2009 / 2010 Season

Yardley 46 - Barton 0 - 10th April 2010
Heads were down from the start. We knew to stay alive we had to beat Yardley and hope that Rugeley lost. In the end it was the reverse and subconsciously many of us knew Rugeley's recent form was startling and they would likely win and make the Yardley contest moot. We looked everywhere for inspiration but could only find high sugar content confectionery, even though Rachel dug deep.


Yardley scored a lot of points and could have (should have) scored more as their backs were well drilled in timing and lines of running. Barton's backs were well drilled in tracking and tackling which snuffed our much of the attack but it was the set piece play that made life difficult for those in the red & white quarters. Our scrums were always under pressure and Quidditch saw only 50% of his put ins arrive at Jonny's feet and those he did see were moving backwards at pace. Our lineout throwing and timing worked fine for the first ten minutes then Yardley worked out a spoiling plan and we struggled from then on. Sad because it meant we were often robbed of our own possession and deep penalties were often run instead of taking a lineout further downfield.
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We saw some fine performances. Louie struggled at full back due to his Jody-inflicted training injury, and came off for Iain Cox, putting Ben Waldron at full back. When he switched with Birdy later, we saw some great straight lines of running from the big centre, and you could see Wooly, Carvell and Forster drool with anticipation as the gain line was always breached and space created. We just need to practice timing and support lines (and probably an earlier pass from Ben) and lots of space will open up - it was that close.
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Daz Mitchell had a sterling game and often found himself in the loose, at speed, in possession. You can see the training drummed into him because he never looked for gaps or opposition but always glanced left and right looking for support. Our Tuesday training however did not encourage people running off Daz like this and he rarely had a Blokko / Cliffy / Priditch type character on his shoulder as often as we would have liked. His game ended as a scrum collapsed and neatly folded his big toe round to his heel. Nice.
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We saw a lot of forwards running with the ball; and securely too. Huddy sails low in the water at the best of times and is hard to stop as a result. Notice children, in these photos how the ball is carried in both hands. Birdy too had some good runs and we were pleased to see more cultured kicking from hand today.
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Coxy found a lot of space and support but Wooly didn't, as he was seen as the danger man and Yardley shut him down.

[image: image8.jpg]



[image: image9.jpg]



[image: image10.jpg]



[image: image11.jpg]



Big Jimmy G relished the open spaces and although out of shot, the terrified look on the winger's face as Jimmy bore down on him was worth travelling into Birmingham to see.

Our forwards had a good game ; Bayley was always at the breakdown despite being illegally lifted in every one of our scrums, and Mikey B struggled manfully through the first half before the blonde shocks of Dale Coaster graced the field. Malcolm Gale tried to get in as many of Bill Scrogg's photos as he could but photshop is a marvellous device.

But for me the memory of the match was Jonny Simons' hand off of both flankers. It was great to see and the whole team stopping to reflect on one of those "Ooooh" moments, but I would have preferred if they had run on in support of our number 8.

 But in the end we didn't score any points, and on reflection our season has been one of "Opposition Awe". When we play teams we know (Eccleshall, Essington, Cannock and Rugeley) we play very well because we know we can beat them but against "new" teams (Cleobury, Yardley, Harborne, St Leonards) we stand off and play as is we don't deserve to be in their league.

What grates me is that next year we will be two leagues away from Eccleshall, a team who we have known for many years and who have followed us up and down the various league structures. They hold no surprises or fears for us when we take to the field but we won't see them for a while now because they had an almost perfect season only losing one game out of 16; and that was to Barton.



Barton 19 - St Leonards 20 - 27th March 2010
Thanks to Bill Scroggs for the photos and the match report;

A fine spring afternoon and a small crowd witness what has to said, a close game apart from the final score!
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Cleobury come out of the blocks faster than Linford Christie (lunch box included) with a converted try within 90 seconds of the start! We chase another game.....
 
Huff and Puff, lots of it, with lots of close up and down play which unfortunately ends up with Cleobury converting a penalty 0-10. Barton react well, and bring the game into their 22, a good close passage of play and a try to us on the right wing.....YES!!!!!......er....No......forward pass, it's tight but right from the ref! We push on but to no avail, another long penalty convertion from Cleobury and we find ourselves 0-13 down at half time.
 
2nd half, still in it and still believing we can turn this around but Cleobury (Linford Christie) is out of the blocks again, resolute defending but a converted try and another converted penalty and we're 0-20 down, unfair, cruel, annoying but true. We play well but loose too many rucks, scrums and lineouts....
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While the scrums are difficult, the lineouts start to come good and we start to win good ball at the breakdowns to the point where we're close to scoring on the left with a two man overlap but someone in the ranks appeals for a penalty and the ref stops play and gives a penalty, a missed kick.......minutes later the same scenario but no one appeals, Birdy powers inside, sucks in the defence and gives Jody the job of powering through the fullback for a try....5-20
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Birdy attempts what has to be said, a martial arts/Bruce Lee inspired long conversion and........misses.
 
Cleobury come again, try, conversion, penalty conversion and we're lookng down the barrel of a 5-30 scoreline. But yet another show of difiance from the Bars replying with a well worked try on the right wing this time from a diving Wooly with just minutes to go....10-30.....
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This time a Teeless Birdy decides to kick off Rowies fingertips (he really did earn his Barton man of the match!!) and a miss again at long range.
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This has been a tough encounter, with Cleobury scoring another try on the right wing with seconds to go and shortly after not converting the try, it's all over, the 'fat lady' has arrived and she is singing like a goodun!! 10-35..........
 
The team played well today, some errors still need to be ironed out, the fumbling has almost gone and we are winning breakdown ball at last but we need to calm down a bit, kick for touch at penalties and appeal less and play the advantage. I hold my hands up to say it always looks easier from the touchline, the boys know what they have to do next week at Yardley, Rugeley can do what they want, we HAVE TO WIN next week due to this weeks unbelievable result they've had against Essington!!! and worry about the outcome later..... it might be out of our hands but the 'big fat end of season lady' aint singing yet............COME ON  BARS!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 



Barton 19 - St Leonards 20 - 27th March 2010
It started off so well. We had possession, we had territory, we had a penalty in their 22 in the first ten minutes. We missed. St Leonards had a penalty soon after on the half way mark but their usually reliable captain's boot missed and a strange afternoon of stand off wobbles took place.

It took a little while but eventually we composed ourselves and put Wooly over in the far corner for our first points.  St Leonards had already scored but failed to convert, however Birdy put over a difficult touchline conversion and we were ahead. Just.
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Our scrummages were solid, then started to slip and apart from the first quarter Tabs and Quidditch were always moving backwards on the odd occasion when we won our own ball. 
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The lineouts were not much better and although the timing was great, Craig struggled with the distance and direction and so we could not rely on winning our own lineout, and risked losing ball or having another scrum; and losing ball. This ruffled Bird even more as he could not kick for touch from penalties with any confidence and between him and Maxwell they had to keep the ball infield most of the game.

[image: image24.jpg]@




Jamie played well at inside centre and had a new Louie behind him rampaging at fullback. Louie was solid under the high ball and was not afraid to run it back and take contact (well that's an understatement), knowing he had Wooly and a very impressive Tim Forster on the wings. Jonny Simons filled in at 13 due to the plethora of back row players available this week. Bird and Maxwell need to play more together in the 10-12 role as their lines of running and depths of play are not familiar to each other yet, and Jonny ended up with scraps a lot of the time.
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Deano came on for an injured Mikey B just after half time, and the score improved to 14-8 thanks to a rumbling drive where Wooly and Bayley ably supported the fresh thruster leg of Fradgley to allow him his first top level try for the club. Tolley wasn't refereeing so the score stood and the game was evenly matched - we had two converted tries against one unconverted try and a penalty.

