Navy Squeaks by Army Before 4,000
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April 5, 2008, Annapolis, Md. - Two of the nation’s dominant men’s rugby powers battled during a historic match inside Navy-Marine Corp Memorial Stadium Saturday night. This military engagement featured a full 80 minutes of intense rugby fueled by generations of rivalry, bias and inherent service pride.

Army arrived in Annapolis sporting a 10-2 record, having already reserved a spot in USA Rugby’s National Collegiate Championship round of 16. Navy’s (9-3-1) surge toward a 2008 national title was derailed last week by a devastating loss to Penn State. For the senior class of the United States Naval Academy, this would be their final rugby game as cadets.   

Full credit and acknowledgement must go to the Naval Academy’s Athletic Director, Chet Gladchuk, his staff, and Preston Johnson’s stadium crew for prepping and operating Navy-Marine Corps Memorial Stadium.  For the first time ever, Navy-Marine Corps Memorial Stadium hosted a rugby match, and there couldn’t have been a better setting. Their professional approach created an amazing rugby environment for the nearly 4,000 fans, players, alumni, and parents in attendance.  From beginning to end, it was a class event. 

An hour before kickoff outside the stadium, music was blaring and grills were sizzling as caravans of cadets, alumni, and parents hosted tailgate parties in anticipation of a great match. They would not be disappointed. 

Inside the stadium, the event was operated like a first-rate D-1 college football game. Plentiful booths sold concessions and team gear. Full-color game programs were issued listing team rosters, guidelines to rugby, and insight to the squads. Copies of Rugby Magazine were readily available for the taking. Press passes were waiting for media. The public address system and the Jumbo-Tron enhanced the overall experience too. Preceding the kickoff the two sides, shoulder to shoulder, filed into the coliseum from the bowels of the stadium. Once the teams faced the crowd starting rosters and match officials were announced, the color guard proceeded, and the national anthem was wonderfully performed by soloist Molly Geisen. 

Additionally, and perhaps most importantly, a moment of silence was observed for those forward deployed and for those who have made the ultimate sacrifice in defense of our Nation. Navy’s Jordan Fogler wore jersey number 16 instead of a fullback’s normal 15 in honor of 1st Lt Andrew Kinard. Kinard, who was wounded in action in Iraq, wore #15 while a Midshipman. Not only did the 30 players between the lines represent their country and service proudly, but special guests in the stands did as well. 30 wounded veterans from Walter Reed and Bethesda Medical Centers, who attended the game as guests of the Naval Academy’s Athletic Department, were acknowledged and introduced to the crowd. They received a rousing standing ovation. 

The game started with an explosion of utter power, impact tackles, and handling skills displayed at full pace. Neither defense cracked in the initial stanza. However both teams’ over-eagerness to launch their aggressive defenses, and a touch of nerves due to the bright lights and big crowd, led to penalties and unforced errors in the early going. Army seemed the quicker to realign their offense, but Navy’s defense negated any perceived advantage by not allowing quick recycled ball. Neither team got in the flow as play stayed between the 20s. Throughout the game, each squad won their own scrums and line-outs generally. Unfortunately, Army’s three-year starter Clint Hail had to leave the game due to a leg injury at the twenty-second minute.

At the twenty-ninth minute, after a Navy penalty near mid-field, Army kicked for position knowing they’d get the line-out. A driving charge by replacement lock Brian Hewko sucked in enough defense for Army’s re-attack to succeed. Omnipresent flanker Dan Geib burst through a gap, from 20 out, for the first score of the match. The conversion missed. Army 5 – Navy 0. 

With Navy at full-throttle in attack, at about the thirty-fourth minute, Army team captain Austin McNaul received a yellow card. In a game between quality teams, even the slightest advantage or momentum change can make all the difference in the contest’s outcome. Army reeled and Navy took immediate and full advantage of the opportunity scoring all their points during the 10-minute sin bin.  

First, electric scrumhalf Kevin Dewey snuck through for a converted try to take the lead. Three minutes later Dewey ran a rocket off the back of a scrum straight to winger Chip Naylon, who was at full pace from five meters. Then in injury time, camped out just short of the try line, fullback Jordan Fogler tapped over for a quick try off a penalty. The face of the game had completely transformed. 19-5 to Navy at the half.

Navy team captain Bob Sise knew what his team needed. “We really needed to come out strong in the first half and we did today. We’ve struggled all year with coming out flat.”

