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Moore’s the most for St. John’s
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Ross Pentland of St. John’s knocks Leominster’s Jonathan Hernandez to the ground after Hernandez tried to intercept a pass intended for Pentland. (T&G Staff Photos / PAULA FERAZZI SWIFT)


	

	


By John McGuirk correspondent

SHREWSBURY— This time, the game lived up to the hype. 

Leominster High and St. John’s High, the top-ranked Division 1 football teams in Central Mass., met yesterday to settle the issue of who was better. And the answer, at least on this day, was the Pioneers, who handed the Blue Devils a 20-12 defeat before a standing-room-only crowd at sun-splashed Pioneer Field. 

Leading by a point in the fourth quarter, St. John’s salted it away on Jeff Moore’s 19-yard run with 1:38 remaining. 

The Pioneers are now in the driver’s seat for a spot in the Central-Western Mass. Division 1 Super Bowl on Dec. 4. St. John’s (7-2, 5-0) needs to win one of its two remaining games (at Fitchburg on Friday or versus St. Peter-Marian on Thanksgiving) to secure a bowl berth for the first time since 2001. 

Leominster found Moore to be its arch-nemesis. The junior put on a dazzling show, gaining 156 of the Pioneers’ 269 yards on 19 carries and scoring two TDs. 

Every time the Pioneers needed a big play, Moore obliged, running over and through the Blue Devils to sustain important drives. 
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Jeff Moore of St. John's leaps over Leominster's Adam Cordio.  T&G Staff Photos / PAULA FERAZZI SWIFT)

	


“Jeff is such a competitor,” St. John’s coach John Andreoli said. “He leaves everything he has on this field every single time he plays.” 

No. 1-ranked Leominster (5-4, 5-1) also entered this game with postseason aspirations. Also unbeaten in the division, a victory would have given the Blue Devils the advantage. But the second-ranked Pioneers, who lost to Leominster in their last two meetings, would have none of it. 

St. John’s limited the Blue Devils to 193 yards with running back Anthony Bizzotto gaining most of it, rushing for 136 yards on 12 carries, including carries of 52 and 43 yards, the latter one for a TD. 

“We didn’t do a good job on defense today and couldn’t make a stop,” Leominster coach John Dubzinski said. “That was pretty much the ballgame. They controlled our defensive line. They were the better team today.” 

As expected, this was a dogfight from opening kickoff. Neither club wanted to give up the big play on defense and played close to the vest on offense. 

The Pioneers took a 6-0 lead on their opening possession, marching 68 yards on 10 plays. Quarterback Eric Dickson finished it off with a 5-yard run behind an outstanding block by guard Ken Gurge. 

The score stayed that way for the rest of the half as neither team threatened seriously. 

Leominster gained some momentum early in the third quarter and used it to tie the game at 6-6 with 3:50 to go. Bizzotto’s 52-yard run highlighted a 75-yard drive that was capped by quarterback Derek Craig leaping into the end zone from a yard out. 

Stuck in neutral, St. John’s conjured up some offense on its ensuing possession. A 29-yard run by Moore was preceded by a 30-yard run by Peter Edwards, and moved the Pioneers inside the Leominster 10. Moore capped the drive with a 4-yard TD run, and the first of Ross Pentland’s two PATs gave the Pioneers a 13-6 lead with two minutes to go in the third. 

Bizzotto, who was pretty much Leominster’s lone offensive weapon, brought his team to within one with a highlight-reel, 43-yard gallop down the right sideline in which the senior RB hurdled over defensive back Kevin White and into the end zone with 8:54 to play. 

But as it has done throughout the season, Leominster didn’t try to kick the extra point, opting instead to go for a two-point conversion. On this afternoon, the Blue Devils might have wished they had a kicker because both of their two-point bids were snuffed out by St. John’s. 


“We were going for the win,” Dubzinski said. “We felt we had the play and felt pretty good about it, but those things happen and there’s nothing you can do.” 

The main concern of St. John’s then was to run as much time as possible off the clock.  The Pioneers managed to eat up nearly six minutes with their next possession, but wound up turning the ball back to Leominster. 

But the Blue Devils, with nearly three minutes to play, could do nothing against the Pioneers’ defense. St. John’s got the ball back on the Leominster 16 and this time was able to capitalize as Moore broke through for his 19-yard scoring run. 

“Our seniors are a great group of leaders,” Andreoli said. “They stepped up big-time this week and provided the leadership and guidance. These kids knew they were going to be in a dogfight for 44 minutes and I’m proud of all of them.”