The scrum half tussle continued and Iain Cox came on for the last 15 minutes, arguing for 14 minutes and 30 seconds, but avoided a yellow card !!
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Daz Mitchell came on to shore up the pack and had a good run around with kiwi Mark  who as you can see from the photo were the only people looking likely to come to Coxy's aid. They are new though and so will soon learn...
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St Leonards scored a try in the near corner after we fell asleep when a penalty was awarded in our 22 and we were sure they would kick it. We should have known their stand off was having a lousy day with the boot and so a quick tap and go and they were over in the corner. The conversion kick was awry and so it was 14-13 to us but by now we were starting to get stressed. 

Then there were two major chances. Louie took a ball in our half and ran it straight back. Yet again he had Wooly screaming up on the outside and like a true centre, Louie straightened up, drew the full back and didn't pass ! The full back made the tackle and couldn't believe he also had the ball. Our back row were so surprised that they weren't there and the ball was turned over and hoofed into touch.

Five minutes later and Wooly took a wayward clearance from their 5 yard line and ran it from halfway. Seeing the full back well out of position he chipped and went. Look at the expectation written on the faces of the crowd as we watch the ball drift a little too far and for the covering winger to tough the ball dead. We breathed again.

And then the cruel blow was dealt. After many skewed crossfield kicks, St Leonards cashed in all their lucky chips and saw a crossfield kick bounce favourably but well behind the storming winger who somehow managed to collect the ball without breaking stride and scoot past a disbelieving Tim Forster to score under the posts.

The conversion was made and the scoreline sat at 14-20 for the last 10 minutes.

We kept up the pressure and after what seemed to be an eternity in their 22 we saw some nice moves in the backs, leading to a nice line from man of the match Maxwell to crash over and score.
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19-20 ! Would BIrdy make the conversion ? Nick Rigby, an expert of pressure kicking went over to offer guidance and advice, in a Neil Jenkins-esque fashion but without water bottles, however it was in vain as the kick fell short.
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We struggled on but could not get into a position where we could force a penalty or position a drop goal and the match came to and end with a one point difference. The fireworks were put away for another week, the sticky chocolate covered fingers were wiped on someone else's sleeve and we wondered what could have been.

 So Rugeley lost to Cannock this week and so any of Barton, Rugeley or St Leonards could go down this season. We have Cleobury at home next week which is crucial as the season finale is away at a strong Yardley. Rugeley have two home games against a strong Essington and then Cleobury, whilst St Leonards have a home game against Cannock to round out their season.

It is simple. If we win at home against Cleobury and away at Yardley we are definitely safe. If we lose either of these games then we have to hope Rugeley lose one, or St Leonards lose.

If we lose both games then we have to hope Rugeley lose both of theirs too.

So here's the perfect scenario. We beat Cleobury at home on Saturday and Rugeley lose to Essington. We therefore move above St Leonards in the table, and Rugeley then can only come last. The nightmare scenario is a loss to Cleobury and a win for Rugeley. We go to the bottom of the table on points difference and have to pray to the gods for Cleobury (who must have been good to beat us at home) to do the same at Rugeley. You know what to do. See you at training.....



Cannock 31 - Barton 5 - 13th March 2010
Cannock's latest strategy has been simple. Play downhill (preferably in the first half) with the wind behind you, get it wide and score points. Uphill, keep it tight in the forwards and use whatever methods you need to upset the opposition (remember Gavin ?). This latest strategy has worked well for the Blue & yellows but after 15 years we should all have realised how they play.
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With a strong wind, a feisty quick scrum half and flankers who were never bound properly, Cannock ran up 24 points in the first (downhill for them) half. Our scrums did well against a huge Cannock tight five, but Simons and Quidditch did not have an easy day at the office when it was our put in. Despite this, our forwards played well with young Jessel making a number of fine runs, and Jimmy G was everywhere. The lineouts were sound, with some excellent throws from Hudson but the strong wind upset both sides and scrummaging was the order of the day.

Running downhill in the second half, we chose to chase the points and chose to tap and go for three easy penalty kicks, which with hindsight would have kept our scoreboard ticking over. Cannock never looked like scoring and all the possession and territory was at the bottom end, much like the first half, but the difference was we were not able to capitalise on the pressure.
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Rowe scored our only points from a charge down in their 5 yard area but our haste to rack up more points caused us to take risks, and we were punished. Cannock were very good at the breakdown and despite Barton having most of the territory and possession, when the play was in the loose, Cannock were able to slow us down or turnover ball far too easily The frustrating thing was to see how we controlled the game (where we played, how we played), and to see the threat from their two wingers snuffed out so easily (great work at 14 Bloxham), and Cannock had no option but to play what was in front of them i.e. what we allowed them to have. They didn't really make any chances; they just took the ones we gave them.

We had a lot of opportunities that in other games would have converted to many points. Pritchard and Woolston linked up well and Perkins' game was far better in the second half than the first as he was able to eliminate any threat from their tired full back.  [image: image38.jpg]


 
[image: image39.jpg]



[image: image40.jpg]



[image: image41.jpg]



Ben's straight unhurried lines of running at inside centre gave Birdy options and as you would expect Cliffy, Simons and Mikey B were always there. Tom Robinson made a welcome return to the front row and showed how to protect the ball carrier on the floor but the two big Cannock locks were always going to make their presence felt at the breakdown.
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Mark came on for an injured Jessel and Mike came on for Pritch, and we kept our shape despite having many people out of position. We found a lot more space when Cannock replaced their stand off partnership, and our new found freedom generated a little niggle from the home side which occupied the referee and took away much of our momentum.
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We have a week off then two important home games against opposition we can easily beat.

The local supporters had worked out the mathematics of league positions and suggested it was still theoretically possible for Barton to finish bottom and Cannock to be second from top; neither are likely, and we certainly won't be bottom because I know a few things;

1. We have a very strong, fit, skilful side

2. We play well when we don't rush the game.

3. We struggle to recycle the ball from rucks and mauls.

4. We score lots of points when we have clean ball.

Because of 1 and 2, we can fix 3 at the next four training sessions, and enjoy the results of 4. 



Rugeley 15 - Barton 29 - 6th March 2010
No photos, no match report, only a quote from Quidditch.



Barton 11 - Essington 19- 27th February 2010
The pitch was waterlogged so we tramped off to the school for what was always going to be a difficult match. With Old Griffs leaving the league we were squarely on the bottom and Essington were vying for promotion in second place. We had been ravaged by injuries, holidays and the England v Ireland draw and put out a scratch team after raiding the second team to such an extent that they couldn't fulfil their fixture (thanks tho' guys).

We had Tom Robinson, Daz and Cliffy in the front row and they did a great job against an Essington pack who haven't changed in years.
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Our first points were scored from a good bit of work from the forwards, started by Daz and finished by captain Simons, although Polly tried to tell me he was "instrumental" in getting the points on the board. 
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Birdy missed the conversion so with Essington's impressive stand off converting three penalty chances we were well in contention at half time with a 9-5 score and one man up due to a yellow card for Essington. 
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Our lineouts were not as good as they have been and we lost key possession on a number of occasions which seemed to demoralise our forwards, especially after they had bossed about the loose.

