact Marissa McNees  
at mmcnees@chroniclet.com.  
Follow her on Twitter @MarissaNM.

Girls become Wildcats fans early

Kids cheer at the Keystone state championship parade in LaGrange in 2018.
KRISTIN BAUER / CHRONICLE FILE
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First in the state to record 1,000 victories. 

And we’re proud to have broadcast 
many of your victories. 

Marissa McNees
The Chronicle-Telegram

What started as a way to honor 
a longtime Keystone fan with 
what he enjoyed most has 

become one of the premier annual show-
cases of softball talent in the state.

The Prebis Memorial Classic was 
started in 2005 when Penfield resident 
and lifelong Wildcats supporter Albert 
Prebis died. He was a staple at Keystone 
games, and coach Jim Piazza and the 
entire program wanted to preserve his 
memory.

“The Prebises went to all the games 
dating back to the ’80s,” Piazza said. “I 
remember when I got to high school they 
would come to all the games. When we 
(the students) would watch games, they 
were always there.

“They never had any kids or grandkids 
come through the (softball) program. We 
just called them super fans. When (Albert) 
passed away, we thought this would be a 
great way to honor him always.”

It wasn’t much to start, just an eight-
team field of teams from Northeast Ohio: 
Keystone, North Canton Hoover, Elyria, 
Akron Springfield, Tallmadge, Wellington, 
Brunswick and Barberton.

But the field was enough to draw the 
eyes of programs from all over Ohio. With 
six state champions — three of which 
with at least two titles — word got around 
that the Prebis Memorial Classic was the 
tournament to enter to see how a team 
stacks up with the best of the best.

Former Wellington coach Tom Roth 
said after the inaugural tournament: “The 
caliber of play here is something else. 
When you think of the number of wins 
these eight teams (will) have by the end of 
the year, it’s going to be something else.”

And it was something else.
In fact, Keystone won its second state 

championship that year, and the Prebis 
Memorial Classic has grown in ways no 
one expected.

The field swelled from eight to as 
many as 40 teams the past few years, 
and a second location was needed to 
accommodate the number of people. In 
2011, Wellington Community Park was 
implemented based on its proximity to 

LaGrange Community Park and its num-
ber of diamonds.

The expansion didn’t diminish the level 
of play.

In the most recent Prebis Memorial 
Classic, which was played April 23-24, 
there were 39 teams, including eight 
ranked in the state, 21 that have appeared 
in a state tournament, 10 state champi-
ons and five with multiple state champi-
onships.

“I love it because it gives (the players) 
experience,” said Warren Champion 
coach Cheryl Weaver, whose team rep-
resents the best in Division III with eight 
state championships and 11 Final Four 
appearances. “I always tell them to watch 
how these other teams react, watch how 
they move on everything. If anything, 
I hope it will help them once we get to 
the postseason to say, ‘Don’t ever fear. 
Respect everybody, but don’t fear the 
D-III schools we’re gonna face now, 
because you faced some of the best D-I, 
D-II schools. It’s always an exciting place.”

The Prebis Memorial Classic has become 
the best showcase in Northeast Ohio, but 

the heart of the event remains the same.
Each year until her death in 2017, Mar-

ian Prebis, Albert’s wife, threw a ceremo-
nial first pitch at the start of the tourna-
ment before taking the time to greet and 
hug each Keystone player and interact 
with as many players and teams from out 
of the area as she could.

Before the start of the inaugural tour-
nament in 2005, Marian Prebis brought 
a balloon and included a message to her 
late husband inside. She, as well as the 
entire Keystone program, then released 
balloons to the skies to honor Albert and 
the many Wildcats fans who have died.

“She looked forward to that day,” Piazza 
said. “She would come over and do a 
dance before every game during the sea-
son. The girls would get in a circle and 
she would always get in the middle of the 
circle and do a dance. She was so involved. 
As soon as it was over she would call me 
and start talking about next year’s Prebis.

“She just looked forward to every single 
Prebis Memorial.”

Contact Marissa McNees at mmcnees@chroniclet.
com. Follow her @MarissaNM on Twitter.

Elite tourney remains 
memorial to loyal fans

Keystone coach Jim Piazza is doused by players after his 500th win April 24 at the Prebis Memorial Classic.

THOMAS FETCENKO / CHRONICLE

Umpire Larry Krueger congratulates pitcher Sydney Campbell and catcher 
Autumn Acord on their Prebis win against Warren Champion in 2019.

KRISTIN BAUER / CHRONICLE FILE

PREBIS MEMORIAL CLASSIC: THE HISTORY’CATS QUOTES
“I remember 
in 2005 when 
(Albert Prebis) 
got sick and (the 
Prebises) not 
being at a game. 
We were on our 
way to the state 
semis and they 
couldn’t make 
it, so all the girls 
signed a shirt 
and we pulled 
the bus into their 
driveway before 
the game and 
gave (Marian) 
the shirt. She put 
it on him at the 
hospital and he 
was listening 
to the game on 
headphones.”
— Coach Jim Piazza, on 

Albert Prebis’ impact 

“The tradition 
we hold here, 
to be a part 
of something 
this special is 
amazing.”

— Pitcher Lily Cassell 

“We constantly 
tell them, ‘Hey, 
we know this 
stinks today, 
we know you’re 
going to be 
running, but if 
this is your goal, 
we’re going to 
coach you like 
you’re going 
to be a state 
champion.’”