In the second half, Army nearly choked out Navy. Where their backs got little clean ball in the first half, combinations started to click, the gaps seemed bigger or perhaps the defense was a step slower. Army owned the ball and determined the field position. When Navy would claim it, they’d turn it right back over or were unable to relieve pressure by missing kicks for touch.  

Eight minutes into the half when Navy failed to find touch, they were penalized for going over the top at mid-field. Army found touch at the attacking 15. Off the line-out, scrum-half Sean Flachs skipped a pass finding tough center Gibson Sale who altered his angle of attack enough to just get over the try line. He scored with Navy defenders on his back. 

Four minutes later Navy again failed to find touch, adding more self-imposed pressure. Quick to spring the counter-attack, Army’s scrumhalf Sean Flachs threaded the ball to Dan Geib who ran with support along the weak sideline and scored his second from 25 meters. The conversion was wide.

Navy failed to clear yet again during the ensuing series and was penalized. However, Army’s shot at goal from 35 meters missed. At this point in the match Navy coach Mike Flanagan made a key adjustment by running on some fresh legs in the pack to help thwart Army’s full out assault. Navy was rewarded by finally mounting a legitimate attack into Army territory at the sixty-fifth minute. Although Army’s attack would get inside Navy’s 20 twice more they came away empty handed each time, once going for touch instead of points. 

Those deployed, under way, or serving in uniform who are connected to military rugby, directly or remotely, need to know they were honored in the manner this match was played. The teams who took the field left nothing in their tanks. Once exiting the playing field, players from both squads collapsed due to absolute exhaustion.  

Navy’s coach Mike Flanagan was proud of his team’s ability to defend. “Defense won it for us today. They really came after us in the second half, but our defense stood up especially with our backs against the goal. Each team had long multiple phases of attack throughout the match. It was definitely a high tempo, hard hitting match.”

Army’s coach Rich Pohlidal credited Navy for playing a tough game. “Both sides played great rugby with a lot of toughness and intensity. Hats off to Navy for playing the way they did and for creating such an exciting rugby environment. Obviously we wanted to come away with a better result, but we missed our chances.” 

Perhaps Flanagan said it best, “It’s 30 hard men not backing down. It’s something special. It’s the Army – Navy game.”

Referee Jason Wallach
Touch Judge Rick Kempton, Col, USAF
Touch Judge Mark Handel
#4 Simon Goatcher
#5 Mark Jude

Scoring
1st Half
29th min: Army try (Dan Geib)  
36th min: Navy try (Dewey) and conversion (Christensen)
40th min: Navy try (Naylon) 
Injury Time: Navy try (Fogler) and conversion (Christensen) 

Halftime score Navy 19 – Army 5 

2nd Half
48th min: Army try (Sale) and conversion (Dave Geib)
52nd min: Army try (Dan Geib)  
Final score: Navy 19 – Army 17 

Army RFC
Coach Rich Pohlidal
1.                   Luke Hallsten
2.                   Cole Morrison 
3.                   Mark Wilson
4.                   Clint Hail (Hewko at 22nd min)
5.                   Miles Rowan
6.                   Kevin Kerr
7.                   Dan Geib
8.                   Austin McNaul © 
9.                   Sean Flachs
10.                Dave Geib
11.               Mike Sheehan
12.               Andrew Dill
13.               Gibson Sale
14.               Andy Brigman (Vaha’I at 73rd min)
15.               Jake Jones
16.               Cliff Walker
17.               Zach Savarie
18.               Brian Hewko
19.               Peter Belden
20.               John Wagner
21.               Latu Vaha’i
22.               Josh Minton

Navy
Coach Mike Flanagan 
1.                   Steve Terjesen (Higgins at 58)
2.                   Clayton Sears (to flanker) 
3.                   Chris Mozer
4.                   Tim Berger
5.                   Jerrod Hammes
6.                   Brendan Noble (Almond at 58)
7.                   Bob Sise © (to 8)
8.                   Martin Dineen (Caitlin to hooker)
9.                   Kevin Dewey
10.               Chuck Smith
11.               Chip Naylon
12.               Dave Christensen
13.               Dylan Buck (McMenamin)
14.               JP Inabinet
15.               Jordan Fogler (McDonough)
16.               Craig Almond
17.               Ryan McDonough
18.               Mark Higgins
19.               Brian McMenamin
20.               Sheridan Caitlin