[image: image47.jpg]




 INCLUDEPICTURE "../My%20Webs/myweb/ess1.jpg" \* MERGEFORMAT [image: image48.jpg]



In attack we struggled to make things happen and it was some fortunate tackling that kept our backs at bay. Charlie Johnson had a great game on the wing and showed great tenacity  against an opposite number twice his size ;
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We were well organised in defence and managed to stifle Essington, and despite having players like Jamie and Daz returning after injury we were still there in numbers when it mattered. Essington's season has been quite boring - average score 18 for 9 against, but it has proved to be effective.
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Their two tries in the second half knocked the wind out of our sails and despite bringing on Mitch and Matt Evans for Charlie and Mikey B we couldn't get the victory that we deserved.

Next week's match at Rugeley and the home game against St Leonards later in the month are critical games for our survival.

 



Barton turned up - Old Griffs didn't - 20th February 2010
Space for comments............ 



Harborne 24 - Barton 0 - 13th February 2010                   (thanks to Bill Scroggs for the photos and the report)
Another cold grey wet Saturday afternoon in February, perfect for rugby! If only 5 team members had known the way to Birmingham then a proper pre-match routine might have settled early nerves..
 
It was not to be, an early try by Harbourne and we were chasing another game.
 
Most of the first half was full of handling errors and missed opportunities by both sides.
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Barton needed to capitalize but didn't. It was tight, it was frustrating, it was cold, it was raining, there was too much kick and fumble and more lost opportunities and handling errors in the backs but it was a much improved resolve from the Bars, alas, the score remained 0-5 at the break.
 
Second half, we have to keep things tight, handle the ball better and create movement in the backs, the forwards are doing well, winning scrums and lineouts.
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But the fumbling errors at the ruck start to creep in..... and disaster, 2 quick tries from Harbourne and a conversion as they begin to run, pass and support in the backs 0-17. It hurts to watch this team of students handle so well, how we must learn from them, and quickly, to avoid the drop!
 
Then a good spell from the Bars, good possession inside their 22 and a score is in the offing, can we get back into this match, the signs start to look good.
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Until....... Harbourne find their form and run away with another try under the posts which is easily converted 0-24.
 
Subs come on for both teams to the extent where an Injury forces Barton to play 14, not good we think, but to their renewed resolve and determination to not go down without a fight, we fought back, Harbourne clearly had the game won but Barton would not roll over and credit to them, they encamped themselves in Harbourne's 22 for the last 10 minutes, a string of 4 penalties at the 10 meter line, we took scrum instead, quick ball and more pressure from us, resolute defending from them and the extra man counted as we failed to get that killer pass and extra support to cross their goal line....

0-24, but signs that we are over the worst of defeats, a big match next week, we must use the positives in this match to go on....
the referee this week was excellent, probably the best I've seen in a long time and those type go unnoticed, he deserves a mention.


St Leonards 32 - Barton 10 - 6th February 2010
Martin Johnson and Warren Gatland watched the St Leonards v Barton clash with interest via satellite link yesterday. Like the subsequent encounter at Twickenham, it was a game of two periods; St Leonards took greater advantage of the new law interpretations than Barton, and ended the first half 20-5 up. Wooly managed to skip round the outside of his opposite number to score in the corner but for most of the match the St Leonards wing managed to shepherd Wooly into touch, until about the last 15 minutes when we saw much greater freedom in the backs. 

The second half was much better and our fitness levels were high meaning we didn't use all of our subs and kept replacements till late in the game, but we dominated the second half, even the scoreline suggests otherwise.

Our set pieces worked much better but until we get a decent number of people down to train midweek we will never get back to our league winning ways, and our tackling / rucking techniques are those honed from touch rugby, and as a result Coxy got slow ball (if at all) from second and third phases.

The lineouts were much better and we stole the odd ball.....
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but it was the scrummaging I liked. We pushed St Leonards at will and we would have had much more possession if the referee had stuck with the old 90 degree law instead of this new 180 degree law that he was interpreting. Look at the body positions.........
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To see the opposition number 8 pick the ball up and have to run backwards to make ground was a novelty for most of us, and it is credit to the front rows of both teams that they kept themselves safe. Granty had a solid game at full back - always safe under the high ball, well positioned and he calmly sidestepped the marauding chasers, creating time for nice clearances. Ed Jessel and Matt Bayley saw a lot of the ball but as one of the St Leo Chairman said, "You have a team of people who want to run with the ball, but none who want to ruck". Harsh, but not too far from the truth. Here's Cliffy who does both well.....
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The backs covered a lot of ground during the match and the punctuated bursts of activity and fervour of our centres was reminiscent of the tactics adopted by a Beruit window shopper. I was going to say they ran hither and thither but my geography has never been good and I don’t know where Hither is (small Cotswolds town ?) and Thither could be in Peru for all I know, but the centres stayed in perpetual motion in a way that would have made any 18th century engineer proud. We welcomed Jamie back after a year and put him in the centre and you can see he and Birdy look the same way.......
[image: image61.jpg]it :

S




But it was the forwards who had a great game, and although Jonny Simons played well at 8 it was Bloxham who scored our second try after some good work by the forwards. 
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I feel we don’t give the forwards enough credit for the work they do. They should get more recognition for the set piece plays and the rolling, running game we see every Saturday. They should get more recognition in general. 
In football we have streets, stands and training grounds named after the great and good of their particular sport, but we don’t have anything like that in our game. We have the Brian Clough way between Derby and Nottingham but no Brian Moore way between Bath and Gloucester.
In order to honour these men of honour I think we should dedicate parts of our facilities to these men of steel. We should name the changing rooms “Bayley’s Barracks” in recognition of the armed force used by our favourite tight head. We should rename our storage facility “Cliffy’s container” as he is by far the tidiest person when storing tackle bags. We should have a second row only section of the bar (with increased headroom) and call all Italian pasta dishes Castrogiavanni as he obviously eats them all.
But we are too late. These buggers at GEC in Stafford have renamed their team after Jason, and although winning over 100 international caps probably deserves a knighthood, I think canonising him is going a bit far.


