Pioneering achievement: Big defensive plays key Super win over Lancers
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WORCESTER -- St. John's Shrewsbury came into yesterday's Division 1 CMass/Western Mass Super Bowl coming off back-to-back shutouts. Yesterday at Coughlin Field, big plays on defense carried the Pioneers back to championship heights. 

     St. John's forced two fumbles and an interception en route to its second Super Bowl title in four seasons, beating Longmeadow 24-14. The Pioneers wrapped up the season at 10-2, while Longmeadow, playing in its eighth consecutive championship game, finished up 8-3. 

     "This feels great," said John Andreoli, the first-year St. John's head coach. "Everyone did what they had to do. It's a great way to finish off the season." 

     St. John's set the tone right away, ending the Lancers' first possession quickly, then scoring on its fourth offensive play. Senior quarterback Eric Dickson bootlegged to his right, then split two tacklers and broke free for a 44-yard score. 

     "That play was a designed run," said Dickson. "I got a great block on the right and was able to break that tackle and I was gone." 

     The defense came up big again, with senior Zach Demma recovering a Longmeadow fumble on the Lancers' 33-yard line. After moving the ball to the 15, Ross Pentland booted a 32-yard field goal for a 10-0 advantage. 

     Longmeadow, however, wouldn't go without a fight. Using the run, the Lancers went on an 11-play, 82-yard drive that ended in a Michael Wenc 1-yard touchdown run with 8:08 remaining in the half. 

     With the score 10-7, Longmeadow regained possession late in the half and began to move downfield again. This time, though, St. John's was ready with another big play. As quarterback Mac Sullivan rolled to his right and attempted his first pass, defensive back Kevin White read the play. The junior cut off the intended receiver, Jack Abbot, tipping the ball into the air before diving to make an acrobatic interception. 

     "We wanted to make them throw the ball," said White, who also had eight tackles. "We knew they were a good running team." 

     The Pioneers took the 10-7 lead into halftime and opened the second half with a 12-play scoring drive capped by an acrobatic Dickson. The quarterback rolled right but found no one. So, he spun and ran all the way back to the other side of the field, diving with the ball and hitting the pylon to give St. John's a 17-7 lead. 

     "It was supposed to be a pass to the back of the end zone," said Dickson. "When I spun, I saw that the other side was open, so I went for it." 

     Longmeadow wasn't knocked out, though, as running back Akindele Afolabi bolted 53 yards for a touchdown, once again bringing the Lancers within three points. 

     The game stayed that way into the fourth quarter when Longmeadow made its final and most costly mistake. With the ball on his 18, Harrison took a handoff and tried to break it to his right side. Junior linebacker Jeff Moore was there to meet him and stripped the ball, then dove on it to give his team tremendous field position. Moore finished off the job he started, taking a handoff from a yard out to to clinch the championship. 

     "Everyone played great today," said Andreoli. "Kevin (White) and Jeff (Moore) really stepped up today, as did the rest of the team." 

     The Pioneers also received great play from James McGillicuddy. The lineman, who was named Massachusetts Gatorade Player of the Year, was moved from playing both sides of the ball to playing only defense in the second half due to a sore ankle. Sudbury native Ben Roopenian, a senior linebacker, also made some big stops. 

     "We really put everything we had into this season," said Roopenian. "We had a hard week of practice and came out and did what we wanted to do." 

