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Cougars' Cruz signs at Bethune-Cookman
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The first Highland basketball player to sign with a NCAA Division I school this offseason isn't even one who started for the Cougars. Yet there was already enough on the resume of Cesar “Gabby” Cruz to impress Bethune-Cookman College.

Cruz, a 6-foot-5 swingman, signed with the Daytona Beach, Fla., school on Friday. He averaged 5.3 points and 2.3 rebounds a game for Highland.

Though Cruz was a bench player for Highland, it does not surprise coach Pete Norman that he was signed early. Cruz played for Division I Kennesaw State (Ga.) as a freshman before transferring to Highland and possesses an impressive shooting touch for a player with his size.

“He probably had a lot of attention even before (the season) started,” Norman said. “The guys with size seem to go a little quicker than others. The other guys are getting recruited, he just moved faster. He went down there and liked it.”

According to Cruz, the Bethune-Cookman coaches still remembered seeing him from his playing days at Kennesaw State. As a matter of fact, they still thought he went there and were pleasantly surprised to find him playing at the NJCAA national tournament in Hutchinson, Kan.

“They saw me in Kansas. They thought I was still at Kennesaw State,” Cruz said. “The thing that interested me the most is that they recruited me real hard. The other schools weren't on me real hard.”

Bethune-Cookman is a member of the Mid-Eastern Athletic Conference, which is comprised of historically black colleges. Among those schools is Florida A&M, which former Cougar L.C. Robinson helped guide into the NCAA Tournament last season.

Bethune-Cookman is coached by Clifford Reed, Jr., who led the Wildcats to a 15-15 record last season. It was Bethune-Cookman's first non-losing campaign since 1975-76.  “They had a need for someone at Gabby's position,” Norman said. “They've kind of followed him all year. They felt he could help them a lot. I think it's a good match, a good level of Division I for Gabby.”

Cruz thinks he and the other recruits heading to Bethune-Cookman have a chance to help send the school in the right direction.  Perhaps just as important, he gets to spend his winter in Florida rather than the considerably chillier climate of northwest Illinois.

“The coaches seem like they are pretty good people and they take care of you,” Cruz said. “And Florida is beautiful too. The beach, it's a beautiful area.”

He also gets to attend a school much closer to his native Puerto Rico, which will allow his mother to see him play this year. Because of pricey airfare, that was not possible while he was at Highland.

Cruz is the second Highland player to sign with a Division I school this school year. Teammate Matija Poscic signed with DePaul before the season began. Fellow sophomores Tim Green, Laron Frazier and Geryn Reese are also expected to sign with NCAA schools in the near future.

Freshman Roy Baker may also potentially sign this summer.