Eccleshall 30 - Barton 3 - 23rd January 2010
Oh dear. And it started so well too. We were organised, calm, controlled and when the first ten minutes of pressure which was all in Eccy's half led to a penalty, Birdy slotted it straight through the middle. Lovely. 
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Then the wheels came off. 
Eccleshall have only lost one game out of nine this season and that was against the glorious Barton under Needwood, so we know we are fit and deserve to be in this league, but the lack of matches showed. We lost every single lineout in the rest of the first half, and some of the scrums too and Eccleshall didn't fare much better. They made some howling errors, but we did not punish them for it and they did not lose composure when luck was against them. 
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However luck was against Barton. Eccy's number 8 had a good game and decided to take a quick free kick from behind the scrum but our Coxy was having none of this and got in his way. The referee who was two feet away assessed this as cynical and Iain gathered another yellow card for his vast collection. A quick re-jig in the backs was required but it was not enough to stop Eccy racking up 18 points in the next ten minutes. 
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Their left wing was quick but could not work out where his three quarters were going and was out of position for kicks from the stand off or passes from the centres and much of these problems were caused by the disruption from Woolston, Perkins and Forster. However he linked well with the full back when he came into the line and Dave Anderson often found himself on the back foot with both players running full pelt at him, or ending up in a foot race against the winger. Not good.
As we entered the second half, it was clear we needed to sort out our set pieces and make sure we were more assertive in the loose. The first scrum was awesome and we took that and the next three against the head. As someone who played against completely immovable Eccleshall packs of the late 1990s it brought a tear to my eye and I was so proud of our boys. 
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The front row of Dave Jessel, Giles and Bayley did well and Craig Hudson filled in nicely when Bayley came off. This foundation then gave our backs some freedom to run with the ball. Pritch showed that he is the strongest inside centre in our league, and although running into the line from full back in this game, he always took two opposing tacklers with him. 
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Our three quarters should know by now that he doesn't pass before the gain line and therefore need to be behind him to ruck out the tacklers if he gets stopped or be on his shoulder when he breaks through. Sadly in a lot of cases the Eccy back row got to the breakdown before we did and the ball was either slow, turned over, or we were penalised. It's a simple thing to fix in training and the important thing is that we have already done all the hard work.
Rowe and Gardner at second row were everywhere and with a marauding back row of Cliffy, Tabs and Jonny Simons it was surprising how Eccleshall managed to control the breakdown so well. Every time any one of these guys got the ball it was at pace, on a great line and perfectly timed, and it always took two tacklers to stop the move. On the touchline we were quite excited because we could see the overlaps this created each time, but Eccy managed to slow the ball down just enough to regroup every time. Nothing clever, nothing fancy, but it extinguished our attacking options and Polly and Wooly saw little of the ball.
In the second half as Craig went on for Bayley, Charlie went on for Dave Anderson and Deano went on for Iain Cox, we had to re-jig again and we lost a little shape and leaked further points. Barton quickly sorted out their tactics and began to see some space.
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Sadly we were not able to make these count as Bird got injured and we played the rest of the half with fourteen men, and the Eccy fast boys made us pay.
The scoreline doesn't look good but playing almost 30 minutes with 14 men against a side like Eccy was always going to be hard, however what was most encouraging was the skill, technique, and composure of the Barton side. We need to get our lineouts back to the ruthlessly efficient machine that they were in the 2008/9 season, and we need to learn how to secure quick ball at the breakdown, but that's it. We don't need to mess about at touch, we don't need to worry too much about fitness, we don't need to worry about tackling but we do need to learn how to get to the second phase. 
We've a big home game against Essington next week so let's all get down to training and get the basics right. I don't want to see such sad faces at Barton again....
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We all know the terror threat in the UK has been elevated to Severe and this was on the back of the failed attempt by some clown on a Detroit flight at Christmas trying to detonate explosives hidden in his underwear, but it made me proud to see such loyalty and patriotism from Rachael as she made sure none of the Barton players were carrying explosives in their pants.
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Barton 15 - Rugeley 16 - 12th December 2009
There are no pictures of this game so I will try to paint a vista of the match on Saturday.
Due to a pre-match fixture in the Shoulder of Mutton a number of spectators arrived late wearing garish garlands courtesy of Dick Titley. Roger Shrapnel was not in town so we were by far the worst dressed, that is if you exclude the Rugeley Green & White hooped strip. It was a like a poorly made Celtic strip but not as shiny and it clearly put off their pack, as the first few scrums were Barton's irrespective of who put the ball in. Just like at Old Griffs, we had plenty of possession, all the territory but couldn't make it count.
We had Pow pow on the wing and whenever he got the ball he went looking for contact, knowing he had Matt Cox and Dave Rowe inside in the centres. Mind you having Rowie at 12 the ball was always going to be kicked but having out and out wing forwards filling the 11, 12, and 13 shirts made for an interesting afternoon. Quidditch and Bird were the half back partnership and worked well when there was clean ball. Varney had a sterling game at full back, yet again steering the defence and making sure that any suggestion at a man over was quickly quashed.
Wooly of course was on the right wing and always took a bevy of Rugeley players to stop him although it was a most unlikely individual who denied him of Barton's first points of the game. Nick Rigby had come down to enjoy this perennial encounter and ended up running touch, however he was completely unaware of the new breed of wholly partisan linesmanship seen in this league so far and had not mastered the bias that is seen at its highest form in Eccleshall and Essington. So when there was a hint of a suggestion that Wooly had gone into touch, Rigby's flag went up. Oh well. 
In true Barton spirit we soldiered on and managed to get Cliffy Morgan over the line but we all knew if Cliffy scores, Barton lose. Birdy missed the conversion but made a penalty ten minutes later and at half time we were 8-0 up. "That's not a big enough lead" the old boys told the children. The Rugeley pack were building up a head of steam and were pushing us about a bit and apart from Cliffy's try, he, Jessel, and Bayley were not their flamboyant selves, although all had a good game.
Tabs and Jonny Simons both had a scorching game but as the afternoon wore on and the touchline whisky ran out, Barton's scrums started to struggle. Simons and Quidditch did a massive job of keeping possession when the scrum was quickly moving backwards but everyone knew what had to be done. Tabs and Bloxham ran hard and fast into the opposition but the wily ex-miners knew where to dig in the dirt and either slowed our ball down or excavated it themselves. After the restart Rugeley scored a quick try and a few minutes later pulled back a penalty to level the game. We made some changes and saw Mike B come on as a blood replacement for Tabs, and Iain Cox came on for an injured Polly. The whole Cox clan was there ; Matt, Iain and Dad Stewart but like enriched Uranium, if there is a critical mass bad things happen. Matt took a nice ball from a third phase in our own half and cut back inside the way we have tried to get Birdy and Rowie to do for years, but instead of taking the contact like normal he decided to pass inside - not to our player but to the Rugeley 12 who thundered in on a lovely line to score in the corner. The try was not converted but we were worried.
Both sides were tense and with many old players on the sidelines, tales of yore were being relived, unsettled scored were being settled in the imagination, and a frisson filled the grandstands. The old Rugeley prop we love and know as Knocker eased himself up off his stool and looked like he was coming on ! Their ancient scrum half Billy did the same, but actually pulled on a shirt and came on the field and even Rigby and Mike Woolley started to get itchy feet. 
But it was Iain Cox who had the most itchy of feet as he saw a Rugeley player kill the ball by not releasing the tackler and felt a gentle rake of studs on the spine would encourage movement. The referee suggested such tactics were ineffective with such small feet, and also illegal, but instead of a red or yellow card, Iain was simply reprimanded and the penalty reversed. Iain was gutted. More than 20 minutes of play and no card ! Brother Matt offered consolation but by now play had moved off to our right wing and yet another flanker found himself free in the backs. Only the full back to beat, like a true professional he kept a straight line, drew the man inside and put a perfect pass out to Winger Wooly who was far enough away from Rigby to score easily. Birdy converted and we were15-13 up. "That's not a big enough lead" the old boys told the children.
Within a few minutes we were found to have infringed at a ruck and the Rugeley kicker put them a point ahead but very soon we were back in the half with a penalty in the middle of the field. Varney and Bird eyed each other, the posts, the trees, the flags and eventually a decision was made to tap and go. It didn't work and we never rebuilt the confidence that we could win the game.
As the whistle went it was clear what this victory meant to Rugeley who, apart from a fantastic cup campaign, were having a tough season. But we should have won that one.
Next week is away at St Leonards who managed to pip Yardley by a point.


Old Griffs 3 - Barton 38 - 28th November 2009
I could not believe we could manage to get over the opposition's try line so often and not score. This is what we saw many times in the first 20 minutes ;
[image: image77.jpg]



In this game our greatest strength, and our greatest weakness, was our mauling. We took the ball into contact and with great body positions managed to push Old Griffs all over the park. There was one problem though; we never got the ball to the back and so when the maul stopped, we lost possession. We had four (yes 4) try scoring opportunities wasted because we took the ball in and never secured it - a topic for this week's training sessions I suggest. Wooly on the right wing should have had 40 points today but the marvellously pedantic ref pinged us every time, but to be fair he pinged both sides equally. 
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The first half was a frustrating affair, and we saw Bayley set the scene early with a solid, crunching, try saving tackle in the first 5 minutes that set the Barton defensive style for the rest of the game. 
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At yet another "held up over the line" scrum, Wooly came round into the line and was not followed by his opposite number who had been told to watch Cliffy. The dutiful winger continued to watch Cliffy as we watched Pritch on the crash and a simple pop to Wooly for a dot under the posts. Nice.
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We tried the same again and, bugger me, it worked again. This time Rowe scored and we went into half time 14-3 up.

