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Assistant Coach Ryan Tracy, Head 
Coach Greg Kjellsen and Assistant 
Coach Jordan Carson walk onto the 
court. (Photo by Paul Kosel)

The Groton Area Tigers capture seventh place at state. (Photo by Jeslyn Kosel)

The GHS Cheerleaders are: Advisor Madisen Bjerke, Mya Feser, Elizabeth Cole, 
Adison Hoeft, Breslyn Jeschke, Paisley Mitchell, Rylie Rose, Natalia Warrington 
and Novalea Warrington and Advisor Aubray Miller. This will be the last year that 
Bjerke and Miller will serve as cheerleader advisors. (Photo by Jeslyn Kosel)

The Groton Area crowd gathered together at the bottom of the escalator as the 
players went down it. (Photo by Paul Kosel)

Jim Aberle received a bag of goodies 
from Groton Area cheerleaders Novalea 
and Natalia Warrington. (Photo by Paul Kosel)

Jodi Schwan gets closeups of the med-
als on the table. (Photo by Paul Kosel)
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Chargers Use 3-Point Edge, Late Rebounds to Slip Past 
Groton Area in State A Opener

Hamlin 65, Groton Area 61
Rapid City — A strong showing from Groton Area wasn’t quite enough 

Thursday, as Hamlin used a decisive edge from beyond the arc and 
crucial second-chance plays in the final seconds to defeat the Tigers 
65-61 in the opening round of the State A Boys Basketball Tournament.

The Chargers knocked down 10 three-pointers compared to five for 
Groton Area, a difference that loomed large in a game that was tight 
throughout.

Groton Area showed early control behind Karson Zak, who helped the 
Tigers build a 9-4 lead midway through the opening quarter. Gage Sippel 
added inside production as Groton looked sharp early.

But Hamlin answered with a pivotal first-half surge.
The Chargers strung together a 10-0 run, turning that 9-4 deficit into 

a 14-9 lead and shifting momentum behind timely perimeter shooting 
and strong interior play.

Hamlin extended the lead to 17-11 in the second quarter, but Groton 
Area responded with one of its strongest stretches of the game.

Zak continued to find success inside, while Keegen Tracy and Sippel 
added key baskets in the paint. The Tigers reclaimed the lead at 21-20 
on a Tracy basket, and Becker Bosma added a three-point play. Zak’s 
late bucket helped Groton take a 26-24 advantage into halftime.
The third quarter featured more swings.
Hamlin opened the half with a 6-0 run to regain the lead, but 

Groton countered again behind Zak and Sippel. The Tigers stayed 
within striking distance despite Hamlin’s outside shooting.

Late in the quarter, Groton delivered a big momentum swing. Zak 
buried a 3-pointer with under a minute to play, and Easton Weber 
followed with a clutch triple at the buzzer to give the Tigers a 43-41 
lead heading into the fourth.

The final period turned into a shootout.
Hamlin regained the lead early in the fourth and continued to rely 

on its perimeter shooting. Groton answered repeatedly, as Ryder 
Johnson and Weber hit key 3-pointers, and Weber’s third triple gave 
the Tigers a 55-54 lead with under three minutes to play.

But Hamlin had one final push.
Boden Stevenson knocked down a go-ahead 3-pointer, then added 

a second-chance 3-pointer with 34 seconds remaining to stretch 
the lead to 61-57.

Groton refused to go away, as Zak scored twice in the closing 
seconds to pull the Tigers within one.

From there, the game was decided at the free-throw line — and 
on the glass.

With under 10 seconds remaining, Stevenson missed a pair of free 
throws, but Hamlin secured the offensive rebound. After Groton was forced to foul again, Jackson Wadswoth 
split a pair at the line to make it 63-61 — and once again, the Chargers grabbed the rebound on the miss. 

Keegen Tracy blocks this 
shot by Hamlin’s Jacks Wad-
sworth. (Photo by Paul Kosel)

Karson Zak drives to the 
basket. (Photo by Jeslyn Kosel)

Becker Bosma tries to work his 
way inside in front of Hamlin’s 
Bode Stevenson. (Photo by Jeslyn Kosel)

Easton Weber tries to 
work get closer to the bas-
ket. (Photo by Jeslyn Kosel)
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Moments later, Stevenson returned to the line and converted 
both free throws to seal the win.

