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Genuine victory on synthetic surface
20 November 2023

Cobham 16 Sutton & Epsom RFC 44. Saturday 18th November. Being the last league fixture in November the S&E
squad had a rather Edwardian appearance as if they were members of the Epsom Amateur Dramatic Club cast preparing
for a performance of ‘Journey’s End’. However, their Movember charitable generosity did not extend to the rugby pitch as
they impressively defeated a more than capable Cobham XV by 44-16.  On a gloomy afternoon blissfully free from
precipitation Cobham kicked off the match on their pristine synthetic surface.

The hosts had amassed 140 points so far this campaign from their three home victories and were one of a trio of clubs on
27 points looking to close the gap on the top two of Beckenham and Battersea Ironsides. The Memorial Ground men made
a confident start as their large, athletic and mobile forwards provided plenty of possession for their quicksilver backs. The
home team’s high tempo game was matched by excellent defence as Sutton and Epsom’s best play was thwarted by an
impenetrable wall on the opposition 22. The Fairmile Lane side pressed hard for an opening score as a vital mark five
metres from the S&E line denied them a try. Moments later Cobham had the consolation of a scrummage penalty in front
of the posts and Jonny Holmes opened their account for a 3-0 lead.

After fifteen minutes the hosts were finally rewarded for their early dominance with a try. Despite valiant defence on their
line the Cobham pack would not be denied and hooker Andrew Murphy forced his way over from close-range. Though the
conversion drifted wide the home team held an 8-0 advantage. For supporters of the Black & Whites there had been
precious little attacking play to cheer but the restart provided them with their first try. The alert Chris Farrell gathered
the loose ball and burst into the 22 and a few phases later Josh Pulvirenti exploded from the ruck to run in under the
posts. Freddy Bunting chipped over the simplest of conversions to make it 7-8. A couple of minutes later Willem Ratu
swooped on the ball and ran it in from 60 metres to score by the uprights. Captain Bunting did the necessary and S&E
now led 14-8 at the end of the first quarter.

Cobham might have felt a tad aggrieved that the scoreboard did not reflect the balance of the game. To their credit they
responded in the classical manner with a try of their own. A perfectly flighted kick descended from the leaden sky just
outside the Sutton and Epsom 22 and Jordan Huie was greeted by the ball and an opponent. It was the hosts turn to scoop
up the loose ball and punish the back-pedalling visitors as prop Luke Bliss burrowed his way over the line for the try. The
extras were not added but the home team now trailed by a solitary point, 13-14. Sutton made early changes as Ben Tame
and Tom Boaden replaced George London and Callum Gibson. The momentum of the match had shifted back in favour of
the hosts as their swarming defence harried Garerth O’Brien and won another penalty in front of the posts. Jonny Holmes
gratefully accepted the three points and Cobham held a 16-14 lead.

With 10 minutes remaining in the first half Sutton & Epsom enjoyed their best period of play. An impressive catch and
drive from the lineout saw them advance to the line and force a penalty. The ball was kicked to the corner for the 5-metre
lineout but there was to be no repeat of the forward efficiency and a knock on gave the hosts an opportunity to clear their
lines. A lengthy clearance was skilfully trapped by Jordan Huie who ran the ball back and won a penalty. The irrepressible
Bunting made it 17-16 for S&E. In the dying embers of the first period Cobham had a lineout on the Sutton 22 and the
platform to edge ahead once more. However, Ewan McTaggart stole the ball to initiate a counterattack. The ball went
wide and was twice kicked ahead and Lawrence Elliott was on hand to score in the corner. Freddy Bunting made the
touchline conversion look anything but challenging and the referee blew his whistle and the teams turned around with
Sutton & Epsom leading 24-16.

After a half of high quality rugby that had been most competitive from the first minute none of the assembled crowd
would have risked a wager on the outcome as the game was very much in the balance. From the restart Cobham gathered
the ball and launched a speculative Garry Owen that resulted in a mid-air collision on halfway and chaos. The ball was
hacked forward as S&E struggled to control it until Willem Ratu touched down over his line. After that escape it was
Sutton who were the first to open their account in the second period when they were awarded a scrummage penalty.
Freddy Bunting knocked it over from 45 metres to extend the lead to 27-16.

The hosts then dominated territory and possession for the next ten minutes. Earlier in the season S&E’s defensive frailties
would have seen them conceding tries but the defence now on show was unrecognisable from those autumnal days. The
tackling was ferocious and forced handling errors in an impressive collective show of cussed defiance. The next visit to
the hosts’ half resulted in another penalty and another long-range success for the boot of Bunting as the Rugby Lane men
led 30-16 with the game in the final quarter.
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As determined as the Cobham attacks were they were trumped by the excellence of the Sutton defence. The visitors not
only halted the hosts in their tracks but were making turnovers and counterattacking with relish. With pace on both flanks
and confidence in abundance the Black and Whites turned defence into attack. The Memorial Ground XV were equally
resolute and threw everything at Sutton in an effort to get back into the game. A glimmer of hope was extinguished with
another obliterating tackle by Jordan Huie in the corner. The winger then showed his attacking qualities by carrying the
ball into the opposition half and won a penalty. Captain Bunting opted for the kick to the corner and he was rewarded
with a try. The 5-metre lineout was taken and the forwards muscled their way over the line and Ben Tame emerged as the
scorer. Freddy Bunting caressed over the conversion for 37-16 and the Black & Whites had secured the bonus point for
their fourth try.

Once again Chris Farrell regained the restart and initiated a thrilling Sutton attack. A crossfield kick was secured by
Jordan Huie who strode towards the 22 and linked with Chris Ballard. The momentum was maintained by a superb piece
of support running by lock Ewan McTaggart and the ball was spun wide to Willem Ratu who finished with aplomb in the
corner. Freddy Bunting maintained his perfect kicking afternoon taking his personal tally to 19 points as his team lead by
44-16. In time added on there was still time for more thrills and spills. Once more a Cobham attack floundered on the
Black & White wall in the S&E 22 and a devastating counter ensued. Freddy Bunting ran from his own half down the wing
with deceptive pace that left the would be pursuer clutching a pulled hamstring. The Sutton 10 opted to run over the last
defender rather than go round him and as he tumbled to the ground and juggled the ball the referee ruled a knock on as
he popped the ball up to a supporting player. The game concluded in the Cobham half with no further addition to the
score. Sutton had won 44-16 to record their second bonus point success on the road in consecutive weeks and make it
three wins on the bounce.

This was by a margin the finest match of the Sutton season so far. The Cobham side from the first minute to the last
carried  a  serious  attacking threat.  The front  row triumvirate  of  Messrs  Murphy,  Bliss  and Lippiatt  were  mightily
impressive at the set piece. The home forwards carried with pace and aggression and the backs spread the ball well.
However, the deciding factor in the contest was the excellence of the Sutton defence which not only stopped numerous
attacks but forced errors and countered with great effect. It was truly a marvellous team performance with the side
relishing their defensive duties as much as they enjoyed running with the ball. The second half effort to shut out the
quality Cobham XV and to win it 20-0 was most impressive.

Next Saturday is another rest weekend and the campaign continues on 2 nd December when Old Colfeians visit rugby
Lane for the 2pm kick off. It promises to be a splendid match as the visitors are enjoying a purple patch having won their
last five fixtures. It will also be the 50 th anniversary of the first time the clubs met and their first league meeting since
2007.


