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A ton of last-minute comebacks. Overtime thrillers. Teams overachieving. And I’m not even talking about the Red Sox, at least not at the moment.

There’s got to be something in the air, because it’s been one fantastic year for high school football in the towns. For us, it’s been teams like West Boylston, playing with 12 or 13 players at best, and winning, like, six of their last seven, literally playing iron-man football.

We’ve had some star and standout performances. Count them off: Kids like Steve Cannell, quarterback at Burncoat; James McGillicuddy, lineman at St. John’s; Jordan Bellevue, quarterback at Millbury; and Emil Igwenagu at West Boylston; just to name a few.

Friday nights and Saturday afternoons all through the fall, whether they’re football fans or not, people have been entertained watching the payoff from all the hard work done by the kids and coaches, from the August dog days of dropping five pounds of sweat in 90- and 100-degree workouts to the practices in subzero temps, when you hit the sled and it’s like running into a brick wall.

Any of the coaches and kids will tell you that it’s still as it has long been, that through it all, the players learn about themselves, about what it means to push through it, to be a team. They collect the memories and forge the friendships that will last a lifetime. And never do they do that with more intensity than they will this Thanksgiving weekend.

Of all of the high school matches this holiday weekend, the hottest are the grudge matches, some of them going back practically to the beginning of the sport. Thanksgiving is the unofficial Super Bowl; a lot of the people in a lot of these towns can lay out for you the full lineup of this year’s team, but have a hard time remembering the town manager’s name — unless they played football with him in high school.

It’s not necessarily about the best teams playing one another. The rivalries and the bragging rights are at stake, and those are no small things. When the season’s over, even if you’ve gone 0 and 9, if you win that tenth game on Thanksgiving weekend, it’s been a good season and that’s the way the whole town will remember it.

Match-ups like that? Leicester/David Prouty; Northbridge/Uxbridge; Oxford/ Auburn; Fitchburg/Leominster; St. John’s/St. Peter-Marian. And don’t forget Bartlett/Southbridge.

These are such deep rivalries that guys who played years ago come back and it’s like an unofficial reunion with all the old feelings intact, like they played yesterday. They’ll put the letter jacket back on, see old friends — and old rivals. On Thanksgiving weekend, the crowds at the games will swell from maybe a couple hundred people to maybe a couple thousand. Far and away, it’s the biggest crowd of the year.  So let’s get down to the matches.

St. John’s vs.St. Peter-Marian
This is the oldest Catholic school rivalry in the country, now in it’s 80th year and steeped in tradition, practically dripping with history. Their rivalry dates from when they were right around the corner from each other and this year, St. John’s will be the favorite. 

First-year Coach John Andreoli is a St. John’s alum and knows what it is to play in this rivalry, not to mention playing at Fitton Field on Thanksgiving. “Even before I went to St. John’s, I went to the game,” he says. “In 1974, my freshman year, it was the 50th meeting of the two teams. We got to dress for the game and be on the sidelines at Fitton Field. Fast forward and they’re about to open the book on the 80th.” 

Andreoli says if you look back, it was very much a neighborhood rivalry right from the very beginning. The first game was played in 1925 between two schools that were evenly matched. “The score was St. John’s 6, St. Peter’s 0,” says Andreoli. “The following year, St. Peter’s won 6-0. So that sums it up as well as anything.”

The competition is now between distant schools, but it began as a neighborhood thing. “At the time, St. John’s was on Temple Street and was populated by kids from Vernon Hill,” the coach says. “St. Peter’s was right around the corner up at the current site of Central Catholic High School. So you had a quite a deep-seated rivalry. Then generations followed.”

Today, Andreoli has at his disposal the best line in Central Mass., spearheaded by James McGillicuddy, who is a big-time Division 1 prospect. (Boston College offered him a scholarship at the end of last year - when he was a junior.) 

Jeff Moore, a running back/linebacker, is just a real tough football player and a genuine athlete. He helped carry the team to a difficult victory over Leominster to give them the inside track to the Super Bowl, especially sweet since last year, St. John’s lost to Leominster.

At St. Peter-Marian, legendary head coach Owen Kilcoyne stepped down as head coach this year. (He’s still on staff as assistant coach.) Kilcoyne is one of the winningest football coaches in high school history with 40-plus years on the job. Anywhere you go in Massachusetts, high school football coaches know him. 

Long-time assistant Justin Ball has taken over as head coach. Ball is a St. John’s alum, so he is coaching against his former team. He was the MVP (won the Corsack Award) of his Thanksgiving Day game in 1977, and what a game. The teams were tied 6-6 at halftime, then he came out and scored three touchdowns. “That game put us in the Super Bowl that year where we went on to beat Fitchburg,” Ball says. “It was pretty cool, but that was for St. John’s. Now I’m on the other side of the ball.” 

Ball was running back; the quarterback was Ron Darling, later of the New York Mets and only one of several nationally known athletes who’ve played in this rivalry (another is Jerry Azumah, who played for St. Peter-Marian; he now plays for the Chicago Bears and was All-Pro last year). 

You can’t underestimate the effect of the hallowed ground upon which this rivalry is tagged: Fitton Field. The Holy Cross arena is one of the best college stadiums in New England. “There’ve been games in the past where we’ve gone into the game fighting for the Super Bowl and there’s been 4,000 or 5,000 people there,” Ball says. “There have others where it means absolutely nothing and we still have a good 1,000 people.” 

Andreoli feels it. Listen to him: “Growing up in Worcester, to set foot on that field at 14 years old, even just watching the game, was one of the greatest thrills I can remember.” 
