
Twoweeks ago, theHigh
Five looked at five area girls
basketball players towatch
this season.
In this edition, we’re
focusing on the boys.
Palatine andAurora
Christianwere the lone
area teams to reach the
state finals last season
inChampaign. Butwith
decent draws and some
really solid players return-
ing, the areamight be bet-
ter represented inMarch.
Let’s jump right in and
look at five area boys bas-
ketball players towatch.

5. A.J. Demirov, Crystal
Lake South
A four-year starter for the
Gators, Demirov last sea-
son averagedmore than 21
points. But his all-around
game—he also averaged
5 assists and 3 steals—
iswhatmakes the 6-foot
senior point guard so
intriguing.
He’s picked upwhere
he left off as a consistent
20-point scorer, andhe’s
becoming amore consis-
tent double-double threat
with his passing talents.
Still uncommitted,
Demirov is going tomake
a college very happywhen
he decideswhere to play at
the next level.

4. Tyreek Coleman,
Waubonsie Valley
Committed to Illinois
State, Coleman is leading
a resurgence for theWar-
riors, who last seasonwon
their first regional title
since 2019.
Coleman, at 6-2, adds
some size to the point
guard position. Lightning
quickwith brilliant vision,
he impacts the game in so
manyways.
The senior averaged a
modest 15 points last sea-
son.While that number
likelywill jumpabit this
season, keep an eye on
his rebounds, assists and
steals.
With talentedwing
MosesWilson,Waubonsie
Valley is eyeing its first trip
to the state tournament in
March.

3. Daniel Pauliukonis,
Benet
Once theRedwings get
their legs under them,
they’ll be able to playwith
anyone.
Andbecause of the
teamdepth—with key
returners such as Jayden

Wright, Blake Fagbemi and
7-footer Colin Stack— the
stats for Pauliukonis proba-
blywon’t be spectacular.
But don’t let the stats
sway your opinion.The6-9
senior is the real deal.
Pauliukonis received a
slewof scholarship offers
before signingwith South-
ern Illinois University.
He can knock down3s,
obviously shooting over
defenders, while also hold-
ing his own in the post
despite a slender frame.

2. Ian Miletic, Rolling
Meadows
The6-7 senior had offers
from Illinois, DePaul,
Loyola and others but
signed lastmonthwith
Marquette.
Miletic, a four-year var-
sity player, was a con-
sistent 20-and-10 per-
former last season as his
game blossomed. A bet-
ter outside shot and a
stronger ability to get to
the basket highlight his
improvement.
Leading a core of five
senior returners,Miletic
could be the spark that
sends theMustangs
beyond the sectional
round for the first time
since 1989.

1. Jaxson Davis, Warren
Even thoughhe’s still just
a sophomore, it seems like
we’ve been talking about
Davis for years.
The6-1 guard averaged
nearly 20 points andmore
than 5 assists as a fresh-
man.Hewas afirst-team
IBCAAll-State honoree
and theDailyHerald Lake
CountyAll-AreaCaptain.
Warren alreadyhas lost
games toWaukegan and
Kenwood, but a tough
schedule shouldpay off in
MarchwithDavis leading
the charge.TheBlueDev-
ils aim tobattle for the pro-
gram’s first state title.
Davis’ offers include Illi-
nois,DePaul, Arizona State,
Indiana andNorthwestern.
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ORLANDO, Fla. — After a
shaky 3-3 start, South Carolina
had towin out to get here.
They did just that.
The No. 14 Gamecocks had
Alabama on the ropes on their
home field in October. Trailing
by eightwith twominutes to play,
quarterback LaNorris Sellers led
a six-play, 75-yard drive to bring
his teamwithin two points.
After recovering an onside
kick, the Gamecocks had their
chance to score a program-de-
fining upset for coach Shane
Beamer. Three plays later, Sell-
ers threw an interception and the
gamewas over.
South Carolina's team lead-
ers met with Beamer during
the week after that game with
the team sitting at 3-3 knowing

they were not playing up to their
potential. They felt they needed
to win all of their remaining
games to have a successful sea-
son and promised their coach
theywould.
The Gamecocks (9-3) did win
the final six games, knocking on
the door of the College Football
Playoff by defeating Oklahoma,
Missouri andClemson.
No. 21 Illinois faced a similar
moment of clarity.
The Illini (9-3) lost two straight
in the middle of the season after
a setback against Minnesota.
They won their final three games
over Michigan State and at Rut-
gers and Northwestern to secure
a rare trip to theCitrus Bowl.
This game caps notable sea-
sons for both programs.
“This season has been pretty
special all the way through,” Illi-
nois coach Bret Bielema said.