“That was the difference right there,” Groton Area head 
coach Greg Kjellsen said. “A couple free throws at the end, 
we didn’t box out and get rebounds… just little things.”

Zak led Groton Area with an efficient 23 points on 10-of-12 
shooting, while Sippel added 12 points and six rebounds. We-
ber contributed nine points, including three clutch 3-pointers.

Hamlin was powered by Stevenson, who finished with 27 
points, while Wadswoth added 20. The Chargers shot 52.6 
percent from three-point range (10-of-19) compared to Gro-
ton’s 35.7 percent (5-of-14).

“We didn’t hit many perimeter shots until later in the game,” 
Kjellsen said. “We haven’t been a great three-point shooting 
team all season, and that showed a little bit. We hit some to 
keep us in it, but just came up short.”

Despite the loss, Groton Area shot 54.5 percent from the 
field and stayed within a possession deep into the fourth 

quarter.
Kjellsen also pointed to a late-game substitution as 

something he wished he could have back.
“I was late getting Gage subbed back into the game, and 

that’s my fault,” he said. “Coaching blunder. Whether 
we get that rebound or not, I don’t know, but that’s 
on me.”

Even in defeat, Kjellsen praised his team’s effort 
against a familiar opponent.

“We knew they were a good team and we were a 
good team,” he said. “It was just a good close game 
— they just came out on top and we didn’t.”

Now, the focus shifts to the consolation bracket.
“You can show what kind of heart and character you 

have,” Kjellsen said. “We can pout and be sad, or we 
can get after it tomorrow. We still came here to win 
two games — now we just have to win the next two.”

Groton Area will look to bounce back in consolation 
play taking on St. Thomas More at noon central time. 
Hamlin advances in the championship bracket taking 
on #1 Sioux Falls CHristian at 6 p.m. central time.

Ryder Johnson passes the ball off to 
teammate Keegen Tracy. (Photo by Jeslyn Kosel)

Gage Sippel goes for the 
dunk to tie the game at 30 
with 5:08 left in the third 
quarter. (Photo by Paul Kosel)

Ryder Johnson makes his 
move in front of  Hamlin’s Jack 
Stormo. (Photo by Jeslyn Kosel)

Easton Weber, Keegen Tracy and Gage 
Sippel all collapse in on Hamlin’s Bode Ste-
venson. Sippel was called for the foul. (Photo 

by Paul Kosel)

The Groton Area cheerleaders face the Hamlin cheerleaders and 
cheer them on as they were introduced.  (Photo by Paul Kosel)
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Double-Overtime Heartbreaker: Tigers Fall 94-92 in Instant Classic
RAPID CITY, S.D. — Groton Area left 

everything on the floor Friday.
In a wild, high-scoring battle that 

felt more like an NBA shootout than a 
State A Tournament consolation game, 
the Tigers dropped a heartbreaking 
94-92 double-overtime decision to St. 
Thomas More in the consolation cham-
pionship bracket at Rapid City.

Even in defeat, Groton Area coach 
Greg Kjellsen said he could not have 
been prouder of his team’s fight.

“I am so proud of those boys. They 
didn’t quit, and they hung in there 
till the very last second and battled,” 
Kjellsen said afterward. “It hurts, but I 
told them I couldn’t be prouder.”

The Tigers looked sharp early, using 
strong outside shooting and balanced 
offense to grab a 22-12 lead after one 
quarter. Ryder Johnson knocked down 
a pair of early 3-pointers, and Groton 
got inside baskets from Gage Sippel, 
Easton Weber and Keegen Tracy during 
a strong opening stretch.

Groton still held the upper hand 
through much of the second quarter. 
Tracy, Johnson and Sippel helped the 
Tigers keep St. Thomas More at bay, 
and Groton took a 35-30 lead into 
halftime.

But the Cavaliers began to solve 
Groton’s defense in the second half.

“I think they made some adjust-
ments against our zone,” Kjellsen said. 
“We played more zone today than 
we played in the previous 22 games 
combined.”

