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What a fantastic season !! This time last year, I was able to report on a most incredible, and highly successful season. This year we have trumped the efforts of last season and how !!

The season started with a bang, with a clean sweep at the Suffolk Sevens at RHS, with all 5 age groups from Under 13s through to Under 17s winning their age group trophies, but more importantly, we were able to field multiple entries at all age groups, allowing most boys in the club to enjoy a splendid day in superb surroundings.

The Under 13s, in their first season at 15-a-side, have surpassed the achievements of all of their illustrious predecessors. They have played 16 games and remained  unbeaten at their own age group, losing only to the club’s own Under 14 XV, scoring over 800 points in the process. As well as winning the Suffolk Cup (easily), they won both the Westcliff and Diss festivals, and last week were crowned champions at the Arras International  Festival. They also run a B or Development team, which won 6 of its 13 matches. Thanks and congratulations to Head Coach / Manager, Andy Howe, and his (large) team of coaches, and in particular Martin Pratley, who managed the Development squad.

The Under 14s also had a good season, winning 10 and drawing 2 of their 17 games, winning the Suffolk Cup. They were losing semi-finalists in the very high standard Newbury 10s, and losing semi-finalists at our own Festival. They, too run a Development side, which won 9 of its 16 games, many of them against other club’s first XVs. Thanks to Head Coach, Bruce Woodcock, Manager, Lynne Woodcock, and their (also large) team of coaches. Again a particular mention of Paul Lee, who has looked after the Development  side.

The Under 15s have made huge strides this season, with a massive improvement, and have had a superb season – they look a totally different outfit to last year’s team. They have won 14 and drawn 1 of their 19 games, losing only to very strong opposition, and scoring virtually 700 points along the way, and winning the Suffolk Cup. They too were losing semi-finalists at our own Festival. The Development side played, winning 10 of its 16 games, again mostly against first XV opposition. Rod Craig, as Manager / Head Coach has done a splendid job, well supported by Dave Edwards and Jackie Blackford.

The Under 16 first XV suffered with Eastern Counties calls and school commitments resulting in intermittent availability, but nevertheless fielded a side on 10 occasions, winning 7 games; they too won the Suffolk Cup. The Development XV played 13 games, winning 11 of them. 8 boys represented Eastern Counties Under 16s / Under 17s, and we must congratulate Tom Crozier on his selection for England Under 16, and next season’s England Under 18 Performance Squad. Thanks to Aled Llewellyn, well supported by Chris Roome and Matt Mahoney.

Most of the Under 17s played for the Grammar School’s First XV, and 5 boys represented Eastern Counties; consequently, this age group only played to fulfil Cup commitments, although any boy who wanted a game was able to play for the Colts 2nd XV. The Under 17s won the Eastern  Counties Cup in style, winning all 5 of their games, and only losing to Braintree in the first round of the National Cup for County Champions. Damien Brambley had a trial for London Division Under 18s. Thanks to Head Coach / Manager,  Bob Barnes.

The Colts were able to run 2 fifteens. I cannot recall any club ever running 2 Colts XVs before – this is a superb achievement. They played 14 games, all against first XV opposition, winning 8 of them. John Abbott has done a sterling job with this unit.

The senior Colts have had another magnificent season, remaining undefeated for the second year in a row, save the last National Cup match. This year they went one stage better than last, reaching the semi-final of the National Cup, losing by only 3 points to Old Albanians – this is a magnificent achievement for a level 8 club. They won the Eastern Counties Cup for the second season in a row. They played 22 games in all, winning 21, scoring 852 points, and only conceding 186. They played an exciting and expansive brand of rugby, entertaining all those that watched them. Once again coached by the brilliant coaching team of Nic Lloyd and Danny Johnson, and well supported by the Management and administration of Barry White. They were led by inspirational captain, James Mitchell, who was well supported by senior players, Ollie White, Danny Whiteman, Chris Withers and David Higgins, all of who have played for the club’s first XV.

Never before has one club won the Suffolk Cup at all 4 age groups, never mind the Eastern Counties Cup at Under 17s and Colts – all age groups thus winning their major “domestic “competition.

We are now the largest youth section in Eastern Counties and Essex, and dare I say it the most successful. Indeed, we must be one of the best youth sections in England. We have a structure and organisation that is second to none, and this enables us to realise our achievements. We have 30 qualified coaches in the Youth Section, 12 of whom have achieved their level 2 award. – Again, I doubt if there are too many clubs with this number or quality of coaches. As a referee, myself, I am also proud to boast that ALL youth games have been refereed by a qualified official – once again, something that few clubs could aspire to. We are now seen by other clubs as a beacon of quality and good practice – indeed, 2 other clubs both want to meet with us to understand how we manage to do what we do. As usual, we ran 2 successful festivals at Under 14 and Under 15, with 20 sides at the first, and 14 at the latter, and received many plaudits from our visitors for our abilty to run the “best” festivals.
Running 11 sides this year has been a real challenge, but with the achievements mentioned earlier, it has been worth all the effort. As we have been able to run 2 sides at each age group, this has enabled us to realise the club’s ambition of running a “championship” team and a social / development squad, thus providing “rugby for all”, and still providing a worthwhile game for players of a more modest ability. The biggest disappointment has been the loss of a significant number of games due to opposition cancellations or weather issues – however, I must say that Rod Chatters has once again done a sterling job with the pitches to minimise this problem at home – I do admire his positive “let’s find reason to play” approach.

The atmosphere at Mill Road on a Sunday morning has been fantastic, and this is down to a superb team of coaches and managers, backed up by many, many parental volunteers who all “do their bit”, no matter how small. Thanks to all who helped with car parking. Indeed, thanks to everyone, players, coaches, and volunteers who have helped make the best youth season in history

Ross Cowie 
7th May 2009