“And then to have a couple of
thrilling wins at the end of the
year. Just a lot of really good,
unique things that have hap-
pened to this football team.”
The key matchup in the Citrus
Bowl features Sellers and Illinois
quarterback LukeAltmeyer.
Altmeyer had an up-and-down
sophomore season last year after
transferring from Mississippi,
throwing for 1,883 yards with 13
touchdowns against 10 intercep-
tions. He turned things around
this season with 2,543 yards
and 21 touchdowns against 5
interceptions.
Sellers stepped in at SouthCar-
olina as a redshirt freshman and
lit up the Southeastern Confer-
ence with 2,274 yards passing
and 17 touchdowns against 7
interceptions. He also rushed for
655 yards and 7 TDs.
Both Illinois and South

Carolina are not traditional foot-
ball powers but playing in the
Citrus Bowl, typically the bowl
game with the first pick outside
of the College Football Playoff or
New Year's Six for SEC and Big
Ten schools, is a rare treat.
The Illini will be making just
their second trip to Orlando for
the Citrus Bowl — the last com-
ing in 1990 in a win over Virginia.
The Gamecocks will be making
their third trip to Orlando after

Steve Spurrier led the team to this
bowl game in the 2011 and 2013
seasons.
The chance to win 10 games
is a major motivator for both
programs.
“I think to get to 10wins is a big
deal in college football no mat-
ter how it comes about,” Bielema
said. “What plays into it, any time
you can get to that mark, I think
that sets your team apart in col-
lege football.”

Juiced to get to 10 wins
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Illinois quarterback Luke Altmyer passes against Northwestern
during the first half in Chicago.

Illinois, South Carolina each aim to finish strong at Citrus Bowl
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Blackhawks center Craig Smith greets his son, Sutton, and wife Aleah Monday at the conclusion of practice on
the eve of the Winter Classic at Wrigley Field.

Winter Classic: Blackhawks vs. Blues, 4 p.m., TNT

At least six Cubs games in April
figure to be colder than it was Mon-
day (44 degrees) for theWinter Clas-
sic practice atWrigley Field.
The Blackhawks have returned
to the Friendly Confines for the first
time since 2009, and will face St.
Louis on Tuesday at 4 p.m. Rain is a
concern for game day. Some of the
players are openly rooting for it to
snow, to pumpup the atmosphere.
When the NHL started playing
these outdoor games — the first of
themodern erawas 2003 in Edmon-
ton— theywere billed as a tribute to
pondhockey.
In the suburbs, playing hockey
typically means expensive travel
teams, not meeting friends on the
pond. For some of the Blackhawks
who grew up closer to the Great
White North, playing outdoors is
special.
“It's hockey at its purest form in
my eyes,” said forward Nick Foli-
gno, a Buffalo native. “It's where it
all started and where your imagi-
nation comes to life. Just being out
there today brought me back to
being a kid. You could feel the fresh
air in your lungs, the dark — it was
magical.”
Taylor Hall shared a story of play-
ing in his own backyard rink, which
took far more effort than just hang-
ing a basketball hoop above the
garage door.
“My dad built me a backyard rink

every year in Calgary and I played a
ton of backyard hockey,” Hall said.
“My dad spent a lot of hours build-
ing that rink for me and I'm always
grateful forwhat he did there.
“My dad even built all the way
up the side of the house, so I could
skate down the side of the house
and go for a breakaway in the back-
yard, That's where I learned to love
the game and honestly, it's where I
learned my skills and had so much
fun. So when I'm out here, it brings
meback a lot.”
Defenseman Seth Jones moved
aroundquite a bit because his father
is former NBA power forward Pop-
eye Jones. But his hockey career got
rollingwhenhe lived inDenver.
“There are so many sunny days
there, sometimes the snow just
melts the next day,” Jones said. “But
there were a fewwinters growing up
that we did play on a pond and all

my buddies got out there.”
Rookie Frank Nazar grew up in
the Detroit area, where the proxim-
ity to Canadamakes hockey a bigger
deal.
“I had a lot of friends in high
school that lived on canals or lived
by lakes or ponds, and we'd always
go out,” he said. “It was comical.
A lot of my friends that didn't play
hockey, they'd put on skates and
try to keep up. It was always a lot of
fun.”
One player who didn't spend
much time playing outdoor hockey
is Connor Bedard, since he's from
Vancouver, where freezing tem-
peratures are less frequent.
Jason Dickinson said outdoor
hockey was very popular where he
grewupoutside of Toronto.
“We had an outdoor rink man-
aged by a local dad,” Dickinson
said. “Basically, hewould go out and
flood the baseball diamond in our
little park.Thenumber of timeswe'd
be out there until 10 or 11 at night,
just freezing our butts off, but loving
everyminute of it.”
Since facing the Red Wings in
2009 at Wrigley Field, the Black-
hawks have played five outdoor
games.
They hosted one in the snow at
Soldier Field in 2014, then played
at Nationals Park in Washington in

‘It’s hockey at
its purest form’

Outdoor hockey brings back special memories for many Blackhawks
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