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Sports

Regardless of what had ensued re-
cently in Denville as Immaculate Con-
ception was dominated by Morris
Catholic in a 35-0, season-ending loss
in a Non-Public Group 2 first-round
playoff contest Nov. 16, the sport of foot-
ball itself appears to be on steady terrain
moving forward for the Montclair
Catholic school. That makes one of its
most ardent supporters from the past
half-century quite pleased indeed.

At a school that had dropped football
for five years after a player was paralyz-
ed on Codey Field in 1963, the sport has
experienced a revival of sorts thanks to
the continued moral support and long-
standing efforts of people such as Fa-
ther Francis Burla. He, along with
school administrators, dedicated alum-
ni, and area business leaders, has kept
the gridiron sport alive and moving for-
ward for what is hoped to be many years
to come.

Add in the fact that IC itself came
close to closing for good in the summer

of 2014 before alumni and others rose to
the occasion to keep the doors open, and
you have plenty of reason to take pride
in a 6-3 season.

The 2019 campaign was highlighted
by the return of an alum in John Finne-
gan, who was part of the team in 1969
when football was brought back after its
five-year hiatus, and now is in his sec-
ond tour of duty as coach at his high
school alma mater. He helped to main-
tain the lifeblood of the sport some 50
years after the ’69 team he was a part of
played just three varsity games as the
sport was slowly being revived.

And, although the 83-year-old Father
Burla has since left the parish, retiring
to The Monsignor Michael E. Kelly
House alongside St. Aloysius Church in
Caldwell, his heart and mind still re-
main fully connected to IC football.

“I love Immaculate football,” said Fa-
ther Burla. “I enjoy being around the
team for each game, it’s been great to
have ‘Finn’ back on the sidelines, and I
look forward to getting together with all
the coaches and other alumni for dinner
as often as we are able to.

“Immaculate football is in good
hands and the school itself is doing well,
which is the most important thing of
all!”

Ryan Horan, the school’s young ath-
letic director who was football coach
last fall, was thrilled to learn this past
spring that Finnegan would be coming
back to the Montclair parochial school
he graduated from in 1973. He had guid-
ed IC to 100 victories and two Non-Pub-
lic playoff state championships (1994
and ’98) during his 17 years at the helm

(1986-2002) before becoming the coach
and a teacher at nearby Seton Hall Prep.

“Having coach ‘Finn’ come back to
Immaculate has been simply tremen-
dous for all of us,” said Horan, a Pope
John graduate who has found a new
Catholic school home base. “When (IC
President) Mike Malkinski reached out
to him last spring about the possibility
of returning when I was pursuing my
master’s degree, I thought it was a fan-
tastic idea and the program has bene-
fitted greatly!”

The Lions put together a solid sea-
son, highlighted by victories such as a
36-34 triumph over Hudson Catholic.
And there were narrow regular-season
defeats to Morris Catholic (21-14) and
Sussex Tech, both of which were winna-
ble games.

Meanwhile, Father Burla simply con-
tinues to smile and greet all his friends -
including the old and relatively new
ones - all of whom maintain a genuine
dedication to the Immaculate Concep-
tion tradition as a school and the foot-
ball program.

And if not for the persistence of a cer-
tain, young athletic director who arrived
in 1966 from the Darlington Seminary in 
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Immaculate Conception
enjoys winning season

Immaculate Conception quarterback Chase Anderson rolling out versus Morris Catholic. GENE NANN/SPECIAL TO MONTCLAIR TIMES

Father Francis Burla on sideline with
Immaculate Conception football team.
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Jack Smithlin thinks the parents of
athletes don’t know what they don’t
even know.

So he wants to help.
“You need to understand that you are

the parent of a growing athlete and you
need to know that there is a right way
and a wrong way to bring children up in
athletics,” Smithlin said last week.
“Don’t push them. Let them choose their
path.”

The long-time Fair Lawn coach, and
member of the Fair Lawn Athletics Hall
of Fame, has begun a speaking tour on
Sports Parenting and Recruiting Issues

where he discusses all the pertinent
topics for parents raising a young ath-
lete.

Smithlin, currently an assistant soft-
ball coach at Montclair State, will be
speaking at the Fair Lawn Community
Center, Wednesday, Dec. 4 at 7 p.m.

Admission is $20. Teens and seniors
are $10.

Joining Smithin will be noted broad-
caster and author Rick Wolff from
WFAN. 

Wolff is an expert on sports psychol-
ogy for young athletes.

Among the topics to be discussed are
the importance (or not) of club sports,
the right age to specialize in one sport
and the college recruiting process.

