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Shrewsbury - Wasn't a better way for the Dec. 3 Central vs. Western Mass. Division 1 Super Bowl at Worcester State to end. St. John's James McGillicuddy brought down a scrambling Longmeadow quarterback, turning the ball over to the Pioneers in the game's final seconds to preserve the win, 24-14.
   

    Teams most often win championships in the trenches and those who hold down the offensive and defensive lines often toil in obscurity. But there are exceptions. St. John's success this season started in those trenches with the 6-foot-4 inch, 285-pound McGillicuddy who usually plays both ways. In last weekend's bowl game, the senior was mostly limited to playing only on defense; a rolled ankle in the Pioneers' Thanksgiving morning win left some question as to whether the McGillicuddy would even play. 


   St. John's coach John Andreoli highlighted the play of senior Mike Wholey, who stepped in on the offensive line taking McGillicuddy's place on that side of the ball.
 

 "I was getting down this week, real afraid I wasn't going to be able to play today," McGillicuddy said moments after joining teammates in carrying the championship trophy over to the St. John's fans along the sidelines. McGillicuddy also praised the play of Wholey. 


  McGillicuddy said the seniors have been pointing for this Super Bowl win since coming in as freshmen, and really have been focused on this goal since August. Many saw the Pioneers defeat Longmeadow that year in the 2001 Super Bowl. This senior class wanted one they could call their own. 


   What a few days it was for the senior. In the week up to the Super Bowl, McGillicuddy was named the Gatorade Player of the Year for Massachusetts. His skills are much in demand for next season. While there is no final word on where he'll matriculate, Boston College, Notre Dame and Syracuse are some that are rumored to be possibilities. Besides being a football standout, he's excellent in the classroom and a state wrestling champion. 


   "It's a real tough decision," McGillicuddy said. 


   When Tony Wood retired after last season, the St. John's vacancy was one of the most coveted. 


   "My hat goes off to my coaches and the senior class," Andreoli said. "They made it happen here in my first year."


   One of those senior leaders was quarterback Eric Dickson, who rushed for a pair of touchdowns including a tackle-breaking 44-yard run to open the scoring in the first quarter and a back-breaking eight-yarder that had Dickson traverse the field from the right sideline to the left end zone pylon. 


   "He [Dickson] is first one on the practice field," coach Andreoli said. "He wants ball in his hand when the game is on the line."


   A late fourth-quarter St. John's scoring drive should be tagged "Moore's Drive." Linebacker Jeff Moore stripped a Longmeadow back, recovered the fumble, then switched over to the other side of the ball, scoring game's final touchdown. 


   That set the stage for McGillicuddy's game-sealing stop.

Bowl notes
   The win was St. John's second D1 bowl win in four seasons. Longmeadow made what is believed to be a state record eighth consecutive appearance. But here's figuring they'll be glad if a Shrewsbury school doesn't show up the next time they get into the Super Bowl. Longmeadow is 2-3 in the last five D1 bowls, losing all three to Shrewsbury-based schools (2000, 21-22 to Shrewsbury High; 2001, 15-28 to St. John's; and now in 2004). 


   St. John's is now 5-2 in Super Bowl appearances. Three of those victories came in a Central Mass. only format (1975, 6-0 over Fitchburg; 1985, 14-2 over Algonquin; 1988, 8-7 over Leominster). The only Pioneer losses came in 1975, 21-14 to Chicopee, and 1990, 24-3 to Leominster. 


   Pioneer captains included Ben Roopenian, Mark Ozarowski, Peter Edwards and McGillicuddy. 


   Few high school teams have a field goal kicking game, but St. John's has one of the best with Ross Pentland. The senior booted a 32-yarder, which was the difference in the Pioneers 10-7 half-time lead. A 29-yarder in the final seconds of the first half was just wide right. For the season, Pentland finished 31 for 32 on PATs. It's not just his foot that gets attention. Pentland made a pair of outstanding pass catches including one going over the middle on the Pioneers first drive of the second half going for 20-yards eventually leading to their second touchdown. On the Pioneers' third possession, he pulled down a 22-yarder tight against the sideline. 


   St. John's finishes 10-2, its only losses coming outside of Central Mass., 25-8 in week one at Malden Catholic and 35-12 against Xaverian Oct. 30.
