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Epic comeback against Sutton & Epsom RFC a fitting
end
Medway 32 Sutton & Epsom RFC 31. Saturday 1st February.

It was an emotional Saturday at Priestfields as the hosts had suffered the tragic passing of their cherished groundsman Mel
Collins. The archetypal club stalwart, former player, club sponsor and Vice President passed away whilst marking out the pitch
for a midweek Army fixture. Grassroots rugby is far more than promotion and relegation; it is about tradition, camaraderie and
lifelong friendships, and it seemed entirely appropriate that Medway won this thrilling and highly entertaining encounter 32-31.

Sutton and Epsom were much changed following their Sidcup success as they endured that modern scourge of club rugby – the
overseas stag weekend. Resources were stretched but Jack Butt on the bench was the only new face to the campaign. Following a
minute’s silence, Medway kicked off, but it was the Black & Whites who had the perfect start, scoring from the opening scrum.
Number 10 Tom Lennard’s intelligent switch to the blindside created an instant overlap, and winger Matt Symonds finished with
ease. The conversion from the flank drifted harmlessly by as Sutton led 5-0.

The Kent team pressed hard for an immediate response, but the S&E defence stood firm through multiple phases. However, this
effort came at a cost as prop Callum Gibson’s thunderous tackle left him prostrate with a shoulder injury that saw Richard
Madadangoma enter the fray rather earlier than he had wished. This setback did not upset the visitors’ equilibrium. The Sutton
defence again withstood a further assault until the referee awarded the hosts a penalty. The three points were surprisingly
squandered. Moments later, Medway had a second chance and this time opted for the kick to the corner and the attacking lineout.
Plan B was stymied by conceding a penalty.

Tom Lennard turned defence into attack with a massive clearance that left the Priestfield men deep in their 22. The Black &
Whites again opted to give it swiftly to their backs. Adam Bibby made the break, and his sublime pass to his centre partner Josh
Rea saw him score near the uprights. Tom Lennard added the extras for 12-0 at the end of the first quarter.

From the restart, Tom Lennard again illustrated his prowess with the boot as he sent the home defence scurrying back to their
22. From a scrum, Sutton faked the blindside attack and went open but were thwarted in the corner, needing an excellent tackle
from Adam Bibby to stop a promising counter.

On the half-hour mark, it was Medway who again looked to be in the ascendancy as their pack relentlessly carried and their
excellent  backs  kept  the  ball  alive  as  they  probed for  weaknesses  in  the  Rugby Lane men’s  defence.  The  situation  was
transformed by a superb turnover from Jac Davies. Steve Munford’s awareness led to a kick over the top, and the chase was on.
The bounce initially favoured Medway as the ball went backwards and evaded the first attacker, but it nestled obligingly in Tom
Lennard’s hands. The fly-half set off on a magical jinking run that took him to within a yard. The quality of his pass was diabolical
in comparison to his footwork, as the supporting 6-foot-7-inch Ewan McTaggart was offered the ball six inches off the turf. Credit
to the lock who gathered the ball and scored. Tom Lennard converted, and Sutton led 19-0.

The crowd hardly had time to digest the score before the Black & Whites added a fourth bonus point try. From the restart,
another telling territorial kick put the visitors on the front foot. Flanker Dan Jones made a surging break, and Sutton attacked the
left-hand corner. An inspired Tom Lennard summoned his inner Antoine Dupont and lofted an inch-perfect cross-field kick that
just cleared the defender and landed in the hands of a grateful Finlay Scott, who touched down. The Sutton 10, who was enjoying
his finest display of the season, added the touchline conversion.

The 26-0 score was hardly a fair reflection on the balance of play in the first half, but Sutton had been brilliant in attack. With the
clock running down, Medway went in search of a morale-boosting score before the break. On this occasion, S&E failed to cope
with the restart, and the Priestfields crowd were rewarded with the first try from their men. Once again, the home forwards
carried with passion and precision against the stubborn defence, but this time the hosts would not be denied. Hooker Jack
Nickalls was on hand to score out wide. Jamie Ford’s kick from the flank unluckily came back off the upright, and the hosts trailed
5-26.

Inspired by opening their account, they stormed back into the Sutton 22 looking to reduce the deficit further, but they were
thwarted by another superb Jac Davies turnover. A wonderful first half ended with Sutton & Epsom 26-5 ahead.

From the outset of the second period, Medway ratcheted up the pressure by several notches. Within five minutes, Anthony
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Clement’s blistering break looked certain to create a try, but he was trumped by a Steve Munford cover tackle in the corner. But
the hosts were not to be denied, and John Sipawa forced his way over. Jamie Ford did the necessary, and the home team trailed by
12-26.

Soon the fullback was adding three more points to his tally, and the Sutton lead was 26-15. The sizeable Priestfields crowd sensed
the game had turned in their favour and urged their team ever onwards. They were rewarded when scrum-half Noah Hyde ended
a most profitable third quarter with his side’s third try after John Sipawa was hauled down just short of glory. With the extras
banked, the deficit was down to four points at 22-26.

With 22 unanswered points, the last thing the visitors needed was another injury, and to make matters worse, it was prop Dan
Johnson who departed with a deep cut on his forehead. There was no easing up from the hosts, and their back play got better with
every passing moment as players coming from deep with pace were put into gaps with precisely timed passes.

S&E defended valiantly, with Adam Bibby tackling himself to a standstill in midfield. Medway were awarded a kickable penalty
but opted for the scrummage. Under severe pressure, the Sutton set-piece was creaking, and the home team had a free ball.
Jamie Ford timed his entry into the line to perfection and glided in for the try. Though the 15 hooked his conversion attempt, the
comeback was complete as Medway led 27-26.

A few minutes later, a now rampant Medway had their fifth try, and it was the forwards’ turn to demonstrate their handling skills
as flanker Dan Jackson triumphantly crossed the whitewash. With under ten minutes to go, the hosts led 32-26 and looked to be
favourites to stretch their lead.

The Kent team had monopolised possession in the second half to such an extent that many Sutton players might have forgotten
what the ball looked like, let alone felt like. The travelling supporters were probably looking at damage limitation and holding on
to the losing bonus point. Then the game offered another twist as Gareth O’Brien set off on one of his familiar sidestepping runs.
Winger Finlay Scott, who had been starved of possession, devoured the ball and squeezed home in the corner for his second try.
The challenging conversion was missed, and Sutton trailed 31-32.

Medway were not to be denied their epic comeback on this most special afternoon. The hosts returned to the offensive, and
following another penalty, they were once more on the S&E line. Courageous defence denied the hosts, who were held up over
the line. Sutton and Epsom had the drop-out behind their line and had the length of the pitch to cover if they wanted the win. On
this occasion, there was to be no last-play drama, and Medway held on for a 32-31 win.

Sutton & Epsom Team:
O’Brien, Symonds, Rea, Bibby, Scott, Lennard, Munford ©, Johnson, Lennie, Gibson, Tame, McTaggart, Jones, Davies & Hegarty.
Replacements: Hilton, Gibson & Howes.

Medway Team:
Ford, Chalmers, Bullock, Revell, Sipawa, Clement, Hyde N, Oyesola, Nickalls, Campbell, Cole, Stubbington, Jackson, Hyde J &
Ajuzie. Replacements: Perry, Mason & Price.


