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SJ stays atop Division 1

Win ensures postseason

By John McGuirk Correspondent
FITCHBURG— There was no mistaking it. St. John’s came to snowy Crocker Field last night knowing it was in for one its toughest battles of the season. 

Fitchburg may have had a sub-.500 record, but the Pioneers knew full well what Fitchburg brings to the table. 

Expectations held true as St. John’s found itself in a physical war against the Red Raiders all evening long, but still managed to escape with a 14-0 Division 1 victory. 

The triumph earned first-year head coach John Andreoli and the Pioneers (8-2, 6-0) their first Super Bowl berth in three years and will most-likely face defending Division 1 Central Mass./Western Mass. champion Longmeadow at Worcester State College on Dec. 4 setting up a re-match of the 2001 title game won by the Pioneers, 28-15. 

“We said from day one that we have to play them one week at a time,” Andreoli said. “The key to success with the level of talent that’s in this league is that you have to take them one at time, work hard every week and come prepared every day.” 

Playing one of its finest games of the season, Fitchburg out-gained St. John’s, 310 yards to 203, in spite of the slippery field conditions. Eldred Wright led the Red Raider offense with 95 yards on 17 carries while backmate Daeshaun Perkins added 62 yards on 27 attempts. 

But as good as Fitchburg was at moving the ball, their attempts to get into the end zone were null and void, only reaching the Pioneer 20 once in 11 possessions. 

“I thought we moved the ball pretty well but we just couldn’t finish drives,” said Red Raider coach Ray Cosenza, whose team fell to 4-6, 3-3. “The bottom line is you’ve got to win on the scoreboard. I‘m proud of our kids and their effort but we‘re not happy with a loss. We had an opportunity to win tonight but we played a great team and I congratulate them on going to the Super Bowl.” 

St. John’s running back Jeff Moore, who rushed for 156 yards and a pair of scores in a win overLeominster last week, was held in check by a smothering Red Raider defense. The junior finished with 76 yards on eight carries, but his 37 yard touchdown run with 3:38 remaining gave the Pioneers some much-needed breathing room, putting them ahead by 14. 

“At the end of the game we were trying to play a field position game,” Andreoli explained. “To be able to pop one more in at that point was huge for us.” 

The way the game started, it looked as though the Pioneers would be in for a cakewalk. After Zach Demma recovered a Perkins fumble on Fitchburg’s very first play from scrimmage, Pioneer quarterback Eric Dickson (7 of 9 for 103 yards) completed a 29 scoring pass to tight end Ross Pentland giving St. John’s a quick 7-0 lead just 20 seconds in. 

However, as the Pioneers would discover, things would not come as easily the remainder of the night. Fitchburg’s defense continued to stuff the line of scrimmage leaving virtually no holes for Moore or Peter Edwards (24 yards on 9 carries) to smash through. The running game, a major staple in the Pioneer offense, was almost non-existent until Moore’s late scoring run. 

“Fitchburg is a very tough football team,” Andreoli said. “They’re tough kids that come off the ball. They play hard and don’t quit and gave us all we could handle and that’s a testament to coach Cosenza and his staff.”
