Durham look to Brennand’s finishing skills 

May 24, 2007
Fylde, and in his junior days former Lancashire squad member, Oliver Brennand’s exceptional pace and devastating finishing power has earned him a recall to the Durham in the only change to their starting line-up to face Eastern Counties at Hartlepool Rovers on Saturday (May 26, 3pm) in the final of the County Championship Plate.

Brennand, a student at Durham University but with his background at the Fylde club, had to withdraw from the semi-final against Sussex late in the week when his hamstring injury, picked up against Essex a fortnight before, did not clear up.  But after the intensive training session last night at Durham City he was been given the all clear and will take the No 11 jersey at the expense of Durham City’s Jimmy Atkinson, who reverts to the bench.

This selection means that four players - Chris Dunlop, Lee Richardson, Gareth Nesbitt and Dan Cooper – will earn their County caps after the game, with a fifth being awarded if Jimmy Atkinson gets his chance to play.  A further note for the squad is that 12 out of the 22 players came through the Under 20 developments system in the County.

Both teams have already won promotion to the County Championship Shield next season, so both have something tangible to show for their unbeaten runs of four games in the Pool and Semi-final rounds.   With the staging of the final pre-drawn to help organisation in a particularly tight time-frame, Durham have ground advantage and are hoping that the county’s spiritual home will be the setting for a North East success.

The setting will also provide a perfect finale to his first season of coaching the county side for Ali McConway. “It’s been a fantastic experience,” he says. “It’s been really enjoyable working with a different set of high-quality players.  Each game the challenge has built up and each game we’ve improved on our previous performance. We’ve got better every week.  Having Ollie (Brennand) back is a bonus, although it was a tough decision because Jimmy Atkinson has been playing so well. He was obviously disappointed, but such is the spirit in the camp that he understands the situation.  It’s hard to mention individuals because everyone has made a big contribution, but we’ve been helped by having a number of captains in the team in addition to Tom Basey and players with real experience. “  

“Full-back Simon Moore has been a big figure in Middlesbrough’s promotion this season and Durham University skipper Rob McDermott has really organised the three-quarters. We’ve also had a really strong front five which has provided a very sound platform, which in turn has given Lee Richardson the space to settle into the fly-half role.  Obviously we’re all disappointed not to be playing the final at Twickenham, but hopefully the rugby public of Durham and the North East will get behind us and make it a rugby day to remember.”

Durham (v Eastern Counties at Hartlepool Rovers, Saturday, May 26, 3pm): Simon Moore (Middlesbrough); Gareth Foreman (Hartlepool Rovers), Rob McDermott (Durham Univ), Chris Dunlop (Durham University), Oliver Brennand (Durham University); Lee Richardson (Darlington), Tom Basey (Durham Univ) capt; Gareth Nesbitt (Westoe), Dan Oselton (Darlington), Joe Oselton (Darlington), Paul Bird (Westoe), Matthew Mutchall (Westoe), Stuart Palmer (Hartlepool Rov), Dan Cooper (Durham University), Michael Taylor (Hartlepool Rovers). 

Replacements: Mark Cammiss (Durham City), Andrew Dixon (West Hartlepool), Mark Power (Hartlepool Rovers), Graeme Smith (Westoe), David Tate (Gateshead), Jimmy Atkinson (Durham City), Alistair Simmie (Durham University).
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