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Epsom’s Rugby Team Make Light Of Missing Men To
Go Top

Gravesend 12 Sutton and Epsom RFC 29. Saturday 18th October.

Sutton and Epsom arrived at the Rectory Field seeking a return to winning ways following their first loss of the campaign at
Sidcup. Gravesend, the masters of the close encounter last season, have retained their penchant for fine margins, opening their
account with a draw and losing last week by a solitary point to Brighton. In a keenly contested match it was Sutton and Epsom
who returned to Rugby Lane with the spoils as their 29-12 bonus point win took them to the top of the Regional 2 South East
table.

Absenteeism, unacceptable to previous generations, has become the norm at this level of club rugby and the level-headed must
take the approach of the famous phrase involving a couple of playground amusements. However, coaches still curse the slings and
arrows of outrageous planning. It was Sutton’s turn to suffer as six players from the Sidcup squad were absent without leave. This
offered a chance for players to press their claim for 1st XV status and tested squad depth. Gravesend had their own issues as they
were without their talented trio of George Bruce, Ben Kite and Ned Warren who were on their injured list.

Gareth O’Brien kicked off for the visitors in benign conditions on a mild afternoon. The initial sparring saw both sides employ
robust runners that were met by thunderous tackling. Defence monopolised attack in the opening exchanges as the sides looked
for openings to exploit. After ten minutes Sutton were awarded a penalty 40 metres out and sent it towards the corner. Having
secured the ball they demonstrated admirable control through the phases but the forwards were thwarted by staunch Gravesend
defence until it was released wide and Finlay Scott waltzed in unopposed. Gareth O’Brien, taking over the kicking duties,
impressively converted for 7-0.

S and E were soon on the attack as Adam Bibby’s probing kick forced Gravesend to touch down and restart under their posts.
Moments later a tremendous take of a clearance kick by Sutton was followed by an attempted 50/22 that rolled agonisingly into
touch in goal. Consolation was swift and bounteous. Gravesend dropped the ball near halfway and Adam Bibby fly-hacked
forward. The Kiwi centre burst forward, wisely declined the opportunity to try to scoop up the ball and kicked ahead again and
won the race to the line to score. The conversion drifted wide but Sutton had a 12-0 lead at the end of the first quarter.

Gravesend needed a swift riposte and within five minutes they were on the scoreboard. Enjoying a spell of possession they threw
themselves on the Black and Whites’ defence and were met with magnificent tackling, with one Gareth O’Brien tackle
synonymous of the team effort. The visitors were undone by an infringement and it was the host’s turn to kick it into the corner.
The initial thrust was repelled but another penalty gave the Rectory Field team a second chance that they gratefully accepted as
lock Josh Mackenzie forced his way over. Rhys Betts’ conversion failed but Gravesend were back within a score at 5-12.

With the interval approaching it was a case of hope springs eternal for the home team. Centre Ben Hope chose the perfect
attacking line to make the initial break on halfway, then accelerating and evading the cover he left flailing tacklers in his wake for
a stunning solo score. Rhys Betts nonchalantly added the extras and Gravesend were level at 12-12. For those who thought that
the first period would end honours even and decided to avoid the half-time rush at the bar they would have missed Sutton’s retort.
The men from Surrey, as if affronted by the Kent club’s recovery, put together their best attacking sequence. The ball went to
winger Finlay Scott who did superbly in limited space to take the ball to the 22. The Sutton pack took over and went through
multiple phases to camp under the posts and hooker Sam Lennie applied the coup de grace. Gareth O’Brien chipped over the
simple conversion to restore Sutton’s lead. Referee Joe Garman'’s whistle blew to end the first half with the score at Gravesend 12
Sutton and Epsom 19.

The first period had been an even affair with Sutton having more of the territory and possession but both sides had shown both in
attack and defence that the result was far from obvious. Added to the equation was S and E’s bizarre statistic for this season that
they had yet to win a second half in their previous five outings. Gravesend kicked off the second half and seized the initiative with
a marvellous catch from Ben Hope who surged to the Sutton 22. The cautious optimism of the travelling Sutton support was
immediately transformed to “here we go again”. It was a case of “ye of little faith” as the visitors dealt admirably with the
situation. Moments later the home support was on its feet as winger Andrew Cooke exploded down the flank threatening to score
but at the crucial moment as the cover arrived he lost control of the ball and Sutton survived. From the scrum Sutton and Epsom
were indebted to Number 8 Rob Hegarty who picked up from the base and carried them out of their 22 to relative safety.
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Having weathered the storm, Dan Jones’ alertness to a loose ball initiated the visitors’ first attack of the second half as he passed
to Gareth O’Brien who pegged Gravesend back in their 22. It was the start of a period of Sutton ascendancy and control.
However, this did not result in any addition to the scoreboard. A promising attack was undermined by conceding a penalty on the
deck 10 metres out. Then what looked like an inevitable score concluded with not only a penalty coughed up inches from glory but
also a yellow card being issued to Sam Lennie. S and E coped magnificently with the numerical inferiority and managed to add to
their lead when Gareth O’Brien’s penalty made it 22-12 as the match entered the final quarter. The hosts, despite the advantage
of the extra man, never set foot in the Sutton half for the statutory ten minutes as even the restart went out on the full.

Restored to 15 men, S and E continued to demonstrate impressive game management. With steely focus and determination they
played the game in the Gravesend half and went in search of another try that would not only provide a sizeable lead but also earn
a priceless bonus point. The host’s defence had impressed all afternoon and they continued to frustrate the visitors’ best
endeavours, with Rob Hegarty being held up over the line. With five minutes to go Gravesend lost the services of their influential
Number 8 Bradley Money. It was a yellow card that creates immediate debate as he made contact with winger Archie Fitzgerald’s
head as the winger slipped. The decision was harsh as there was no malicious intent but it was the correct call from Mr Garman
given the modern laws. Boosted by the extra man, Sutton finally secured their bonus point as Rob Hegarty forced his way over
from close range. Gareth O’Brien added the tricky conversion for 29-12 and Sutton ran down the clock without any further
additions to the score.

This was a very impressive win for Sutton on the road with a depleted squad. It spoke volumes to the character and team spirit
that those who came in looked very comfortable and contributed to an outstanding 18-man performance. Gareth O’Brien stepped
in at Number 10 and had a superb game with his kicking, running and tackling as he provided a good measure of control on
proceedings. Sutton starved Gravesend of territory and possession for the vast majority of the second half. To the host’s credit
their excellent defence only succumbed when they were down to 14 men but they never managed to gain a foothold in the second
period to enable themselves to gain points from the game.

Results around the league were most favourable to Sutton and Epsom and the win propelled them to the summit of the table. Lest
we forget that next Saturday, 25 October, the Black and Whites entertain erstwhile leaders Beckenham RFC. The Balmoral
Avenue club lost for the first time on Saturday and dropped to fourth in this highly competitive league.

Sutton and Epsom
Bennion, Scott, Rea, Bibby, Fitzgerald, O’Brien, Wise, Boaden, Lennie, Hilton, Duey, McTaggart (c), Tame, Jones and Hegarty.
Reps: Howes, Butt and Lovatt.

Gravesend
Barnes, Dean, Hope, Filmer, Cooke, White, Betts, Brooker, Dadson, Shorter, Mackenzie, Falefatu, Williams, Chahal (c) and
Money. Reps: Anderson, Bruce and Sims.

John Croysdill
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