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Saving Grace

Goalkeeper Jon Conway salvages a pro career

from some disappointing years. by Bill Glovin

he 1990 soccer season still gnaws at Rutgers’
men’s team. That's the year that the Knights made it all the
way to the NCAA finals before losing a heartbreaker in dou-

ble overtime. The team got so far largely on the strength of

goalkeeper Bill Andracki (CC'91). who registered an
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astounding 17 shutouts. But when it came down to the best-
of-five penalty-kick phase of the championship game,
Andracki saved one kick while UCLA's goalkeeper saved
two, and the Bruins took home the cup. After the game, a
demoralized and dejected Alexi Lalas (RC'92) sat in front of
his locker and said, “We can't taste the dream anymore.”

A decade later, Jon Conway (RC'00) never got past the
appetizer. Now backup goalkeeper for the San Jose Earth-
quakes of Major League Soccer, he spent four seasons in the
Knights’ nets, hungry for a chance at the elusive champi-
onship. More times than he cares to recall, the outcome of a
big game turned on an untimely mistake by one of his de-
fenders, an unlucky ricochet off an opponent’s post, or an
unfriendly call by an official. Conway learned the hard way
that in soccer; the team that dominates doesn’t always win.

Last season’s demise hurt the most. Going into the post-
season, Conway's eyes had danced with optimism as he
talked about the 1999 Knights as a team of destiny that had
the potential to bring Rutgers its first national champi-
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CONWAY, WHO
HAS THE REFLEXES
AND QUICKNESS
OF A CAT, GOT
HIMSELF PSYCHED
FOR GAMES

BY LISTENING TO
MINISTRY OF
SOUND, A “DANCE-
TECHNO BAND
FROM ENGLAND.”

losing 2-0.

The Knights had one more chance to redeem
themselves: an at-large bid to the NCAA tourna-
ment and a home-field advantage against Yale, but

Rutgers—again—failed to capitalize on a
breakaway. A bad omen occurred when
the referee claimed that Rutgers’ Dennis
Ludwig had settled the ball with his hand
before putting a shot past the Yale goal-
keeper. With the goal called off, Rutgers’
forwards began to press and were ruled
off-side on 12 occasions. The game
seemed destined to come down to penal-
ty kicks until 21 seconds into the second
overtime, when the referee awarded Yale a
penalty kick for a foul. With the Knights sea-
son hanging in the balance and the assembled
crowd of 1,400 at Yurcak Field holding its col-
lective breath, Yale's leading scorer, Jay Gould,
fired a laser just beyond the outstretched arms
of Conway.

The Rutgers crowd filed out of the bleach-
ers in shock while many of the Knights fell to
their knees, holding their heads in their hands.
For Conway and the other seniors, it was a dev-
astating end to their careers. In a program that
has competed in three Final Fours since 1989,
each year is measured by the NCAA tourna-
ment. “You play the whole season and the Big
East tournament to set you up for the NCAAs,”
says Conway.

When he arrived at Rutgers in 1995, many
of his teammates were still basking in their
nearness to a national title the previous year.

onship trophy. All the ele-
ments were on their side:
skilled senior leadership, an
infusion of talented new-
comers, and Rutgers’ first
Big East Conference title.
Perhaps most importantly,
they had momentum, hav-
ing won their final three
games of the regular season.

Rutgers hoped to keep
the momentum going
through the Big East Con-
ference Tournament, an
important test before the NCAAs. The Knights
received a first-round bye for winning the confer-
ence title, entered the mix in the quarterfinals, and
defeated Notre Dame 2-0 at home. Having defeat-
ed Georgetown 3-0 earlier in the year, they liked
their chances in the semifinals, but the Hoyas
scored first and the Knights seemed snake bit, hit-
ting the cross bar, missing a breakaway, and squan-
dering numerous corner-kick opportunities before

The 1994 squad—which gained notoriety as the first
team under head coach Bob Reasso to have a regular-
season losing record—made a Cinderella run through
the conference tournament and on to the national semi-
finals before losing to the eventual champion, the Uni-
versity of Virginia. After Virginia's 2-1 victory, Cavaliers’
midfielder Damian Silvera admitted that, despite their
win, “Today, Rutgers was the better team.”