Even so, Groton continued to an-
swer. The Tigers pushed the lead 
back to 10 points in the third quarter 
when Tracy and Karson Zak connected 
from long range, making it 50-40. Zak 
continued to attack offensively, while 
Johnson and Bosma also came up with 
key baskets.

Still, St. Thomas More kept coming.
The Cavaliers trimmed the gap to 57-

51 by the end of the third, then caught 
fire from the perimeter in the fourth 
quarter. Big shots from Noah Wald, 

Becker Bosma sets a screen for Karson Zak. 
(Photo by Jeslyn Kosel)

Gage Sippel puts up this shot over 
St. Thomas More’s Broeden Sales. (Photo 

by Jeslyn Kosel)

Becker Bosma looks to pass the ball 
off to a teammate. (Photo by Jeslyn Kosel)

Ryder Johnson shoots a long three-pointer at the 
buzzer and the St. Thomas More players watch as 
the shot goes in to tie the game sending it into 
overtime. (Photo by Paul Kosel)
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Wyatt Gylten and Ashton Paulsen 
helped STM erase the deficit and 
turn the game into a possession-
by-possession thriller.

Kjellsen said the Tigers were hurt 
by St. Thomas More’s ability to cre-
ate extra scoring chances.

“You can’t point your finger at one 
thing,” he said. “Other than they 
got too many second looks at the 
basket probably.”

Groton also had to battle through 
foul trouble, including losing Sippel 
in the fourth quarter.

“We expect whoever comes in to 
step up, and we did,” Kjellsen said. 
“Give them credit. They hit a lot of 
tough threes.”

Despite the pressure, the Tigers 
never folded.

Johnson drilled a huge 3-pointer 
at the end of regulation to tie the 
game at 73-73 and send it to over-
time. In the first extra session, Zak 
answered again for Groton with another clutch 3 at the buzzer, forcing a second overtime 
with the score tied at 84-84.

In the second overtime, Johnson buried two more 3-pointers to give the Tigers another lift, but St. Thomas More answered once more. 
The Cavaliers finally edged in front for good in the closing seconds and escaped with the 2-point win.

Johnson and Zak each poured in 26 points to lead Groton Area. Tracy added 15 points, Sippel had 12, Bosma scored 8, and Weber finished 
with 5.

Groton shot the ball extremely well, finishing 31 of 59 from the field (52.5 percent), 13 of 23 from 3-point range (56.5 percent) and 17 of 24 
at the free-throw line (70.8 percent). The Tigers also got 31 rebounds and 8 assists in one of their best offensive performances of the season.

St. Thomas More finished 33 of 69 from the field (47.8 percent), 13 of 30 from 3-point range (43.3 percent) and 15 of 20 at the free-throw 
line (75.0 percent). The Cavaliers also controlled the glass with 37 rebounds and dished out 16 assists, using second-chance opportunities 
and balanced scoring to help secure the win.

St. Thomas More was led by Gylten with 24 points, while Wald added 21, Sales had 16, and Slusarski, Speed and Paulsen all scored 11.
Afterward, Kjellsen told his team the loss was painful, but their effort left no doubt.
“Losing sucks, but I am so proud of the effort we gave,” he said. “There was no quit. 

We played to the final buzzer in overtime and regulation.”
Groton Area now turns its attention to one final game of the tournament.
“Our goal is to come home,” Kjellsen said. “We’ve got to win one game, and we’ll give 

it our best shot tomorrow.”
Groton Area will play Stanley County in the seventh place game on Saturday at 11 a.m. 

MT (Noon Central Time).

Keegen Tracy goes up for this shot past the 
St. Thomas More defender. (Photo by Jeslyn Kosel)Gage Sippel makes this basket with 4:30 

left in the first quarter to give Groton Area 
an 8-6 lead. (Photo by Paul Kosel)

The team gets ready to enter the court. (Photo 

by Paul Kosel)
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Tigers Close Strong, Claim Seventh at State A
Rapid City, S.D. —The Groton Area 

Tigers closed out their season on a high 
note Saturday, pulling away early and 
never looking back in a 61-43 victory 
over Stanley County in the seventh-
place game at the State A Boys Bas-
ketball Tournament.

