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Late Penalty Breaks Epsom Hearts in 34–33 Thriller
Dartfordians 34 Sutton & Epsom RFC 33 Saturday 13th December.

The midpoint of the campaign has been reached and the return journey has begun in Regional 2 South East. In Round 2 back in
September, the Black & Whites hosted Dartfordians and snuck home by 33–29, with Rob Hegarty scoring a hat-trick. Sutton &
Epsom had led 33–17 with five minutes to go and were no doubt grateful that there were not five more minutes to play. While the
hosts then sat just a solitary place above winless Old Reigatian and the visitors were nestled in fourth spot, S&E arrived in Bexley
on a run of four successive defeats. Added to this were the usual seasonal effects of wear and tear, and few were anticipating a
comfortable afternoon. So it came to pass that Dartfordians won 34–33 with the final kick of the game.

Sutton & Epsom fielded 11 players from their September squad. Niall McCormack made his debut from the bench and Angus
Nelson, having his first outing of the season, kept him company, while Matt Symonds made his first appearance of the campaign
on the wing. Dartfordians were marginally more settled, with 12 of the 18 who appeared at Rugby Lane also taking part, though
Jarlath Hetherington was once again a notable absentee. Traffic accidents and congestion delayed the kick-off until 2.15pm, and
disaster struck Sutton early when an interception allowed centre Harvey Whyte to run in from his own half. The conversion was
missed but Dartfordians led 5–0, playing up the slope.

The early setback was compounded when S&E flanker Dan Jones’ return from injury lasted less than ten minutes. Undeterred,
Sutton took the lead when Tom Lennard made the initial break and the Black & Whites exploited an overlap for Matt Symonds to
score with his first touch. Freddy Bunting converted to edge Sutton ahead at 7–5. It was the start of a topsy-turvy encounter, with
the lead changing hands repeatedly. On the half-hour mark, Dartfordians regained the advantage after sustained pressure forced
Sutton onto the back foot. Despite strong defence, with Lennard prominent, a poor clearance led to a catch-and-drive from which
prop Louis Chapman scored. Tom Gubby converted for a 12–7 lead.

Within five minutes Sutton were back in front. A superb break from Bunting, well supported by Gareth O’Brien, took S&E to
within five metres, and from the ensuing penalty the forwards took charge. Despite valiant resistance, prop Tom Boaden forced
his way over, with Bunting again converting to make it 14–12. From the restart, winger Jack Bunce was rewarded for his kick
chase as Bunting lost possession in the tackle. After heroic defence denied full-back Joe Scott, it was captain Kieran Clarke who
eventually scored from a five-metre scrum. Gubby converted to restore Dartfordians’ lead at 19–14.

There was still time for one more score before the break, and it went Sutton’s way. O’Brien initiated a counter-attack from inside
the Sutton half and the Black & Whites produced their best attacking rugby of the half, advancing through multiple phases to
reach five metres out. A retreating Dartfordians defence conceded a penalty, which O’Brien took quickly, weaving his way to the
line with pace and skill. Bunting added the extras and Sutton led 21–19 at the interval. After a breathless, see-sawing first half, it
would have taken a brave soul to predict the final outcome.

The visitors broke the pattern ten minutes into the second half. A superb break by Adam Bibby almost brought a try, but excellent
cover defence denied him. Hegarty and Sam Lennie continued the move and S&E appeared to have scored, only for the referee to
rule the final pass forward. That disappointment was short-lived, as play was brought back for a Sutton penalty. Slick back play
then provided Symonds with his second try of the afternoon, and Bunting’s magnificent touchline conversion extended the lead to
28–19.

Five minutes later Dartfordians responded. A series of penalties forced Sutton deep into their own 22 and, after multiple phases
of determined forward play, centre Harvey Whyte powered his way over. Gubby converted to reduce the deficit to 28–26. Both
sides had now secured their try bonus point as the game entered its final quarter, with everything still to play for.

A pivotal moment followed when Bibby was yellow-carded for a high tackle as he chased down a long clearance. In such a tightly
contested match, ten minutes with a numerical advantage proved crucial. Sutton dug deep, monopolising possession and running
down the clock, but Dartfordians eventually forced their way back into the S&E 22. Another penalty piled on the pressure, and
from a catch-and-drive the ball was released for flanker James Garvey to squeeze over in the corner. The difficult conversion was
missed, but Dartfordians were back in front at 31–28.

With some irony, the referee then reduced the home side to 14 just as Sutton returned to a full complement. It appeared the Black
& Whites had missed their chance when a harsh pass to Symonds resulted in a knock-on, but they were rescued by a colossal
scrum effort that earned a penalty. Sutton camped on the line as Dartfordians’ defence held firm, twice denying Lennie within
inches of the line. From the drop-out, Sutton surged back again and were awarded a penalty in front of the posts. Declining the
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draw, they kicked to the corner, and from the line-out the pack ushered Lennie over. Bunting’s kicking had been immaculate all
afternoon, so it was a surprise when the conversion drifted narrowly wide, but Sutton led 33–31.

There was still time for the restart. As so often, Sutton proved most vulnerable immediately after scoring. Almost inevitably,
Dartfordians were awarded a penalty. In a moment of intense drama, Tom Gubby held his nerve and landed the decisive kick. It
was agony for the men from Rugby Lane and pure ecstasy for the Kent crowd. With no time remaining, Dartfordians had won
34–33.

The lower reaches of the table are tightly congested and, after several near misses, Dartfordians finally emerged on the right side
of the scoreline. Aside from the interception, their four tries came from excellent forward ball-carrying, with a physical and
committed pack posing a constant threat from attacking line-outs. With Old Reigatian now 25 points adrift at the bottom,
Dartfordians will look upwards with optimism, as the next three teams are within two points.

This was a painful defeat for Sutton & Epsom. They regained the lead on four occasions, scored five tries and have accumulated
the most bonus points in the league with 14. Errors, whether missed kicks to touch or costly penalties, handed Dartfordians
valuable territory and attacking platforms. To snatch the lead in the dying moments only to concede a penalty from the restart
made this the hardest defeat of the season to bear.

Next Saturday at 2pm, Sutton & Epsom host Old Reigatian in their final league fixture of 2025. The visitors are enduring a tough
campaign, one that Rugby Lane supporters of a 2011–12 vintage will recall with empathy. The Black & Whites will hope their
Christmas charity does not extend to gifting the Old Boys their first win of the season. Such is the cyclical nature of rugby that the
side from Geoffrey Knight Fields topped Regional 2 South East as recently as 6 January 2024.

Sutton & Epsom:
O’Brien, Symonds, Bibby, Bunting (c), Scott, Lennard, Munford, Johnson, Lennie, Boaden, McTaggart, Duey, Rea, Jones, Hegarty.
Replacements: Howes, Nelson, McCormack.

Dartfordians:
Scott, Kpaka, J Taylor, Whyte, Bunce, Gubby, M Taylor, Garrett, Hooban, Chapman, Adams, Chandler, Garvey, Clarke (c), Wright.
Replacements: Clayton, Rackley, Chappell.

John Croysdill
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