Sunday February 13 2011  

The A’s took on Bishop’s Stortford away on a puggy pitch in a league match both teams were keen to win to avoid the relegation battle awaiting the loser in the last two rounds. And the omens were not favourable for the Harpenden boys when from the kickoff handling errors and forced passes that didn’t go to hand left them with their backs to their tryline defending desperately against a slick-passing Stortford unit who were prepared to use the full width of their oversized home ground.

Harps earned an early reprieve when they they were first to a ball kicked into their ingoal area but a few minutes later Stortford mounted a similar raid down the opposite flank and this time it was one of their players who won the race to get his hand on the bobbling ball for a 5-0 lead.

Soon afterwards Stortford spun the ball to the same lefthand side of the field and set up on a two-on one overlap that Harpenden’s lone defender was unable to thwart, and with as many minutes gone the home team led 12-0.

Having fallen two scores behind Harpenden finally settled to their work. For the next five minutes or so they enjoyed a good period of play down in Stortford’s half of the field, with Chris in particular standing out for his work on the ball and in effecting a thumping tackle that stopped a Stortford counterattack dead.

However, Harpenden didn’t manage to capitalise on their good field position and when Stortford won a penalty they used the wind to put the ball deep into Harpenden’s 22. Then from a scrum 10 metres out Stortford rapidly worked the ball to their right winger who outsped the cover defence to score wide out. The conversion was good and with 25 minutes gone the home team led 19-0.

A few minutes later they made their lead almost insurmountable and in heartbreaking fashion for Harpenden. The visitors were pressing hard deep into Stortford territory when a pass that was aimed at setting one of their players clear down the left flank was intercepted by the Stortford centre who raced 70 metres to touch down and ensure his team went into the break with a 26-point advantage.

Immediately after the restart Harpenden enjoyed their best spell of the match and raised hopes of a famous comeback. In the first instance they did it through an outstanding piece of defence by fullback Murray, who pulled off the tackle that had to be made after Stortford’s inside centre had had sliced through and looked odds-on to score.

Soon afterwards a Harpenden penalty was belted into Stortford’s 22 by Tim and Harpenden set about giving their opponents some of their own medicine. First Harvey crashed the ball up before offloading to Tim, whose deft flick-on found Ed P in a bit of space on the left. Ed drew and passed beautifully to give Murray a sight of the tryline and the fullback outstripped the defence to dot down wide out. Tim conversion split the posts and at 7-26 down Stortford’s lead suddenly didn’t look so formidable.

Had Harpenden been the next to score things might have got interesting, because Stortford looked to have gone off the boil somewhat. But after a prolonged period on attack Harpenden’s hands again let them down and again Stortford made the most of the turnover. From a midfield scrum they spun the ball quickly to their left winger who bounced off the last defender to cross for the try. The conversion flew true once more and with about 15 minutes to go Harpenden again trailed by 26 points.

Stortford threatened to increase their lead shortly afterwards but another trysaving tackle, this time by Sam, denied them. Harpenden finished strongly, spending most of the remainder of the match in Stortford’s half, but they were unable to penetrate the home team’s well-organised defence and trailed 7-33 when the final whistle blew.

Harpenden have two league games remaining, against Teddington and Old Albanians, and probably need to win at least one of them if they are to avoid relegation.