Groton wasted no time setting the 
tone.

Behind aggressive defense and 
transition offense, the Tigers jumped 
out to a quick 6-0 lead in the opening 
minutes. Karson Zak sparked the early 
surge, scoring twice in the paint off 
turnovers, while Keegen Tracy added 
a second-chance bucket and later a 
three-pointer.

By the midpoint of the first quarter, 
Groton had built an 11-4 advantage, 
fueled by relentless pressure that 
forced Stanley County into a string of 
miscues. The Tigers capitalized repeatedly, turning steals 
into points and controlling the tempo.

A late flurry pushed the lead even further. Tracy scored 
inside and then knocked down a triple, while Zak con-
tinued to attack the rim. By the end of the first quarter, 
Groton held a commanding 22-8 lead.

Groton’s defense was the story early — and often.
The Tigers forced turnover after turnover in the opening 

half, disrupting Stanley County’s rhythm and creating easy 
scoring chances. Ryder Johnson and Zak were especially 
active in the passing lanes, while Gage Sippel controlled 
the glass and protected the paint.

Stanley County tried to answer early in the second quar-
ter with a three from Paxton Deal, but Groton responded 
immediately. Johnson buried a three of his own, and Sip-
pel added inside buckets to keep the Tigers comfortably 
in front.

Despite a brief Stanley County run that trimmed the 
deficit to 11, Groton closed the half strong. Another John-
son three and steady interior play from Sippel helped the 
Tigers take a 33-20 lead into halftime.

Stanley County made its best push in the third quarter, 
hitting a pair of three-pointers to cut into the lead.

But each time the Buffaloes threatened, Groton had an 
answer.

Tracy scored in the paint, Johnson added another basket, and Sippel dominated inside with multiple 
finishes and key free throws. Zak also continued his efficient night, attacking the rim and converting 
opportunities created by turnovers.

By the end of the third quarter, Groton had pushed the lead back out to 48-34, regaining full control.
Groton put the game away early in the fourth.

Jayden Schwan dribbles the ball as teammate and 
brother Jordan Schwan awaits the pass. (Photo by Jeslyn Kosel)

Karson Zak flies past the de-
fense for this basket. (Photo by Jeslyn 

Kosel)

Keegen Tracy zips past the defense 
for this basket. (Photo by Jeslyn Kosel)

Ryder Johnson gets past his 
defender to drive to the basket. 
(Photo by Jeslyn Kosel)



Tracy opened the quarter with a 
bucket, and moments later converted 
another steal into points. Johnson 
added a second-chance basket, and 
Zak continued to finish inside as the 
Tigers stretched the lead past 15.

With the outcome well in hand, 
Coach Greg Kjellsen emptied the 
bench late, allowing multiple players to 
see meaningful minutes in the closing 
stages. The Tigers still added the final 
highlight, as Jayden Schwan knocked 
down a three-pointer in the closing 
seconds.

Groton placed four players in double 
figures, showcasing a balanced offen-
sive attack:

Keegan Tracy – 15 points
Karson Zak – 15 points
Ryder Johnson – 15 points
Gage Sippel – 13 points
The Tigers also dominated the glass 

(34-24 rebounding edge) and forced 
consistent turnovers, key factors in 
building their early lead.

Following the win, 
Coach Greg Kjellsen 
emphasized both the 

result and the 
bigger picture.

“I kind of had 
two goals com-
ing in — I wanted 
to make sure ev-
erybody got on 
the floor and that 
we got seventh, 
and we got both 
things done.”

Kjellsen praised 
his team’s charac-
ter and resilience 
af ter a tough 
tournament path.