Rutgers had scored a moral victory and had reason
to believe that the nucleus was in place for an NCAA
title. Conway hoped to lead them to it. He'd been
recruited by Rutgers after leading Sun Valley High
School in Aston, Pennsylvania, to a 33-6-3 record in his
junior and senior years and winning All-State honors.
An added incentive was that Rutgers was the school of
choice for Megan McGonagle, the goalkeeper for Sun
Valley’s women'’s team and Conway's high school sweet-
heart. (McGonagle, captain of the Scarlet Knights
women’s team in her senior year, and Conway are still an
item.) “I red-shirted my first year, and practicing with
such skilled players was an unbelievable learning expe-
rience,” says the 6° 5,” 210-pound Conway. “You can’t
even begin to compare the very best high school soccer
competition with Division I. I had so much to learn, it
wasn't even funny.”

“Jon had all the tools when he came to us: size, con-
fidence, great hands, and aggression,” says Paul Blod-

A Dream Come True
Rutgers women’s basketball debuts in the NCAA’s Final Four.

enior guard Shawnetta Stewart’s stellar career as a Scarlet Knight came

full circle as she exited the court March 31, having realized her dream

of playing in a Final Four. C. Vivian Stringer—the first coach o take
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promised Stewart, her first major recruit at Rutgers, that she would appear in a
Final Four before she graduated. Making the experience even sweeter was the
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gett, Rutgers’ goalkeeping coach. “With
all our young goalkeepers, we practically
start from scratch, helping them to break
bad habits and make basic skills second
nature. Jon was a tireless worker and
improved in every way: his strength and
footwork, catching crosses, stopping
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Iron Man

Sean Brennan’s motto: “No train, no gain.”
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ence tournament, but were eliminated
1-0 in the first round of the NCAAs. Con-
way, however, had begun to emerge as
one of the nation’s top collegiate goal-
keepers. He was named First Team All-
Big East and spent the spring semester
rraining with the United States Under 20
National Team.

Conway's breakout year was 1998.
He played every second of every game,
surrendered only 19 goals in 21 games,
and was named conference Goalkeeper of
the Year. But with a record of 12-7-2, the
Knights narrowly missed being selected
for the NCAAs—a disaster, considering
that the team routinely competes in the
national tournament. Last season Conway
and his teammates came into the presea- |
son determined to prove that 1998 had |
been a fluke. And they succeeded, win-
ning their first conference championship
with an 8-1-2 record.

“It was an amazing ride,” says Con- |
way. “I was fortunate to have stayed rela- |
vely injury free, and even more fortu- ‘

had such great players
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breakaways, becoming more consistent.
And he gained the maturity and leader-
ship skills that only age and experience
can give.

In 1996—his first year of eligibility—
Conway so impressed Reasso and Blod-
gett that he began splitting games with
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A dream came true for Conway in
January when he was drafted by the
Earthquakes and won a spot on the team,
thus joining the ranks of nine other for-
mer Knights who have competed profes-
sionally or have U.S. national team expe-
rience. One day he hopes to play in Eng-
land, where he once got a taste of English
soccer while training with the Blackburn
Rovers and the national team goaltender,
Tim Flowers. “Practicing with someone
on that level made a huge impression,”
he says. “I learned about commitment,
focus, consistency, all the elements that
are crucial to success.”

Conway will stay involved in Rutgers
soccer through the lifelong friends he’s
made on the team. Not to mention that
his  brother, Scott—another Scarlet
Knights goalkeeper—is expected to bat-
tle Ricky Zinter and J. D. Martin for the
honor of succeeding him. “In all of col-
lege soccer last year, I rated Jon second
only to Adin Brown of William & Mary,”
says Reasso. “Whoever our goalkeeper is
this year, he’ll have huge shoes to fill.”
Jon Conway may not have tasted the
dream, but such high praise might take a
little of the edge off his hunger. a

starting goalkeeper Steve Widdowson. In
the season’s ninth match, Conway
received his first career start but left the
field during the first half with a gash in

his head. Four stitches later, he returned -

to lead Rutgers to a 1-0 victory.

Conway started the next five games,
but Reasso opted to play the more expe-
rienced Widdowson in the Big East tour-
nament. During the semifinal game

against St. John’s, the eventual
national  champion, Reasso
brought Conway off the bench
for the game’s penalty-kick phase.
Conway made two spectacular
saves, Rutgers advanced, and Con-
way was picked to start the final, a
1-0 loss to Notre Dame. He started
in Rutgers’ first-round NCAA tourna-

ment game, a 2-0 win against Cornell,
his only NCAA tournament career win.
The 1996 squad finished 13-7-3, end-
ing its season with a second-round loss.
Conway’s late-season heroics in 1996 led
to his starting all but four games the fol-
lowing season. The Scarlet Knights
improved to 14-7-2 and won the confer-
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