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MAPLEWOOD, NJ -  In 12-and-half games this season, the state’s No. 1 boys’ soccer team, Seton Hall Prep, had posted 11 shutouts while allowing just one goal combined.

But in a span of less than 14 minutes in the second half of Sunday’s Essex County Tournament semifinal at West Essex Regional High School, the fifth-ranked, yet fourth-seeded Columbia High School sunk the Pirates’ ship with three unanswered goals to hand the top-seeded squad its first defeat this season.

Head coach Gene Chyzowych, whose team will now be making a county-record 21st appearance in an ECT final, said he was proud of his team’s effort.

“We played very smart in the second half, and overall, I thought our entire team played tremendous soccer today. Our goalkeeper, Tim Jonathan, was brilliant. Our defense was amazing and our midfielders and forwards were just as good,” said Chyzowych, whose team improved to a record of 12-1 with their 11th straight victory since falling to SHP in the first regular-season match between the Iron Hills Conference-Iron Division teams on Sept. 10 at Cameron Field in South Orange.

Leading the way, Chyzowych’s team was sparked by the stellar play of junior Johnny Exantus, who recorded three assists.

“Johnny was superb and he just had an outstanding game for us today,” said Chyzowych of the offensive playmaker. “That was a magnificent display of soccer.” 


Following a scoreless first half, Columbia broke the defensive gridlock on a Kevin O’Connor goal that was assisted by Exantus on a play created by Jervis Witherspoon.

To set things up, Witherspoon showed terrific touch by gaining possession near midfield after making an incredibly skilled and crafty play to prevent the ball from going out of bounds.

After then pushing the ball forward, Exantus received possession of the ball, where he would deliver a perfect crossing pass to O’Connor, who then headed the ball into the net for what wound up being the game-winning goal with 28:09 remaining. 

“Jervis made an excellent play to save that ball from going out of bounds,” said the CHS coach on the play.

Chyzowych said he was also impressed with junior forward Adrian Alexis, who scored the game’s final two goals, as Alexis teamed up with Exantus twice.

Alexis, who scored his second goal with 15:46 left off a rebound from an Exantus shot to make it 3-0, had his day highlighted by his second tally.

With 20:11 to go, CHS took a 2-0 lead on a pass where Exantus showed much patience in holding off on a potential goal of his own.

“We made some beautiful moves and some beautiful passes on that second goal,” said Chyzowych.

In describing his first goal on the day, Alexis, who talked about his part in the win, credited the game’s second goal all to Exantus.

“Instead of rushing things, Johnny waited for me to get into the play and as soon as I did, he hit me with a perfect pass,” described Alexis who then took the pass to easily slip a low shot into the net to make it a two-goal advantage. “Seton Hall has a great team. They’re the top-ranked team in the state. They were undefeated and they also beat us earlier in the year, so for me to have scored two goals to help give us the win definitely makes this victory extra sweet.”

Jonathan had four stops to record his fourth straight shutout while Pirate senior goalie Gabe Gaggioni recorded three saves.

“Both keepers were very good today, but I thought that Jonathan was just superb,” said Chyzowych on the performance by the Columbia senior. “He was just sensational in goal for us today.”

While Jonathan deserved credit for posting the shutout, Chyzowych also made sure to compliment the play out of the “sea of red” on defense.

“Seton Hall has an outstanding team and they have some extremely talented strikers, but I thought we did an outstanding job in marking their two best players today,” said Chyzowych.

The CHS head coach particularly commended Cam Kramer and Thomas Quirk for their marking abilities. “They were both great for us on defense,” he said.

SHP, which fell to a mark of 12-1, hadn’t played in a match in a week as the Pirates had their last two games postponed.

The Pirates, who also had to postpone a game against Morris Knolls this week, were actually slated to face CHS on Thursday for what would have been the second meeting between the two state-ranked and conference foes.

In fact, Seton Hall had not played in a game since eliminating last year’s champs, West Orange, 2-0 last Sunday.

SHP, which defeated Columbia 1-0 in the first meeting, had not lost a game since suffering a 2-1 loss at Livingston in last season’s finale on Nov. 12.

CHS will now go for an unprecedented 14th ECT title as the school is slated to travel to Millburn to face  second-seeded Millburn, a 13-1 team that defeated third-seeded Montclair, 4-1, in the other semifinal on Sunday.

“That should make for one heck of a matchup,” said Chyzowych of the contest, which is slated to start at noon.

Columbia, which has an 8-7-5 record in ECT finals, won their last county title in 1998 when the school shared the trophy with Montclair as the two schools battled to a 1-1 draw for the second straight year.

With a county high of 13 tournament titles since 1994, the Cougars made their last trip to an ECT final two years ago in a humbling 7-0 defeat at the hands of St. Benedict’s Prep.

As for this year’s final, CHS is hopeful that the title matchup against Millburn is a change from each of the two meetings between the schools in an ECT final.

From 1979 to 1985, the Cougars, who had played in all eight county title games during that span, would have won all eight had it not been for Millburn.

After CHS won the first three titles,  Millburn beat the Cougars, 2-0, in 1982, and then in 1986, Millburn again broke up Columbia’s chance at a four-peat with a 1-0 triumph.

In total, the Millers, who had a 10-game winning streak after defeating Montclair in the other ECT semifinal, have a 2-0-1 record in the county finals as the school shared another title in 1994 when the team came to a 3-3 draw with West Essex.

Notably, Columbia has not allowed a goal since defeating Randolph, 3-1 on Oct. 2.