“These kids are 
a class act, every 
one of them. The 
Groton commu-
nity can be very 
proud of what 

they’ve done — not just here, but all year.”
Despite graduating several seniors, Kjellsen remains op-

timistic about the program’s future.
“The cupboard’s not bare. It might be a little shorter, but there’s a lot coming.”
The Tigers finish the season 19-6.
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717 Main St, Britton
(605) 448-2357

Justin Monson: Sales Specialist - All Lines
717 Main St. | Britton | 605.448.2357

Merry Lone: Sales Specialist - All Lines
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Congrats 
Groton Tigers 

Congrats Groton Boys Basketball for 
placing 7th at State in Rapid City.
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Everyone stands and watches as Gage Sippel goes for 
the dunk. (Photo by Jeslyn Kosel)

Logan Warrington tries for 
a shot under the basket. (Photo 

by Jeslyn Kosel)

Becker Bosma looks ahead 
to the next play. (Photo by Jeslyn 

Kosel)

Gage Sippel and Stanley Coun-
ty’s Teegyn Breitag go for the 
jump ball with Keegen Tracy and 
Brend Bothwell keeping an eye 
on the ball. (Photo by Paul Kosel) Jayden Schwan steels the ball away 

from Stanley County’s Carson Bourne. 
(Photo by Paul Kosel)



8A ◊ Groton Independent ◊ Wed., Mar. 25, 2026

Groton Area had by far the larger crowd - probably about twice as many as Ham-
lin’s crowd. (Photo by Paul Kosel)

The Groton Area crowd was back in full force in the St. Thomas More game. (Photo 

by Jeslyn Kosel)

The Groton Area crowd during the final game for the GHS Tigers. (Photo by Paul Kosel)

The Groton Area cheerleaders were 
giving out little bags of goodies to tour-
nament workers. Ira Taken Alive said, “I 
got the coolest thing I have ever gotten 
from the Groton cheerleaders.” He was 
very impressed with the gesture and the 
bag of goodies and was very thankful. 
(Photo by Paul Kosel)

Colton Zimmerman (the first boy on 
the left) was one of the junior officials 
for the State A Tournament. (Photo by Paul Kosel)

The Groton 
Independent

In conjunction with the Groton 
Daily Independent and GDILIVE.
COM, we are proud to have fol-

lowed the Tigers, home and away! 
Thank you for making it possible 
by supporting your hometown 

newspaper!

Class A Awards
Spirit of Su: Hamlin’s Jackson Wadsworth
Spirit of Six: Hamlin
All-Tournament Team
West Central: Will Kuhl, Connor Mebius
Sioux Falls Christian: Brant Wassenaar, Canyon Prins
Stanley County: Paxton Deal
Groton: Karson Zak
Cheyenne-Eagle Butte: Damien Clown
St. Thomas More: Wyatt Gylten
Hamlin: Jackson Wadsworth, Boden Stevenson
Clark/Willow Lake: Chris Bevers, Sullivan Felberg
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2026 SDHSAA State Boys 
Basketball, Semifinal and 

Consolation Recap
SDPB | By Nate Wek

Consolation Semifinals
#8 St. Thomas More 94 #5 Groton Area 

92 (2OT)
St. Thomas More defeated Groton Area 

94-92 in a double-overtime thriller that saw 
multiple buzzer beaters at the end of regu-
lation, first overtime, and second overtime. 
Wyatt Gylten led the Cavaliers with 24 points. 
He also had eight rebounds. Broeden Sales 
had a double-double in the game too with 
16 points and ten rebounds. Karson Zak and 
Ryder Johnson each scored 26 points in the 
loss for Groton Area.

#7 Cheyenne-EB 58 #6 Stanley Co. 57
Cheyenne-Eagle Butte defeated Stanley 

County in a back and forth battle, 58-57. 
Damien Clown led the way for the Braves with 
23 points and four steals on defense. Levi Elk 
Nation also added 16 points in the win. Stan-
ley County’s top scorer was Paxton Deal, who 
finished with 18 points. Teegyn Breitag had a 
double-double performance for the Buffaloes 
scoring ten points and recording 14 rebounds.

Semifinals
#1 SF Christian 58 #4 Hamlin 47
Sioux Falls Christian defeated Hamlin 58-47 

to advance to their fifth straight state champi-
onship game. Brant Wassenaar had a big game 
scoring 28 points on 12 of 19 from the field. 
Canyon Prins also contributed with 14 points 
and nine rebounds in the win. Hamlin’s Jackson 
Wadsworth led the team in points with 15.