In the first half we managed to keep our frustrations under control and were pleased to see Old Griffs not take full benefits from the advantage they had. Their big right winger looked like he had the better of our Tim, but after he tried spectacularly unsuccessfully to tackle Tabs, he had a quiet game. When they had their big number 8 on the wing, marked by full back Varney, their stand off decided not to put in a cross field kick; probably because his kicking from hand had been shocking all day.
The penalty count was very high for both sides but both kickers had an off day and only one for Old Griffs was actually converted. We did have one right in front of the posts on the 22 and Jimmy Gardner with ball in hand heard Captain for the Day Dave Rowe shout something. It sounded like "Go" and applying bitter experience, Jim thought "what would Dave-tap-and-go-Rowe do ?" So Jimmy tapped and went, only to find the rest of his team walking back to the half way line and only Birdy, tee in hand, anywhere near him. Dave did indeed tap and go from the same 22 in the second half and released Wooly to score so sometimes, even with Dave, it can work. It was a long way to run though.
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As I said, there were a lot of penalties, and sure, much of this was down to poor skills and technique from both sides, but the ref didn't need to ping anyone when there was clear clean ball, however when he called "hands off" and the omnipresent, ever vocal Deano was shouting "I've got it, I've got it" the ref felt the need to raise his arm. All our forwards played well and our lineouts were good and set pieces fuelled with skulduggery.
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They sapped the opponent's energy through persistent mauling and two breakaway tries for Wooly and Bird showed the benefits of Barton's fitness;
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We were well organised in defence and Varney barking at full back, combined with the calls from the alert wingers meant that there were very few overlaps on offer. Some of the instructions from 15 "looking left and right !" confused the spectators but our intellectual tight five knew what to do. To top it all we had a try by Tim who came into the line late and touched down with a few Old Griffs tacklers for company;
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But for me the best move was like the Jonny Wilkinson drop goal in 2003. A line out in their 22, pass out to Pritch on the crash, Back row arrive and ruck, clean ball, Varney barking orders to load left, Polly to Bird on the loop, Polly screams at Bird to straighten up (and he does), Polly screams for a pop left (and Birdy does) and Polly scores - a great team try. And look at the ever present props ready to recycle - marvellous.
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The last kick of the game was Varney's conversion of Birdy's try under the posts and as Ade walked back to the ten yard line to take the conversion we all thought WTF ? Why so far ? Billy said to me "if he gets this Old Griffs will think he's an arsehole, if he misses, we'll think he's an arsehole". Varney kept his nerve and belted it a long way, right through the middle. Old Griffs muttered something. 
Man of the match Blokko handed over wine drinking duties to the ever reliable Cliffy who, as usual, took one for the team.
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A great result, no opposition tries again this week and cup-besotted Rugeley on 12th at home. Looks good. Oh yes.


Barton 10 - Harborne 0 - 14th November 2009
It was a lovely day for rugby ; high winds and strong rain forecast, on a soft pitch. It brought out the crowds ;
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It was a surprise for us that our relatively light front three of Bayley, Morgan and Jessell were able to so effectively control the scrums, but it shows what skill and technique can do when applied. The referee wore a bright yellow top and his RADA inspired hand signals made sure everyone was clear what the whistle was for. We did receive a complaint from East Midlands Air Traffic control as the inbound Alicante flight mistook some of the arm waving as a signal to divert to Birmingham, and Gary Steen was left to deal with a raft of complaints from bronzed holiday makers in flip flops (or was that Matt Cox ?). The scrums were solid nonetheless.
The game itself was not a great spectacle but having watched the re-run of England v Argentina, the Barton v Harborne clash was certainly of international standard. We ran and kicked and passed and rucked and fumbled and scrummaged but neither side could make an impact. As usual we started well and soon got a penalty which Birdy converted, as usual. Varney was full back (not as usual) and played remarkably well, manipulating the defence when they were listening and barracking the forwards when they didn't. He did manage to call a mark late in the second half, despite the high ball being kicked early in the first. The ref gave him the benefits of the doubt while the spectators and team mates gave him abuse. Rowie and Polly paired up in the centres again and showed that strong, straight  lines of running will make space, and we had Wooly and Tim on the wings. Both wingers chose to play tight, effectively preventing any Harborne move up the middle as we had two players in at each tackle. This runs the risk of leaving too much space on the outside but the pace of our wingers showed that anyone wanting a run down the tramlines would not get far.
The break came after a pick up from a scrum led to a ruck on the Harborne 5 yard line. Matt Knight fed Matt Bird quickly who passed out of the tackle to a steaming Chris Perkins who scored beside the post. Bird converted. Overall the defence was awesome and we had strong, well organised defensive lines, marshalled by Varney and all up together. 

Lineouts were a lottery, never straight, and a mixed bag from both sides but Matt Knight managed to spin the ball out quickly when it did become available. He took a smack to the nose, and Jody came on as a blood sub. Note that no-one asked why he Knighty got a smack on the nose. Later on we saw Jonny Sutton come on for Matt Bayley and had another sterling performance at Prop, but I guess with Gardner and Tabener behind you, you're not going to go backwards quickly.
But for me it was the back row of Simons, Blokko and Fradgley that dominated play by snuffing out any fireworks that may have sparkled into life. It led to a boring games but as I pointed out to the many spectators, we won and we shut them out, and in my day that was all you needed for a great game of rugby.


Essington 22 - Barton 8 - 7th November 2009
We came up short in Essington on Saturday. We were short of points, short on creativity and short of a win. We were also short of a Kicking Tee, short of a medic bag and short of forward substitutes. Essington were short too. Their linesman was clearly short sighted when watching a kick go out on the full but said it bounced in, they were also short of a kicking tee but that was only because one of Essington's Einstein substitutes decided to hide it from Barton and hid it so well it couldn't be found again. They were short of match balls, short of line paint, and frankly short of ideas too. Not a game to impress the referee's assessor who joined us on a cold and windy touchline.
We had Bayley, Cliffy and Ed Jessel as front row, locked by the ever impressive duo of Tabs and MBUK, however it wasn't long before MBUK was running touch as his shoulder gave out and we had Jody on as a pound-for-pound substitute. Not long after that, Dave Anderson who had performed well at full back with a full hangover, felt a crack and came off for Ali Pryce to come on. Twenty minutes in and we were out of subs and 10-3 down.
Our back row saw more clenched fists than Gilbert leather but such are the joys of the game. The referee's inability to see the Essington 1 and 6 in offisde positions, punching Blokko or handling on the floor was impressive but it was all done with a style and skulduggery that made me proud. Essington can play rugby but chose not to and struggled to get points on the board. Seven were gifted to them from an unhappy scrum on our five yard line that went backward, spun round and gave their flanker an easy touch down. I do believe it was the same fellow who decided to trip Pritch and ended up with a yellow card. The whining on the touchline about the length of ten minutes was a bit rich considering he should have been given a red card for such a blatant effort, and last weeks ref would have given him ten years on Robben Island, let alone ten minutes. The video of the trip will be on You Tube soon, and to be fair it was the only way he was ever going to get near our backs. Our lineouts worked well in the first half (second was not so stellar), but the scrums really suffered as we gave away too many pounds to their heavy pack, and went backwards a lot. Jonny Simons did well to pick and drive under such conditions and he always had the ever vocal Fradgley on his shoulder. Fradg did cause concern along the Essington ranks because he loitered and handled with intent, so effectively he could have worn the black and red shirt. When we did get good ball from set pieces we often lost it in the rucks where we simply didn't stamp and punch as much, or handle on the ground as effectively as Essington. The number of turnovers was very high and the reason we lost the game was due to our inability to boss the breakdown, and retain possession.
Birdy and Quidditch worked well at 9 and 10 (or 10 and 9) and we had Wooly on the wing for a while before the substitutes and I felt if we had kept out starting 15 on the pitch for longer we would have seen Wooly take on his opposite number with ease, especially with Rowe and Pritchard in the centres and Tim on the other wing. Wooly's only real chance was a Pritch inspired crash and pass to Rowe who was a little "Kick Happy" on the day and given the lightweight opposition at 11, should have passed to Wooly to let him score. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn't and when Birdy's second penalty cracked the upright and we had no chasers we knew it would be a long hard day in East Staffs. 



