Under 8s County Festival Champions!

On Sunday the Under 8s competed in the County Festival at Bishop Stortford. The weather and pitch conditions were perfect for running rugby.
A Team. County Champions! Cup shared with Bishop Stortford

The A Team had looked at the draw and fancied their group as there were no OAs, Hertford or Hemel. However there was no sign of complacency as they opened with a 9-1 win over Letchworth, and followed up with an 8-4 win over Watford and finally an 8-5 win over Chess Valley (having come back from a slightly shaky start). Going forward the lads were electric - breaking the opposition line at will and, in defence, turned the ball over more than once on the 7th tag rule against each group opponent. The Letchworth coach questioned what we had done to the lads  -  it was a valid question because these lads had clearly taken a large step forward in all aspects of their game but particularly their teamwork.
We knew that if we won our group, we were likely to face Hemel in the Semis and that is precisiely what happened. We had not beaten Hemel before and they had trounced us in the opening group game last year, before going on to win the festival. So to beat them in the semis here 6-5 was particularly sweet and the lads were as happy as if they had won the final. It was a well-earned and impressive victory and probably our most complete performance of the day. Turning Hemel over on the 7th tag rule more than once is no mean feat.
And so to the final – this was very new but exciting territory and there were no OAs or Hertford who did not get out of their respective groups. The lads were so keen that they had to be kept off the pitch! The final against Stortford was a great match with plenty of controversy as well as plenty of good play by both sides. Stortford were the first side to turn us over on the 7th tag rule but we had our noses ahead from the start and could have been clear if decisions had gone our way. Time was extended for unfortunate penalties to be played out by Stortford and one of their lads dived in to “score” and equalise. No criticism of the ref though; it was too good a game for that and coaches and organisers agreed honours should be shared.
It would be completely wrong to pick out individual players for praise; the As had a 10-man squad and each of them played their part in full throughout the day.  It was a brilliant day for the U8s squad as a whole completing, for some, 4 seasons of Tag Rugby. It was a fantastic way to go out. The belts and tags were thrown high and there are photos to prove it!
B Team. Competed in the Plate eventually shared by Bishop Stortford & Letchwort

The B Team went into the competition with high hopes.  They have been a strong side all season with some excellent taggers and dangerous pacy runners.

The draw threw the boys into a really difficult group, where they played three A teams and only one B team.

First up was Verulamians.  The game gave our boys an early taste of what contact will be like next year, when they tried to run straight through our players.  The boys did really well, keeping their nerve and not letting it put them off.  Our game plan of getting the ball out wide proved difficult to put into practice.  But the lads defended well, with strong tagging throughout the side, particularly in the second half.  In what was a surprisingly low scoring game, we were pipped with a controversial “score” on the final play of the game, to lose 2-3.

We then moved on to play Tabard.  The lads managed to find space out wide and were rewarded with a handsome 6-2 victory.  Again, some excellent defending.  Two of the tries were amongst the most spectacular individual efforts we have seen all season.

With spirits high, the boys then played Stevenage Town knowing that a victory would keep our hopes of qualification for the semis alive.  Alas, it was not to be.  Too many turnovers in a tight game ended with a hard fought 6-7 loss.

By this time, the boys knew that they would not qualify.  To their credit, they still gave everything in their final game against Hitchin, which happened to be against the only other B team they played.  They signed off their final game of tag with a 4-4 draw against another strong side.

Although the boys left the competition with a record of W1, L2, D1, the try count was 18-16 in their favour.  They did not let their heads drop, tagged hard and ran right up until the end.  It was perhaps a shame that they were drawn against four very strong sides.  With the games they lost being as tight as they were, on another day they would have progressed to the semis.  What stood out was their spirit on the pitch – none of their heads dropped, and they played strongly right to the final whistle.  That attitude and the teamwork they displayed at times, should stand them in good stead for the transition to contact next year.  

The Bs can look back with some pride at some excellent performances during their seasons of Tag rugby, which have made their coaches proud.  Well done!

C Team. Competed in the Shield eventually won by Hitchin

Pool stage - won 1 (beat Hertford by 1 try in a very exciting game), lost 2 (comfortably lost to a very good OAs side in the opening game as we struggled to get going first half and 8-5 to Hitchin in the second match - we lost the first half but won the second half...)

 

The 5th place playoff was drawn 6 each and so the Cs finished equal fifth out of 8 teams.
 

The Cs had to play with a depleted squad and had no subs in the first game and only one sub for the other games but all the lads played really well and ran their socks off.  Not one of them came off at the end of each game without having given their all. It was a great effort. 
Having started somewhat cold against OAs the Cs got better and better through the day and did themselves and the squad proud.

The County festival marked the sign-off by this squad of their Tag rugby days at HRFC. To have taken their first piece of silverware here was great timing and a credit to the entire squad who had trained and played with and against each other over many Sundays. In this way each of the lads in the squad has contributed to the As success at Stortford and the coaches hope to build on that for next season and beyond. Thanks to the U8s parents and U7s coaches and parents who provided the lads with fantastic support throughout the day and particularly in the final. Never to be forgotten.