The Fair Lawn Sunrise Rotary is
sponsoring the event and all proceeds
are being donated.

Darren Cooper is a high school sports
columnist for NorthJersey.com. For full
access to live scores, breaking news and
analysis from our Varsity Aces team,
subscribe today. To get breaking news
directly to your inbox, sign up for our
newsletter and download our app.

Email: cooperd @northjersey.com
Twitter: @varsityaces

MSU coach to speak about various youth sports issues
Darren Cooper NorthJersey.com
USA TODAY NETWORK – NEW JERSEY

Pictured right, former Fair Lawn HS
coach Jack Smithlin is on a speaking
tour discussing youth sports issues.
SPECIAL TO NORTHJERSEY.COM 
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Mahwah at the tiny school nestled in between Cottage 
Place and Munn Street, just off of Park Street in a busy 
section of Montclair center, then - well - there may not 
be football there today

After Jimmy Piscuitti, who has since passed away, 
was paralyzed in the 1963 game at Codey Field and 
football was dropped, it was almost six years later 
when people like retired Montclair Fire Chief Bebe 
Lennon, who was superintendent of IC's fields and 
athletic facilities, joined with Father Burla in talking 
about bringing the sport back to IC.

“There were mostly girls at Immaculate at the time, 
and several area eighth-grade boys and their families 
were interested in coming to the school, but some of 
them really wanted to play football,” recalled Father 
Burla. “We would talk to youngsters at area Catholic 
schools, like Holy Name in East Orange and St. Al’s in 
Caldwell, and we would hear youngsters talk about go­
ing to a school that had football."

Coincidentally, people such as Paul Fess (Our Lady 
of The Valley) and John Lennon (Essex Catholic), who 
were from large families with deep connections to IC, 
decided to go to high schools where they could partici­
pate in the gridiron game and still get a Catholic school

education.
Other longtime IC supporters such as current vice­

principal Pat Dyer and terrific athletes like Buddy 
McNichol continued to bring pride to the school for 
their exploits on the basketball court. But, there was a 
groundswell developing to make football part of the 
athletics program once again.

“The boys would say, ‘We’d like to come to Immac­
ulate, but we want to play football,” said Father Burla. 
“I worked with Monsignor Thomas Cunningham and 
the Father’s Athletic Club and with people like Bebe 
Lennon, Tom Lavery and Jack Brennan to try to bring 
the sport back to Immaculate.

“We would visit Catholic grammar schools in the 
area and speak to eighth-graders, such as John Finne­
gan, Pat Lapone and Eddie Martaglio at St. Al’s and 
Mike Malkinski at Holy Name.

“We even had a current student at Immaculate, Bill 
Jacobs, model our football uniform for visitors to the 
school to see as we continued to try and promote 
bringing the sport back. “And, finally, it happened!”

In the 1969 season, when Finn was a freshman, the 
football team returned primarily with a JV schedule, 
but did play three varsity games.

“We were happy to be playing football at Immacu­
late and were thankful the game was back,” said Finn. 
“The sport has gone on to have quite a tradition at the 
school with much success, and people like Father Bur­
la and Bebe Lennon helped make that happen.”
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includes all digits 1 through 9. For the answer, turn to the Classified Section.

Discover what’s happening!

NorthJersey.com’s new

Things to Do Guide

NorthJersey.com’s searchable events listings let you:
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and more!

• Share it with family 
and friends

• Get alerts when 
your favorite band 
is in town

• Buy tickets

• Map it
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CROSSWORD by David Levinson Wilk
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Names like Marcus Hackett, who went on to play at 
Syracuse and for the New Jersey Generals of the U.S. 
Football League, were big in the late 1970s. Then there 
were Division I college players such as Gil Ross (Rut­
gers), Omar Cheeseboro (Maryland) and Troy Austin 
(Duke) on coach Finn’s memorable ’94 state champi­
onship squad.

The first team way back in ’69 was directed by pop­
ular North Jersey coach Jack Jones with help from 
people such as Jim Kelly, who had played at Notre 
Dame, and a young Joe Lennon, who had been a foot­
ball and baseball star at IC and was lured back to the 
Lions coaching staff when he was approached while 
cutting lawns for his dad Bebe.

Lennon went on to be an IC football and baseball 
coach and then has had a lengthy career coaching both 
sports at DePaul Catholic in Wayne where he is still the 
school’s athletic director.

“It all started to come together and football was 
back. Families like the Kiernans, O’Briens, Racioppes, 
Finnegans, Brennans, Fesses, Ormsbys and Hacketts; 
they were all among the families that helped give foot­
ball a rebirth at Immaculate,” said Father Burla, who 
remained as an athletic moderator into the 1980s at IC. 
“It was great to be a part of.”