Birdy took one ding too many and the Ref decided he needed to lie down so both sides ran out the end of the match with 14 men although prior to Birdy's departure we did score a lovely try - click on Jody's picture for the video. Niiiccceee.
Home to Harborne next week and winter will have set in. Time for the peaty whisky methinks.


Barton 18 - Eccleshall 17 - 30th October 2009
Where do I start ? Both teams had played three league games and two cup games; Barton won none and were bottom of the league and Eccleshall won five and were top. The bookies were laying long odds.
We however knew Barton were efficient up front. In our last three games we handled set pieces well and knew all we had to do was to retain possession to win. We also had our two natural wingers in the team; Birdy unfortunately had to step in at number 10 but we were able to put Wolly on the right wing and Tim Forster on the left, with John Pritchard at full back. A formidable back three, and with two strong, straight line running centres in the form of Polly and Rowie (yes Rowie at 13) we knew the midfield was ours and the strategy was to use these guys to make space and get the ball wide. Within ten minutes we did, and like a true winger, Woolly skinned his man and scored. It was not straight forward and he had work to do and ground to cover but like Ade Hales and Knappo, his winger instinct took him over the line. After another five minutes we did exactly the same and Wolly scored again - like shelling peas, and although the conversions were missed we were happy being 10-0 up against the league leaders.
[image: image90.jpg]


(it was the new tee)

Eccleshall are not stupid though and they recognized the threat out wide and for the rest of the game effectively snuffed out any space for Wooly by putting two players up against him all the time. This was fantastic because it effectively gave us an extra man and when we were down to 14 players we still looked like a full side.

Cliffy, Bayley and Giles in the front row were locked by Tabs and Jimmy G and all as usual all played a solid game. Jonny "prolapsed disc" Simons packed down at number 8 and was flanked by Blokko and Dean. The set pieces worked well against a well drilled Eccleshall pack although the visitors had the upper hand at the breakdown and managed to turn us over a little too often for our liking. 

Silly penalties were given away by both sides and one was converted for Eccleshall while we were unable to capitalize on the opportunities given to us. Soon after, a quick break from the Eccleshall flankers allowed an overlap for their winger and Pritchard slipped while attempting a cover tackle and this allowed the try to go under the posts rather than in the corner. As a result the conversion was made and the scores were level. Half time was called.

Quidditch at nine was a little lost without Varney who was AWOL (seriously WOL Ade !) but worked well with Jonny Simons and Bird and we were able to clear from tight try line positions, knowing our lineout may recover possession for us. Like this;
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Eccleshall stunned us in the second half by scoring a converted try taking their lead to 17-10. We were stunned because all season we have played much better in the second half and even in heavy defeats have put in a winning second half performance. 

The ever impressive Tabs took a ding and went off and on came Pow Pow - how great is it that we have a bench with Pow pow on it ? His no-quarter-given tacking technique made an immediate impression but after ten minutes a large second row was "Powwed" and the referee deemed the tackle to be of the spear variety and a red card was issued. This was hard for Barton - down to 14 men, early in the second half and having a 10-0 lead turned round to 17-10 against the league leaders at home. Barton's heads remained high though and we didn't slump into depression as has often been the case. 

We knew Priditch was secure at fullback, and we knew Jimmy was secure in the lineout ;
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 We knew the chase would be there and the defence would be organised ;

But most of all we knew we could play the simple game and it wasn't long before we made more space on the right wing and it was Jimmy G who appeared on the overlap on a strong run down the tramlines. A desperate cover tackle came in but it wasn't good enough to stop Jimmy getting the ball down over the line but it was good enough to convince the referee he was held up, and we didn't get the points.
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We still didn't let our heads drop. Our lineouts and scrums looked good although both sides struggled a bit at the end of the game as injuries and straight out tiredness took their toll. Jonny Simons listened to his back saying "enough for today" (well we could hear it from the sidelines !) and he came off for Ali Pryce, causing us to reorganise our structure once again but what was clear from our performance was that everyone was comfortable with all their teammates.
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We played the simple game knowing the boys would be there in support, on your shoulder, ready to ruck, ready to receive, ready to tackle. Simple rugby, and soon another overlap appeared on the right, created by Rowe and Man of the Match Polly. Birdy popped up this time and showed us he too is a natural winger with an impressive finish and it was 17-15. 
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The conversion was missed and the blood pressure increased. As the clock ticked down both sides increased their infringements at the ruck and on Eccleshall's ten yard line a penalty was given to us. The referee said no time for a line out, and Birdy stepped up to kick for goal. Having missed five from five the whole team knew they had to do two things; chase like hell and pray Birdy kicks straight. They did and he did.
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The ball sailed over, the whistle blew and the Stewart Cox-esque celebration fireworks crackled and sparkled.

They say pride comes before a fall, well we showed a fall comes before pride, and I'm not just referring to Birdy's kicking. Last week as a club we could only muster 15 players to go to Belper (and one of those turned out to be unregistered), yet this week we put out two full sides plus subs, who played as a team and showed what a great sport this really is.



Belper 66 - Barton 3 - 24th October 2009
We started the game well, good organisation, good lines, strong rucking, penalty in front of the posts, 3 points. The conversation on the bar veranda suggested this would be a tough game for the home side. 
Kick off was fielded by Archer, fed to Rowe and off we went again. A couple of phases later and we were in their 22 with a solid secure ruck, quick ball from Polly to Varney, Varney sees an overlap. The winger only had one option. Anything else and and either Charlie Johnson goes over in the corner or Pastie waltzes inside for a simple score under the posts. Yes the winger has to draw a miss pass and attempt an interception and he did. 85 metres later and we were 7-3 down. Barton never recovered and a number of unlucky mistakes were penalised heavily by Belper. They could have had much more but did not exploit their overlaps or put their big centres to much use, but I guess they felt they didn't need to.
Barton's team was a scratch affair and we arrived subless and only managed to pull a team together thanks to the commitment from many second team players who pitched up and played out of position. Jonny Sutton, Ed Jessell and Craig Hudson did a fine job in the front row. Rowe, Matt Evans, Morgan, Simon Archer and Jimmy Gardner made up the rest of the pack and our set pieces were good. Polly stepped in a scrum half but it was clear the lack of match practice with Varney took a pace or two off our attacks. Inside centre was Pastie (yes the Original and the best), with Wooly and Charlie Johnson outside them on the right and Scott Wallis (left) and Dave Anderson (full back). That was it. All played out of their skins and the travelling support were proud of the way they remained composed, dignified and professional in the face of a heavy defeat.
Driving home I wondered what we needed to do differently to stop losing games. We have a lot of fantastic, committed players, who are fit and skillfull, so no-one needs to be taught how to play rugby. What we lack is time together on the field; either in games or in training. Varney had Polly at 9 and Pastie at 12, both skillful, classy players but simply by not having played or practiced with them in these positions we lost a little confidence and pace. "When EXACTLY will I get the ball ? Will Polly expect me to run on to it ? Does Pastie arrive early or late ? Should I expect him to take the lines or should I lead him ?". It was the same in the forwards and these are the types of things that we should not be asking ourselves in a cup game. You look at a Vets side (Burton is a typical example) and they probably don't train, are not particularly fit but know instinctively where there teammates will be because they have played and practiced together for so long it becomes second nature.
Playing touch rugby with ten players on a Tuesday evening does no-one any favours and we need to have numbers at training to make it worthwhile. You are all fit, skillful players and don't deserve to have a record like we have this season. Get down to training, forget touch rugby, learn how your fellow teammates play in game situations, and let's put these losses and British Summer Time behind us.  


