HRFC Under 11’s Tring Festival Report

First game was against Bicester, who gave us a bit of a surprise last year by being tougher to beat than they should have been, so we got the players all fired up for the first game to avoid our traditional slow start.  Thankfully it worked, and it turned into a bit of a demolition job with HRFC completely dominating play from start to finish and making sure Bicester didn't see much possession at all. I didn't get to use up all the fingers on one hand counting the number of times they had possession other than at the restarts.  The forwards had Bicester under the cosh, and stole all the lineouts and won all the scrums, even the Bicester put ins, which gave the backs a magnificent platform to run off, which they did with great gusto.  Bicester didn't give up though and the tackles from them were ferocious, but HRFC played some stunning rugby and we came out at least 6-0 victors, although some accounts had it as 7-0.

The second game against Hertford was always going to be tough.  The pitches were still very firm despite some earlier rain, which suits the Hertford style of fast running rugby, and we knew that the Hertford we had beaten at home on a very damp and muddy pitch fairly recently, was not going to be the same Hertford back to full strength on a hard pitch.  The game pretty much turned out exactly as expected, with both teams surging back and forth toward each other's try lines, but incredible defence from both teams holding out and preventing the tries being scored.  I'd like to think HRFC spent more time camped out in the Hertford half and closer to their try line.  With the slope on the pitch we were playing on, all the teams that won the toss elected to play their first half uphill to get it over and done with, on the theory that the downhill was worth at least 1 try.  Hertford won the toss and elected to do just that, and so when we ended the first half without a try we knew it was going to be a very long and hard 7 minutes of second half to keep them from scoring.  The HRFC lads however, showed their true grit against old foes, and put in tackle after tackle, kept the defensive line, and kept Hertford's best attempts at bay.  Even better, we managed to get and keep a lot of possession and made more than a few forays into the Hertford half at the top end of the pitch.  Eventually, after that long 7 minutes of heroic defending, we were still 0-0 and down to the last play of the match off a scrum just inside the Hertford half.  Just a quick word about the scrummaging: Hertford were probably the toughest pack of forwards we played in the tournament, and their loosehead prop was incredible, causing the HRFC front row all kinds of problems.  Even though we didn't lose any of our own scrums, it was not the walkover we'd had against Bicester, and it took us a good few scrums before our front row got mad and decided they'd had enough, at which point it got even more physical up front and turned into a contest within a contest, with André and Ed (the Hertford loosehead) getting to know each other a lot better!  Off the last scrum of the came a few mauls and rucks and at last, in the dying moments of the match, Joe managed to crash across the try line with the ball for us, taking a big knock to the head in the process, but ultimately securing the win for us.  Joe eventually ended up sitting out the next few games, so hard was the knock.

Next up were Fullerians.  In keeping with tradition, they fielded a fairly lumpy side with some big lads (it must be something in the water down there!), and so it was a fairly physical game up front and in the contact area, and we struggled to contain them at the breakdown a lot of the time.  Probably not our best game by a long stretch, but despite this, we managed to come out 3-0 winners of this encounter.

Our fourth game was the one we had actually come to the festival for.  Our long-time rivals from down the road clearly had the drubbing they dished out to us earlier in the season firmly in mind, and despite having had a luck-lustre campaign in the festival so far having battled against Hertford and not been their best against their other opposition up to that point, despite that they had saved their best for us, and came out all guns blazing.  Where the Hertford game had been extremely physical, especially up front, this game turned into a something a lot faster with lots of running and passing and rucking and mauling with (mostly) quick ball from both sides.  The set pieces were fairly evenly matched, although we had better control of the scrums I thought (compared to the Hertford game).  We had elected to play the first half uphill, and it was really hard work, with the lads blowing hard after some of the contacts.  About 5 minutes into the first half, someone popped their tighthead prop the ball and he came thundering toward our try line, thankfully felled before he could reach it by Freddie.  In the ensuing ruck with most of the HRFC forwards thundering back in the opposite direction to clear the ball out, their prop unfortunately managed to get his knee under one of our forward's boots, and the game was halted for a long long time whilst we first had to hunt down a medic and then find a ambulance and get the poor fellow loaded in and the ambulance off the pitch.  It was pretty cold and quite a lot of work to keep everyone occupied whilst this was happening.
The game finally got going again, with us managing to hold out the OA's lads for the remainder of the 1st half.
The second half of the game continued much along the same lines, although with us going downhill now, we were making more frequent excursions very close to the OA's try line, thwarted only by stellar defence on their part.  The try came from a good forwards move which sucked in huge swathes of OA's defenders and opened up a gap to finally penetrate the OA's defence and score a try.  The game ended with us the winners at 1-0

Last game of the pool stages was against Tring B.  The boys knew this was going to be slightly less of a challenge and so it proved, with us scoring tries in both halves, both up and down the pitch.  Tring B put up a fight though, so it was not all one-way traffic, and we did have to work quite hard for our win.  HRFC took this one 5-0.

So, at the end of the pool stages we had scored at least 15 tries and conceded none, despite the two very tough games against Hertford and OA's.

In the other pool, Welwyn had pretty much had it their way, despite having to work quite hard for their wins.  I didn't get all the scores, but I heard they won their first game against Tring A 4-0.  Interestingly, I also heard that they had drawn their match against Chinnor, which was quite interesting.  I didn't manage to get confirmation of their results though, so could be mistaken.

So in the end it was a bit like déjà vu again, with a Welwyn - HRFC final, and it turned into an epic battle, just as expected.  We were truly matched in all aspects of the game, with both sides putting in massive hits and hard running.  Our defence held firm for the first half.
Battle resumed in the second half, with us playing downhill and hoping to capitalise on this, but sadly we leaked a try to them despite our best efforts and some heroic defence.  Unfortunately most of our pack had been involved in a big maul with a lot of their backs, which left our backs to defend against a fair chunk of the Welwyn pack, and our cavalry just not being able to make it to the next breakdown in time to prevent what was admittedly a fine try by Welwyn, and the only try scored against us the entire festival.  HRFC lads fought back hard though, making numerous assaults on the Welwyn line, but tired legs meant that the forwards were just not making it up in support as fast as required leaving our backs very exposed and unable to finish their moves, and sadly we lost this one to Welwyn again.

As expected the lads were devastated, but we should encourage them to hold their heads up high: getting to that final without conceding a try is testament enough to their commitment and pride, and the coaches could not have asked for more than that.  We were indeed very very proud of the boys for what they did, and we need to remind them that we didn't lose that final: Welwyn won it.  We didn't once give up trying, which is what is important.  Its not that we lost, it’s that we didn't lose without fighting to the very end and NEVER giving up.

Being second in the county may not be as good as being first, but it’s still not an achievement to be sneezed at.

We look forward to meeting a lot of these teams again over the next few weekends, for some more great rugby.

