Sunday February 27 2011  

A mixed team of A and B squad players hosted a similarly composed team from Finchley in a friendly held on a puggy pitch that bogged both teams down and made for a higher-than-usual error rate.

The game was divided into three 20-minute spells and the first period, when the Harps A team was fielded, was a forgettable mistake-ridden affair for all but the final few minutes when, having survived a period of Finchley pressure near their own goal line, the home team broke out.

The charge was led by three of their biggest forwards, Chris, Ed and Raj, and took Harpenden to within a few metres of Finchley’s try line, where the visitors conceded a penalty. Harpenden tapped the ball and promptly knocked on, but Finchley hadn’t retired the required distance and from the second tap Ed managed to force his way over and give Harpenden a narrow lead at the turnaround.

The core of the A team was then joined by six players from the B’s and again everyone took time to warm to their work, a task made harder by Finchley’s forwards rucking and mauling vigorously.

Eventually Finchley worked they way deep into Harpenden’s red zone and despite some sterling defence – in particular from Mark N, Harry E and Chris – the pressure began to tell. After a series of tap penalties close to Harpenden’s line the Finchley forwards managed to breach it and even the scores.

It wasn’t long before the visitors set up camp on Harpenden’s line again and again they were able to wrest a penalty from Harpenden’s defenders just a few metres from the tryline. Finchley’s forwards again took the initiative, their flanker carrying to within a metre of the line before he was propelled across it by the rest of his pack. Although the try was scored in a handy position, conversions were hard to come by with boots and ball both being mud encrusted, and Finchley had to settle for a 10-5 lead.

They looked set to increase it almost immediately after the restart but a series of good tackles and then a crucial steal by Harry H allowed Harpenden to hold them out till the whistle blew to signal another break.

Six more B players took the field for the final third of the game but before they could become acclimatised Finchley had Harps’ backs to the wall. Once more they left it to their forwards to do the damage and they duly powered their way over the line for a 15-5 lead.

Harpenden then mounted an attack of their own but the promising move broke down owing to another ruck turnover and Finchley’s flyhalf broke clear down the left hand touchline. He evaded a couple of would-be tacklers and looked set to score before being floored by Harvey’s typically full-on cover defence. However, it came to naught as Finchley managed to retain the ball and cross in the corner for a 20-5 lead.

Harpenden refused to throw in the towel, though, and ended up having the last say. Runs by Chris and Harvey, two of their team’s standout players, gave Harps an attacking platform from which Bryn L looked a chance to score, only to be stopped a metre or so short by some last-ditch Finchley defence. Bryn didn’t have to wait long to ease his disappointment however, receiving the ball in space on the left a minute or so later and winning the race to the tryline against Finchley’s cover defence for a final scoreline of 10-20.