Cleobury Mortimer 60 - Barton 6 - 17th October 2009
Who in their right mind thinks Cleobury Mortimer is in the North Midlands ? Fair enough, they said we should be classed as East Midlands but apart from the upcoming Newcastle v Plymouth encounter, no-one travels further than Barton for a game. It was a short day.
We were short of subs and thanks to Harry and Charlie for making the journey and we were glad they were able to get a game. Tom Robinson put in a fine game in the front row but hobbled off after an hour with an ankle injury - a short game by his standards. Cliffy stepped up to the front row and Polly moved into the flanks. The backs were then a little disjointed but Cleo (short for Cleobury Mortimer) did not want to test us at all. In fact the Barton forwards had a very strong performance. The scrums were solid, set pieces were good and we retained possession at our put in and at the lineouts, in fact taking a couple too. It was a little strange as Cleo's inside centre had a very strong boot but rarely kicked for touch or territory, so our new full back Birdy was never properly tested.
Cleo is a lovely place nestling comfortably in the rolling hills, deep in the English countryside. The pitch was flat and well tended and we thought our backs would have a great day but they spent their whole time being run at, either by a ball carrier or an marauding farmer looking to clear out at the ruck. It was relentless and it was hard to see what we did wrong or in fact what Cleo did right. Varney (short for Adrian bipolar Varney), did not have his lucky charm with him. The video on Facebook shows how his early kick hit the post and could not be collected for a deserved five pointer, and two or three kicks for touch drifted out, then back into the field of play and Cleo's full back could run, and lean at funny angles too. We were short on luck but Cleo were not and their long distance penalty early in the first half hit the crossbar but unlike our contact with the woodwork, this one went through. The backs played well and were well organised (see the nice straight attacking line and the good defensive stances), but could not make it count. Wooly nearly got away but was brought down by a desperate cover tackle and it summed up our afternoon in Salop (short for Shropshire).
Deano (short for Dean Swiss Fradgley) put in a fine performance in the second row with partner Rowie (short for Dave "I've held the world cup" Rowe). Behind them were the irrepressible Tabs (short for Richard no-home Tabener) and Blokko (short for Matthew Microsoft Bloxham). Cliffy (short for Clifton Campville Captain Morgan Rum) made up the back row and later the front row with Bayley (short for "Electrical contractors R us") and Ed Jessel (just short). A couple of things Gents;
Don't leave your backs outnumbered ;
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Improve body positions in the Maul;
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If he's slowing the ball down Mr Morgan studs to numbers, and ;
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If he's in your way Mr Bayley, step on him ;
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Cleo never really shined and just did the simple things well. Granty (short for Richard muddy Grant) rarely got clean ball, and Wooly (Martin DirtyRoots Flash Woolston) never saw the space he enjoys so much. There were a few breaks but their defence was never flustered and always came back. We saw that our scrums were good and although Tabs thought he'd secretly gone blind I think they had spotted him;
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but it was this photo of the eight Barton players chasing a sole Cleo winger that summed up the afternoon;
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As I drove back through Kidde (short for Kiddeminster Carpets) I pondered about what we need to do to beat them in Barton. The answer is simple; keep winning the set pieces, and do the simple things right.


Barton 10 - Cannock 29 - 10th October 2009
The second half was brilliant. We won 7-3 and squandered so many chances it was unreal. Cannock didn't make many chances but to be fair converted them all to points, and if they did not have their 4-try wonder winger it could have been a very different story.
The scene was set early on when Cannock showed their intent by turning over our ball in every contact - we just could not retain possession at the breakdown and it really was a lesson in the application of the "Dark Arts". To Barton's credit we were able to quickly organise ourselves in defence and limit the damage but the frustration of not being able to build on good ball was beginning to show.
On a number of occasions Varney took the ball into contact with his opposite number and managed to create an overlap for his backs, and this nearly earned him man of the match ;
We were not able to make this count and you can see from the following set of photos how close Cliffy came to impressing the assembled "Morgan Fan Club" behind the fence ;

Other breaks saw Wooly step inside then next run step outside, making sure the drift defence could not be sure of their cover.

But apart from their number eleven, the main reason Cannock won was their ability to spoil. First we see them lingering offside at the breakdown and you can see how we complain at their positioning rather than giving them a good clear out / shoeing which is what would happen if the reverse were true.

And years of experience have taught me that their "work" once the ball has gone always slows us down. Here is Quidditch being occupied by a Cannock player for a little longer than strictly necessary - very effective and very frustrating;

Twice we made clear air for Tim to go into the corner but it was the quick thinking of Polly and Rowe listening to Tim's call on the touchline that prompted Polly to go into the ruck under the posts, fling the ball out to Rowe who stood up his man and put Tim in to score. Varney added a conversion to his earlier penalty but that was all the points we were going to get. But ultimately it was a comedy of errors that set the tone of the day. Before the match I was asked why we started at 3PM before the clocks went back and 2:30 after, and not the other way round (?) but the quote of "who's the Barton player that looks like Giles ? Yes, him waking on front of the posts. Him there ! With the different coloured shirt on !! Oh. He's the ref......" summed up our afternoon. With Polly off for a blood injury Jody went on and we said we would not reverse the blood sub until Carvell had scored. Within five minutes Wooly had waltzed within 5 yards of the Cannock try line and with four players in support was tap tackled. He was not held and there were no other Cannock defenders in that half but instead of a) passing to Jody, b) crawling over the line himself, or c) presenting the ball, he decided to fling the ball away. It was not a good day for our backs, and Jody should have scored.

Our forwards had improved from a dismal performance against Essington and won scrums and lineouts, although not with the regularity on the 2007/8 season, but at least we had a good chance of retaining possession at our set pieces. But ultimately it was the management of the breakdowns that caused us the most grief. We must solve this before heading abroad to Cleobury next week.

However Rugby should be fun and we saw Man-of-the-Match Tabs and birthday boy Bayley celebrate in fashion although new Dave was glad Jonny forgot his birthday.

Old Dave summed it up this morning when he said "You know it is Rugby season when you wake up to a blue fairy and a pile of puke in your spare room".



