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Sutton and Epsom Soar in Nine-Try Extravaganza

Sutton & Epsom RFC 59 Dartfordians 20. Saturday 15th February.

1988, the first league season, was when Dartfordians last visited Rugby Lane on the final day of the season. On that occasion, the
visitors were safe in the knowledge that they had retained their league status, but this time around, the Kent club were looking
for vital points in their struggle to avoid the drop. Considering that the Black & Whites had to come from 21-3 down to win the
reverse fixture, having been aided by injuries that reduced Dartfordians to 14, the Bexley-based club arrived with realistic hopes
of success. By the final whistle, the visitors had endured another afternoon blighted by injuries and, despite a spirited
performance, were overwhelmed 59-20.

On a chill and overcast afternoon, Sutton welcomed back not only the Stag weekend adventurers but also Matt Whitaker in his
199th league appearance. Dartfordians kicked off attacking the clubhouse end. No doubt responding to the need for a strong
start, the visitors dominated the first 15 minutes of this encounter. Gareth O’Brien was soon scurrying to gather a ball rolling into
the corner and was rewarded for his efforts by being bundled out of the in-goal area. Soon the Kent team were attacking from a 5-
metre lineout. Though thwarted when held up in a maul, the visiting pack earned a reprieve as S&E fumbled at the first
scrummage.

Under the baton of Jarlath Hetherington, the 10 orchestrated a telling attack from the subsequent set piece, switching the focus
from the open side to the blindside. Resolute tackling was not enough to deny Dartfordians as lock William Tuffley did superbly to
score in the corner. Hetherington’s touchline conversion missed, but his side had a morale-boosting 5-0 advantage after ten
minutes.

Moments later, a superb kick ahead by winger Elliot Soler-Gomez produced a 50/22 and had Dartfordians in prime position to
extend their lead. Stoic defence denied Dartfordians as they were held up over the line. Sutton shunned the traditional drop-out
option of clearing as far as possible for an attacking short ball they hoped would initiate a telling counter. It did not, and the
packs were soon settling down for a Darts scrum in a most advantageous position.

With clinical efficiency, they exploited the blindside with a powerful carry from Number 8 Harry Wright that saw him touch down
in the corner. The conversion from the flank failed, but the hosts trailed 10-0 and had yet to have the ball in the opposition half.
The second try was not a moment to allude to Wildean wit as stentorian words urged Sutton to raise their game.

The response was instantaneous as Adam Bibby pursued the restart and charged down the clearance kick. He appeared to be
second favourite to reach the ball, but the bounce favoured S&E, and the centre scored, putting Sutton 5-10 down.

The Bourne Road boys viewed this as an unfortunate and temporary aberration as their excellent defence neutered the Black &
Whites, who attempted to spread the ball wide. Using the same successful formula as before, Dartfordians kicked for territory and
were soon in the 22 looking for another score. The S&E defence matched each assault and, for the second time, held up the
visitors over their line.

It was the hosts who scored next. A surging break by Freddy Bunting gained a penalty, and he advanced his side into the enemy
half. The ball was carried into the 22, and Tom Lennard caught a pass aimed at his laces, straightened the line, and passed to Josh
Glanville, and the lock gave Sam Lennie his first try of the afternoon. Lennie intelligently dummied the touchdown in the corner
and sauntered round under the posts. An appreciative Freddy Bunting added the extras for the 12-10 lead on the half-hour.

Moments later, the Kiwi hooker scored a sublime solo effort. Collecting the ball in the middle of the field, he set off with not only
40 metres to go but numerous defenders to avoid or dismiss from his presence. Changing pace and direction, he relentlessly
advanced until he reached out to score with two tacklers hanging off him. Captain Bunting made it 19-10, and Sutton were in the
ascendancy.

Before the break, with echoes of the reverse fixture, Dartfordians suffered the cruellest of blows. Prop Stephen Garrett collided
with lock Lewis Potter, and after a lengthy delay and excellent work from the physio teams, they were patched up. However, both
had ended their afternoon’s rugby and departed for A&E to tend to their wounds. The visitors had lost two of their pack, both
players having over 100 appearances, and they were forced into significant changes.

Their cause was not aided when Sutton secured the bonus point before the break with their best rugby of the half. Excellent
continuity and sweeping attacks resulted in winger Angus Findlay scoring in the corner, and the Bunting boot took the interval
score to 26-10.
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Dartfordians needed a reprise of their opening efforts of the match. To their great credit, they immediately put Sutton on the back
foot. A wonderful break with beautifully timed passes saw the hosts desperately scrambling to cover in their 22. The initial thrust
was parried, but eventually, sheer weight of numbers told, and the superb Jarlath Hetherington was rewarded for his efforts with
a try. Though unable to add the conversion to his score, Dartfordians were back in the contest at 15-26.

Perhaps with Medway memories still resonating, the Black & Whites were in no mood to let a sizeable lead slip from their grasp
again. Steve Munford took a quick tap penalty, and Rob Hegarty punished a retreating defence with a 30-metre break to the 22.
The ball rapidly went to the flank, where Freddy Bunting stood his man up and strolled in for the try. The gluttonous points
accumulator added the conversion for 33-15.

Hetherington tried to rally his troops with a wonderful kick and collect, but the visitors were superbly turned over in the Sutton
22. Replacement Matt Whitaker made a powerful break, ably supported by Adam Bibby, and yet again, Freddy Bunting was the
man in the right place at the right time to collect his second try of the afternoon. The conversion failed, but the 38-15 lead
appeared to be unassailable.

Approaching the final quarter, the Black & Whites cut loose, and Adam Bibby was at the centre of some of their best running
rugby of the season so far. The NZ centre has won plaudits for his exceptional defensive qualities all campaign and has become an
increasing attacking threat as each week goes by, but in this match, he was exceptional.

With a perfectly timed and angled run, he sliced through the defence, and a delightful dummy saw him cruise through to score his
second. Freddy Bunting advanced his personal account, and Sutton led 45-15.

From the restart, Sutton attempted some champagne rugby from near their line. Sadly, the result was not a magnum of Dom
Perignon White Gold but rather a flat spritzer. Some extremely speculative long passes culminated in an isolated Angus Findlay
being put in a deep slurry pit of trouble. Ryan Chandler gratefully accepted the gift, and a joyous Dartfordians had scored their
fourth try, equating to a vital bonus point.

Though the conversion slipped narrowly wide as referee Stronge blew the final whistle, the visitors had a much-deserved
consolation as Sutton & Epsom won a highly entertaining match 59-20.

Once again, there is no league action next week, and the programme returns on 1st March with the Black & Whites heading to
Thurrock. Meanwhile, Dartfordians will host Gravesend in a pivotal match in their fight for survival.

Sutton & Epsom:
O’Brien, Scott, Bibby, Bunting (C), Lennard, Munford, Johnson, Lennie, Boaden, Glanville, McTaggart, Jones, Tame & Hegarty.
Replacements: Howes, Whitaker and Rea.

Dartfordians:

Scott, Cappuccio, Taylor J, Nichols, Soler-Gomez, Hetherington, Chappell, Garrett, Sweeney, Chapman, Tuffley, Potter, Williams,
Chandler & Wright.

Replacements: Hooban, Taylor M. & Ola.
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