The Codey Fieldhouse was refurbished just few 
years ago as many alumni chipped in, led by business 
leaders such as Eddie Martaglio, whose highly-suc- 
cessful RPM real estate company is in the area. There 
remain longterm hopes to perhaps one day upgrade or 
turf the Codey Field playing surface.

As IC football moves into the off-season and the 
school continues to provide a good alternative for area 
families to send their youngsters for an education, Fa­
ther Burla hopes to continue to be around the team 
again in 2020.

“I am thankful for every day that God grants me to 
be around our football team,” he said. “And, the fact 
that the school continues to prepare young people be­
fore they head out into the world is something that 
brings a smile to my face!”

•kick

As far as the Nov. 16 playoff game in Denville, Morris 
Catholic (7-3) scored two early touchdowns and its de­
fense was dominant in its 35-0 whitewashing of the 
Lions.

Led by quarterback Jeff Chaplin, who tossed four 
TD passes, the Crusaders (7-3) earned their first play­
off victory since 1987 when they edged Bayley-Ellard, 
7-3 in a North Parochial B first-round contest.

With its impressive win over Immaculate, Morris 
Catholic earned a trip to face state power St. Joseph of 
Hammonton in this past Friday night’s Non-Public 
Group 2 semifinals. The other semifinal was Hudson 
Catholic at Holy Spirit.

The Crusaders utilized an effective passing attack 
versus the Lions as their 6-foot-3, 220-pound tight 
end Matt Luttenberger hauled in a pair of TD passes 
from Chaplin and a first-quarter Chaplin to Thomas 
Stark TD toss helped the Denville-based parochial 
build an early 14-0 lead which they later built on with 
three more scores.

ACROSS
1. Faux______

4. Translation of “je suis” or “yo soy” 

7. Some plum tomatoes

12. Gasteyer formerly of “Saturday 
Night Live”

13 . buco

14. Rake over the coals

15. Carefree, comfortable existence

17. Masthead title

18. In the manner of

19. Largest country in Africa since 
the breakup of Sudan in 2011

20. “La Dolce Vita” director

25. Alpo alternative

26. Eye

27. To's partner

28. Ambulance crew, for short 

30. Like Sartre's “No Exit”

34. Focuses for podiatrists

35 . deferens

36. Well-chosen

37. Corn on the______

38. German chocolate brand

40. Functions

41. 2022’s Super Bowl

42. Tearjerkers?

44. Allude (to)

45. Tried to catch one's breath 

48. What to flash when you need
a lift?

50. . Miss

51. Suffering a losing streak, in 22. Overplay a part
poker

23. Chooses
52. Old clubs once used by some

pro[fe]ssional gol[fe]rs ... or 24. Attorney's charges

what's seen in 15-, 20- and 28. Periods just following sunset
45-Across and 20- and

32-Down 29. Policy statement

57. Grapefruit-like fruit 31. Roman______

58. Like a steak that's “still mooing” 32. Infamous 2017 mis-tweet from
59. Surveillance org. @realDonaldTrump

60. Road and speed endings
33. “Fun, Fun, Fun” car in a 1960s

61. What mos. and mos. add up to

62. “Downton Abbey” actor Stevens
song

36. WNBA part: Abbr.
DOWN 39. More densely foggy

1. Buddy

2. Singer DiFranco
40. Spanish “a”

3. Call at home 43. Pigs out (on)

4. Asimov or Newton 44. One with second thoughts

5._____ -backwards 45. “Another card, please”
6. Cartoon seller of Duff Beer

7. Antares and Betelgeuse, for two
46. They may be Dutch or French

8. East, in España 47. “The Nutcracker” dip

9. Mother: Prefix 48. Soaks (up)

10. To you, in Toulouse 49. Massage target
11. Hospital fluids

52. “Don't give up!”
13. “The Book_______ ” (2010 Denzel

Washington film) 53. It might cause a draft

14. Prop for Quasimodo 54. Hoarder's possible condition,

16. Sticks in the water? briefly
19. Audrey Hopburn or Hoptimus 

Prime
55. Long of “Soul Food”

20. Pulitzer-winning cartoonist Jules 56.______Joaquin Valley

21. “_____ go on?”
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Answers to this week's Crossword can be found in the Classified Section.
LOCAL -Y OWNED AND OPERATED SINCE 1965

I tt 4474 NJ PLUMBING LICENSE # Î2297 I R HVACR CONTRACTOR LICENSE BI95S

HEATING COOLING PLUMBING ELECTRICAL

SINCE 1965


