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NICEVILLE, Fla. -- The most remarkable part of Benji Bell winning Panhandle Player of the Year honors has nothing to do with 
his actual winning of the award, but rather a mundane fact few, if any, are likely to notice: It meant that Bell had played 
basketball at the same school two years in a row. 
 
Bell’s decorated career has followed a traditional narrative: Stand out in junior high, receive an early varsity promotion, 
eventually lead that team to state, play ball in college. 
 
But he did it all in different states, wearing different colors. 
 
The sophomore’s itinerant journey has taken him through three high schools, a prep school and a junior college, beginning at 
Gainesville Eastside High School. 
 
“I wasn’t that good,” Bell said. “Especially in my ninth-grade year. My 10th-grade year, that’s when I started figuring out what I 
was good at, but I still wasn’t that good.” 
 
During his freshman and sophomore seasons at Eastside he was a promising underclassman with good handles and a knack for 
finding the open man. 
 
“I was a basketball player, but I wasn’t an ‘Eat, sleep basketball’ kind of guy, you know?” Bell said during a post-practice shoot-
around on Thursday afternoon. “It wasn’t a great place to be really focused on basketball.” 
 
His brother recommended he transfer to a bigger school where Bell would play with and against the 24/7, 365-days-a-year 
players. 
 
The 6-foot-4 point guard landed on Quality Education Academy in Winston-Salem, N.C., which boasted a high-octane, high-
scoring system under Isaac Pitts Jr., a place where Bell could thrive. 
 
The Fighting Pharaohs rolled up nearly 75 points per game and won 26 of their 30 on the schedule. They beat prestigious 
programs such as Life Center Academy (New Jersey) and IMG Academy. 
 
When they met Oak Hill, a team boasting future NBA lottery pick Ben McLemore and Duke standout Quinn Cook, the Pharaohs 
played them within two points. 
 
Bell had found his “eat, sleep basketball” environment. 
 
“If I wanted to be one of the best, that’s what I had to do,” Bell said. “We competed, competed every day. It was great.” 
 
And then QEA shut down, or was supposed to, or something. Bell isn’t entirely positive. 
 
But rumors about the school’s continued existence swirled, prompting the rising senior to look elsewhere. His brother had led 
him correctly the first time, so he turned to his brother again. 
 
This time, he told Bell about a successful program in Pompano Beach called Blanch Ely. 
 
So Bell transferred for a last time in his high school career, landing on Blanche Ely in time to lead the Tigers to a state 
championship, thumping semifinalist St. Petersburg 62-29 then pasting Oak Ridge for the title by 32 points. 
 
Even after playing at national power QEA and winning a state title with Blanche Ely, Bell hadn’t garnered the looks he wanted. 
So he maintained the circuitous theme of his nascent career, opting for a prep year along with a handful of future Division I 
players at Massanutten Military Academy in Woodstock, Va. 
 
Chris Jones, the 2013 National Junior College Player of the Year and perhaps the best talent to ever suit up in a Raider uniform, 
recommended Bell next consider Northwest Florida State, a program rich in basketball tradition where nearly 100 percent of the 
players sign a Division I scholarship. 
 
 
Bell was sold. 



He was, first and foremost, a scorer his freshman year, averaging 13.1 points per game, behind only Farad Cobb, who is now a 
Cincinnati Bearcat. 
 
He initially wanted to leave, to move on to a Division I home like the nine others on the roster. 
 
But he stayed, even agreeing to shoot less, pass more, share the spotlight. 
 
It’s funny, actually, to consider the purpose of a junior college: a stepping stone for a young player needing direction, much like 
Bell. 
 
For Bell, this stepping stone in Niceville became the first team and coach he played for in back-to-back seasons since he was a 
high school underclassman. 
 
“He’s one of the most impressive guys I’ve coached in a long time,” Raiders head coach Steve DeMeo said. “He’s got an 
incredible drive and work ethic. 
 
“He’s been to a lot of places and I think he realizes that this could be his ticket. I told him when he was a freshman that when you 
get here, you get a lottery ticket. Do you want to cash in when you’re a sophomore? 
 
“He’s done that. He’s doing that now.” 
 


