“What is Coal Region Football?”

That question has been posed quite a bit recently on these internet message boards & in the chat rooms. As a former MCA football player and avid fan who bleeds Mount Carmel red & white, I can only give my somewhat biased answer to the subject.

Coal Region football is a parade down 3rd Street, ending at the gates to the Silver Bowl; the MCA band & cheerleaders marching proudly behind the escort of one of Mount Carmel’s finest squad cars--the drum march you can hear from any corner of the town; it’s the lights of the Silver Bowl casting a white haze over the sleepy rooftops of old Mt. Carmel Town; the silhouette of the majestic church steeples looming against the purple sky as the sun sets behind the west end bleachers; the message board of the new-fangled scoreboard flashing “De-Fense.” It’s red & white streamers blowing in the wind as you drive over the viaduct into town. It’s old Tony Mosella, a roll of pre-tape in one pocket, a handful of Jolly Ranchers in the other, sneaking a water bottle out to some tired lineman during double sessions. God bless his soul.

.

It’s Crispin Field on a blustery Saturday afternoon in late November, the Bulldog faithful not even noticing the cold; it’s the cannon booming after a Shamokin score at Kemp Memorial; it’s the rows of corn that encircle Southern Columbia’s Tiger Stadium, and the apparent black-nothingness that seems to lay just beyond.

It’s the brick wall that surrounds Pottsville High’s stadium. If those walls could talk! It’s the Men of Marian Stadium standing lonely upon a desolate, wind-swept plateau. Standing there, you could actually imagine the “Men of Marian” putting the field together with their bare hands. The sights and sounds of Coal Region Football are endless. The tin roof over the grandstand at Panther Valley’s stadium, and the stadiums at North Schuylkill & Blue Mountain also have their own unique qualities, too. 

But Coal Region Football is about more than where the games are played.

 It’s not a brand or a style—you can’t put your finger on it. It’s a knock in the chops, a helmet under the chin, a pat on the ass when the play is over, “Nice hit, fella.” It’s the same names in the programs, decade after decade, starts with a “Mc-“ or ends with a “ski.” Just like the names, the eyes inside the helmets never change, either. Intense, tenacious eyes--future doctors, bankers, fathers—eyes gleaming with confidence. You’ve got to earn our respect, brother. We’re sure as hell gonna work hard to earn yours.

This isn’t Pittsburgh or Philadelphia…hell, it isn’t even Allentown or Reading. It’s places like Shamokin, Minersville, Hometown & Mt. Carmel. 

Ah, Mt. Carmel…the town most associated with Coal Region pride. We don’t have a major league team. These boys are our Steelers; our Pitt Panthers; our Penn State. Just on a smaller scale. They’re celebrities—everyone knows their names. We root for them because they rooted for us. As kids, we were their heroes…as older men, they’ve become ours. We’d follow them to the ends of the world, as long they were running a bus & the coolers were packed with ice. 

Coal Region football is what makes old men, who haven’t laced up their pads in fifty years, dream they have young legs again, moving them swiftly across the field—and they wake up with the smell of the grass still in their nose. It’s about fathers and sons, and pride in your community, and lining up across from someone and just plain-out wanting it more than him. It’s about Shamokin, North Schuylkill & Central Columbia fans fighting back the bile in their throats and cheering on Mt. Carmel, Berwick & Southern Columbia in the postseason. The Coal Region’s a family—a large, bickering family—who hate each other’s guts for one Friday night each fall. But don’t say a damn thing against any of us—we’ve got each other’s backs. We’re blood here—our boys are cut from the same cloth.  

And win or lose, maybe we’ll celebrate our team a little too much Saturday night, and sleep in a little too late Sunday morning. What the hell, it’s the second Saturday in December. It only comes once a year. Regardless of what happens on the field, we’ll love our boys all the same. In one-hundred and seven years of football, they’ve never let us down. 

How many things can you say that about?