#2 West Central 56 #3 Clark/Willow 
Lake 43

West Central defeated Clark/Willow Lake 
56-43 to advance to Saturday night’s champi-
onship game. The Trojans were led by Connor 
Mebius, who scored 22 points with a perfect 
14 of 14 from the free throw line. Will Kuhl 
also had 16 points and nine rebounds for West 
Central. Sullivan Felberg led the Cyclones with 
13 points and eight rebounds.

2026 SDHSAA State Boys 
Basketball, Placement Recap

SDPB | By Nate Wek
7/8 | #5 Groton Area 61 #6 Stanley 

County 43
Groton Area defeated Stanley County in the 

seventh place game on Saturday in Rapid City. 
The Tigers were led by Keegan Tracy, Karson 
Zak, and Ryder Johnson, who each scored 
15 points in the win. Gage Sippel also had a 
13-point, five rebound performance for Groton 
Area. Stanley County was led by Paxton Deal, 
who finished with 16 points in the loss.

5/6 | #8 St. Thomas More 63 #7 Chey-
enne-Eagle Butte 40

St. Thomas More took home the consolation 
championship in Class A following a 63-40 win 
over Cheyenne-Eagle Butte. The Cavaliers 
were led by a double-double performance from 
Wyatt Gylten – 17 points and 11 rebounds. 
Max Speed finished with nine points and 14 
rebounds. Cheyenne-Eagle Butte’s top per-
former was Levi Elk Nation. He had 11 points, 
five rebounds, and three assists.

3/4 | #4 Hamlin 61 #3 Clark/Willow 
Lake 43

Hamlin defeated Clark/Willow Lake in the 
third-place game for Class A, 61-43. Bodee 
Stevenson led the Chargers with 22 points on 
66% from the field. Jackson Wadsworth also 
had a 17-point, eight rebound performance in 
the win. The Cyclones top scorer was Chris 
Bevers, who finished with 13 points.

Championship | #2 West Central 66 #1 
Sioux Falls Christian 56

West Central completed the undefeated 
season after defeating Sioux Falls Christian 
65-56 in the ‘A’ state championship game. 
The Trojans top scorer was Connor Mebius, 
who finished with 20 points. Will Kuhl added 
an additional 15 points for West Central. Ryan 
Dieleman led Sioux Falls Christian with 16 
points and six rebounds.

2026 SDHSAA State Boys 
Basketball, Quarterfinal Recap

SDPB | By Nate Wek
#1 Sioux Falls Christian 82 #8 St. 

Thomas More 59
Sioux Falls Christian took care of business 

on Thursday to defeat St. Thomas More 82-
59. Brant Wassenaar led the Chargers with 26 
points on 11 of 16 shooting. He also led the 
squad in rebounds with seven and assists with 
six. Wyatt Gylten was the top performer for St. 
Thomas More in the game. He led the team 
with 21 points and nine rebounds.

#4 Hamlin 65 #5 Groton Area 61
Hamlin hung on late to defeat Groton Area 

65-61 in the ‘A’ quarterfinals. Boden Stevenson 
led the way for the Chargers with 27 points. 
Jackson Wadsworth also had a nice 20 point 
game for Hamlin. Groton Area’s Karson Zak 
scored 23 points and led the team with three 
assists in the loss.

#2 West Central 75 #7 Cheyenne-Eagle 
Butte 41

West Central defeated Cheyenne-Eagle 
Butte 75-41 on Thursday to advance to the 
semifinals. As a team, West Central shot 
nearly 52% for the game. Connor Mebius led 
the way for West Central scoring 25 points on 
10 of 17 shooting. Will Kuhl also contributed 
11 points and eight rebounds in the winning 
effort. Damien Clown was the top performer 
for Cheyenne-Eagle Butte. He finished with 15 
points and four rebounds.

#3 Clark/Willow Lake 66 #6 Stanley 
County 36

Clark/Willow Lake punched their ticket to 
the semifinals with a 66-36 win over Stanley 
County on Thursday night. The Cyclones were 
led by Chris Bevers, who scored 24 points and 
three steals. Emmerson Larson also had 18 
points. Sullivan Felberg had a double-double 
performance for Clark/Willow Lake too, 12 
points and 12 rebounds. Stanley County was 
led by Paxton Deal, who finished with 15 
points, six rebounds, and four steals in the 
loss.