— Piazza, on the 
Wildcats’ work ethic 

“We had a talk 
with our seniors 
because they 
were on that state 
championship 
team in 2018. 
That final out, 
it didn’t matter 
whether you 
were playing 
on the field or 
were sitting on 
the bench, just 
to rush onto the 
field … you forgot 
about everything. 
It just feels like 
this big weight 
comes off your 
shoulders. Now 
you really just 
want the next 
group to feel it.”

— Piazza, on winning  
a state championship

’CATS QUOTES
“When you lose 
year after year 
in the state final 
or at the state 
tournament, 
you’re just happy 
to be winning. 
You don’t care 
how it happens.”

— Kristie (Malinkey) 
Barak, on throwing a 

perfect game in the 
2006 state final 

“It’s expected now 
that Keystone will 
go to state (every 
year) because 
they just grow 
winning players. 
They start young, 
they know the 
tradition and 
they want to do 
it.”

— Kim (Evans) Meyers, 
who pitched Keystone 

to the state tournament 
in 1996 and ‘97

 
“Other teams are 
like, ‘Yeah, we 
finally made it 
to districts,’ and 
in my head I’m 
like, ‘Wow, that 
was just another 
game to us.’ We 
really were that 
dominant. It was 
so much fun.”

— Bri Buckley, catcher 
on the 2012 state and 

national title team 

“You know if 
they’re coming 
to you to ask you 
to help, even if 
it’s just to watch 
them throw, you 
know they’re 
watching you. 
Once I worked 
with her a 
couple times, it 
was like, ‘OK, 
now I’m a role 
model and I 
have to do things 
that they should 
do when they get 
older.’”

— Brittney (Robinson) 
Hodkey, on working 

with a 9-year-old Kenzie 
Conrad

“The girls from 
the 1980s, like 
Kim Schultz, 
their numbers 
would be school 
records at other 
places.”

— Piazza, on the high 
level of Keystone’s 

pitching records
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FIRST BASE
Kenzie Conrad

3x All-American; 3x All-Ohio

Taylor Bell
2009 All-American first team

Carleigh Herrington
2013 All-American third team

Kim Schultz
1987 All-Ohio first team

Megan Rodak
1998 All-Ohio second team

DESIGNATED PLAYER
Brittney Robinson

3x All-Ohio; 2003 Miss Softball

Destiny Weber
2x All-Ohio; 2016 LC player of the year

Kathy Janas
Had .445 career batting average 

Jodi Runals
Set state record with 6 hits in a game (1980)

Bee Shaw
Went 34-0 as a pitcher for Keystone

PITCHER
Sydney Campbell

2019 All-American first team

Kristie Malinkey
2006 All-American first team

Amie Leffew
1999 All-American third team

Lauren Shaw
2017 All-American third team

Kim Evans
2x All-Ohio second team

Sarah Martin
1994 All-Ohio first team

SECOND BASE
Amy Johnson

3x All-Ohio second team

Alisha Silva
2011 All-American first team

Jen Jenkins
1999 All-Ohio first team

Clare Sullivan
2008 All-Ohio second team

Angie Whitacre
1989 All-Ohio second team

SHORTSTOP
Kara Dill

4x All-Ohio first team; 3x All-American

Katie Bell
2005 All-American second team

Jamie Cendrosky
1995 All-Ohio first team

Jessica Jenkins
2x All-Ohio

Darlene Mociolek
1989 All-Ohio first team

CENTER FIELD
Jessica Burt

2006 All-American first team

Summer Constable
2x All-American third team

Marlie McNulty
2x All-American third team

Cheryl Schuster
County career stolen base record-holder 

Gaye Weigel
Also went to Toledo with Scarbrough

LEFT FIELD
Sue Scarbrough

Program’s first D-I college player (Toledo)

Madi Nunez
2018 All-Ohio second team

Paige Hartley
Starting OF on three state Final Four teams

Shelly Hall
Went on to play for Cleveland State

Danelle Ochenduski
Batted .581 in program’s 1st year (1978) RIGHT FIELD

Erin Pond
3x All-American; 3x All-Ohio first team

Erin Reimer
2000 All-Ohio honorable mention

Alyson Broschk
2x all-conference and all-county first team

Shelby Fortune
Went on to play for Akron

Dee Sudnick
Led team in 8 offensive categories in 1980

THIRD BASE
Sammie Stefan

3x All-American; 3x All-Ohio

Jody Johnson
2000 All-Ohio first team

Jay Toby
2x All-Ohio

Lindsey Ebel
Went on to play for Bowling Green

Madi Herrington
Committed to Oakland University

CATCHER
Autumn Acord

2x All-Ohio first team

Rachel Stephens
2x All-Ohio honorable mention

Bri Buckley
2012 All-American third team

Sarah Stromack
2007 All-Ohio second team

Taylor Kessinger
2010 All-Ohio honorable mention

SUE  
SCARBROUGH

JESSICA 
BURT

ERIN 
POND

AMY 
JOHNSON

KENZIE 
CONRAD

BRITTNEY 
ROBINSON

SYDNEY 
CAMPBELL

SAMMIE 
STEFAN

KARA 
DILL

AUTUMN 
ACORD
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MADE HERE.
DEMANDED EVERYWHERE.
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PROUD TO CALL ELYRIA, OHIO HOME SINCE 1923.