Barton 8 - Yardley 36 - 26th September 2009
Not a good start to the season. The ground was rock hard after a summer of cricket use (?!) and a helpful Craig decided to water the pitch during the week. What he didn't know was the summer was also kind to fish reproduction and his water source was teeming with aquatic life which he duly sprayed onto the pitch. Now having played in what used to be the Staffordshire I league we were used to combing the pitch for dog sh*t before a match, but not for fish, and as you can see from the home page photo we did not manage to get them all cleared up before the teams took to the turf.
Big John H returned to the field to prop up a front row including Bayley and Cliffy but the Yardley pack were solid and despite repeated lifting by their loosehead their scrums went unpenalised and we struggled from then on. 
Tabs and Matt Evans were the big boys in the second row and were all over the park at the breakdowns but the lineouts were not as stable as we have come to expect and the forwards did not have a happy time. Yardley recognised this and would always revert to type when in possession. 
I don't think their wingers ever saw the ball because the Spartan's stand off would either kick for territory or give it back to their big forwards, and on the odd occasion try a cross field kick to test our Jody. Jody was up to the task but we would really have liked him to call mark once or twice. Jody had a good game and our tactic was a marked contrast to Yardley's - we wanted to get the ball out to our backs and set them loose. Yardley often had to organise a panic defence to snuff out our attacks and unfortunately were quite successful in doing so;
Jody is tackled by the last man and Wooly puts a toe in touch.
The crowd were expecting great things with a back row of Powpow, Simons and Kendall but as they had no clean ball, and a referee inspired offside line 2 yards further forward than normal, no time either.
We all know Birdy is a natural winger and at outside centre after 20 minutes he took a pop ball from a straight running Wooly and (as all wingers do) headed for the corner. Jody, recognizing his space was being cut out, switched inside and took the ball from Birdy and with lovely straight lines of running held up the full back. Birdy had now looped round and Jody's sweet pass  gave him a run into the corner. A desperate tackle from the blind side winger wasn't sufficient and we were at 7-5 down. It was clear that the game would be won by whoever took most advantage of their advantage, and in the end it was Yardley's forwards who surfaced the winners. They could rely on clean ball from scrums and lineouts which was just as well because their scrum half was appalling and credit is due to their number 10 for making good work of scrappy passing. When we managed to free out backs, luck was not with us and some desparate tackling and techniques were used to slow us down. 
Even with a man advantage we could not overcome and Pow-Pow's direct lines of running were often thwarted by fluke tackles or lucky positioning that in other games would have given us points. A classic example was a Varney penalty attempt which fell short and the whole of the Yardley team froze as they watched it bounce on the 5 yard line. Wooly was up in chase and had no-one contesting but the ball bounced slightly forward and his 100% try opportunity was knocked on. We did manage a Varney penalty to bring up 8 points but our possession was rare and hard fought. Birdy pulled up after 60 minutes with a hamstring injury and was replaced by Mike Bennett who showed that he has forgotten nothing of the art of being a centre in the 6 years since he last wore a shirt with two digits on the back. No missed tackles, Solid lines of running, and good presentation (even if he didn't shout "textbook" like Matt Bayley when laying the ball back). Deano came on for Matt Evans and continued the fight up front but even with Jonny Simons on good form we could not make headway in the tight. 
So for the rest of the team Polly and Tim Forster had a quiet day as restricted possession and limited opportunities to foray into the Yardley half made for a boring day, and as the game drew to a close it was clear that Stuart Cox had been a little over optimistic in arranging for a Red Arrows fly past rather than the normal victory fireworks. 
Lady luck was not with us (or the fishes) this weekend.


Barton 15 - Essington 24 - 12th September 2009
OWEN CUP - SECOND ROUND
The real Rugby has started. Due to the ongoing cricket season the two Barton teams had to play at the John Taylor High school on a glorious Saturday afternoon. The second team took to the pitch against Burton B team at 2PM and Tolley ended the game early so we could all watch the second round of the Owen cup and the first team’s real competitive game of the season.
Enigma Essington. When you see the team in the car park you don’t see the usual mix of players you associate with a rugby team. There are no massive lumps for the front row, no giants for the second, no broad shouldered flankers and few whippets for the backs. Watching the car park before a game tells you lots. Jeremy Clarkson told us only cocks drove Audi’s RS versions, and until we saw a blue Essington RS6 parked diagonally across the only disabled parking place at Holland park, we thought he was wrong. He was right. The occupants spent most of the afternoon parked illegally at rucks, and were often penalised for their reluctance to move from a poor position but, like their driving, it was the inability to enter a breakdown (or a parking place) “through the gate” that frustrated Barton’s desire to get quick clean ball. Quidditch received a lot of attention from inquisitive flankers but he and Varney linked well all afternoon, and our back row have been well drilled in running lines off Varney, and without a very organised defensive effort from Essington we would have seen a very different game. In fact it was not Essington’s size, strength or skill that won them the game, but their organisation and ability to work as a team. Having a second row jump at one in the line and win all the ball in one thing but when he is under 6 foot it shows how well they worked together. Theirs was was a display of first-up, last ditch defence and it was clear when their line was broken it was well and truly broken. After a penalty on our 5 yard line Dave “tap-and-go” Rowe got the ball and we pleaded with him not to do it but he saw Essington was flat with no full back so off he went. Good decision. The steam ran out by the half way line though and the Essington full back had recovered sufficiently to collect the ball and Rowe’s trailing foot to earn a penalty, but we had seen their vulnerability, and started to exploit it. 
Our scrums suffered due to lack of real weight and we won less than 50% of our own ball, as the guile and skulduggery of an experienced Essington pack drove, wheeled and disrupted the lighter Barton forwards. But our lineouts worked well, and Varney’s job was to pin them back in the corners so we could compete on our terms. 
Pritchard and Birdy linked well and were rarely out of position in attack or defence, and Essington recognised that taking on our backs was never going to win them the game so stuck resolutely to a tactic we most often see in a cold wet muddy February afternoon than a gloriously dry hot day in September – mauling and tight work in the forwards. We saw Evans and Tabs involved in most of this and Captain Jonny and Blokko were always in the thick of things with hard direct lines of running, and as the photo shows Ben and even Jody. 
Our backs had a great game and a very slick move saw Wooly Jody and Birdy line up left after three or four phases of play and as the ball came out to Wooly he shipped it on to Jody who had drawn the full back in as last man. The full back thought his timing was perfect and clattered Jody, feeling very pleased with himself that he had averted a try but Jody “Champagne hands” Carvell had quickly shuffled the ball along to Bird who finished with aplomb. We missed the conversion but at 12-5 down we felt we were in control and were ready for the second half and some support from the breeze.
So our backs had a good game but our forwards saw most of the action. It was not long before the referee tired of the poor parking from the Essington pack at the breakdown and their number 4 took a well deserved 10 minute break; it upset Barton. Our organisation in defence was changed to double team the centres but this left gaps that previously didn’t exist and a grateful stand off waltzed under the posts to score while they were a man down. Barton composed themselves and drew back three points with a penalty but we had not made the extra man count, and it hurt. And it hurt more as Dave Rowe, Dave Grosvenor and Jody all came off injured and the remaining men were worn down by the heat and the incessant mauling that dominated the game. I’m sure Essington are glad the ELVs are away and they can get back to a part of their game that suited them well, and we will learn from this in future. In the meantime we stuck to our training ground rituals; line up off Varney and pick your lines. Eventually this worked as Ben Blagrove took the ball into contact for the umpteenth time but this time he felt it give a little, and once breached the Essington defence had no cover and he was over. The conversion briefly brought our cup hopes back to life but a lovely piece of illegal handling in a ruck turned the ball over to a thankful Essington back line who saw a massive overlap out to the right and made us pay.
Credit must be given to the Barton pack who were much lighter than the Essington tight five and the front three of Matt Bayley, Giles Hadfield and Gareth Morgan put in their fair share of work, in fact Bayley had played a full game for the Barton second team before taking the field against Essington - nice bandage. So overall a disciplined performance but a disappointing result. We stuck to our tactics and tried to build on our strengths and prevent the opposition exploiting our weaknesses but we just didn’t breach the gain line enough and Essington’s risky one-dimensional defensive strategy worked this time. Barton are strong, composed and ready for the league campaign and with over 40 players turning out this Saturday and many more on the sidelines is bodes well for the rest of this season.
