EuroCup Finals 2019

Our success in Belgium at the end of July meant that we had qualified for the finals in Angouleme, to be held right at the end of November.  Because we had qualified second in our group we were seeeded second behind Italy, with Czech Republic and Hungary completing the group.  The format was barrage, with us playing the Czechs first.  Our target was to get into the Top 8 - something no English team had achieved.

Like most adventures, we start with a journey.  This was not a good start.  A 45 minute delay to the Eurostar meant that we missed the train from Montparnasse to Angoulême.  Thankfully we were able to transfer to a later train but it meant arriving over three hours later than planned.

Each round would be played in the same order: six singles (2 points each); three doubles (3 points each); two triples (5 points each) - first to 16 points wins.  This didn't necessarily play to our strengths as we tend to have most success in the triples.  We started against the Czechs on Friday morning.  After some tricky opening passages of play things looked relatively even, but one by one the wins started coming and by the end of the round we had run out 5 - 1 winners (10 pts - 2 points).  This meant that we needed to win two doubles to take the match. Always dangerous territory if you start thinking that the job is more than half done and whilst we had done well in the singles, the Czechs had shown enough to demonstrate that they could cause significant problems if given half a chance.  Apart from one fanny every game went to 8 or more points.  We started the doubles well, taking a big early lead in the mixed with the open doubles tighter.  We dropped 4s in both the open doubles to make things look a little trickier. However, we reacted very well and started playing more consistent and aggressive boules.  The hits and carreaus started to make a difference and we ended up winning both opens to seal the round.  

Over in the mixed things had started to get a little farcical.  The umpires at this event are always very concerned about matching kit - something that we had learned last year.  They had already ruled that there was sufficient difference between the Czechs shirts and jackets that they all had to wear jackets or none of them could (our shirts and jackets match exactly !).  Now they had a problem with the Czechs trousers.  Some were plain black and some had white and blue stripes.  Initially they were told they had to cover up the blues stripes with black tape but were then told that the white stripes were unnacceptable - so they ended up playing with the bottoms turned inside out.  All this kerfuffle happened when we were well up in the mixed and it seemed to galvanize the Czech team, who started to come back strongly.  In the meantime the open doubles were won and the game became academic.  But the round was won 16 points to 5 points and we now had a long wait before the match against Italy was due to start.

So, winners against winners, Italy vs England.  This was a definite step up in class, with players who had won major championships over the years including as recently as this year's European Championships.  The singles started and we knew we needed to play at a different level - we were playing well, with Jack taking an early lead against Dutto (a top player for a number of years), the others were very tight.  But it was the sort of match that if we didn't play three good boules per end we wouldn't win it - and even then three good boules only gave you a chance of winning the end.  We competed well in all games and I can honestly say that everyone played a good game but for periods the Italians played some stunningly good boules.  We ended up going down in all 6 but having competed strongly in all.  We weren't surprised by the standard and went into the doubles knowing that we had to win two of them to take it into the triples.

The doubles started and after the first end we were down in all three - the standard from the Italians had not changed.  It was at this point that we noticed that the men who had played Sean and Sam were not playing in the doubles.  This meant that the Italians were playing 9 players in this match - and the rules are quite clear that you can only have a squad of 8 in each match.  After checking with the umpire and organisers and discussing with the Italian coach (through an interpreter) the games were halted while Mike Pegg sorted things out.  It was clear to me that the Italian coach had not knowingly broken the rules, he just didn't understand the limitations and the paperwork left some ambiguity.  The French did the same thing in one of their matches.  The ruling was that one of the doubles would be forfeited, so Sam and Reece had a 13-0 victory.  We now needed to win one of the other two to take the match to the triples.  They were both very even matches with both teams playing good boules.  In the mixed the Italians were forced into shooting the coche to stay in the game - sadly for us they did so successfully.  This turned out to be the catalyst that they needed - as is so often the case.  They upped their level and ours dipped very slightly and the game was gone.  In the other game things were tied at 8-8.  Dutto was still hitting lots of boules but we were in there playing well.  But after Dutto missed a ball we had a chance - we were boules up.  They beat Matt's first point threee times, but Dave hit them all.  Their last point was long, about a foot behind our closest, so Matt had two carreaus for the game.  The tricky shot was the one over the top - a good loop and boom, almost a spot carreau.  Now a more straightforward shot but lots of pressure.  Not as good a shot as the last one, but straight and safe - out their boule went and Matt's stayed within the two metres needed to take the game.  A big scalp and onto the triples, but at 15-6 down we needed to win both.  

They were both played on the show pitches so we moved to the stands.  The standard of boules was very high for probably the first 6 ends in both games, with an average of 5 good boules being played.  This enabled us to be "nip and tuck" in the open, but in the mixed the Italians were making almost every boule count.  We missed a couple of vital shots with the last boules and were unlucky at times with casquettes, clipped boules and unfortunate ricochets and when the opposition is playing that well these things can have a big impact.  Our level dropped just a little and the game was gone.  Is this a quetion of experience or small bits of bad luck or those fine margins which mean that one team just gets on top and sustains its standard while the other just drops off ?  Watching the same Italian triple play against Monaco the following day, you could see the same thing happen to them.  Dutto started missing boules that he was hitting, they had the odd poor point and the game was gone after an even start.  Fine margins / sliding doors.

Over in the open things were tight, with us being slightly up until the fateful moment.  We were looking for an 8m coche, but the little one stuck at just over 6m.  The end then followed the pointing and shooting pattern that we only see sometimes in the UK.  Unfortunately none of the shots stayed close enough to make the shot seem the right option.  The last defensive point needed to sit on one of the opposition's boules but just slid past.  The 5 the Italians got was crucially as they squeezed out a 13-11 victory.  So, we got to the end of Friday having achieved what we wanted to, but deflated after a long day's play.  As we reflected on the Italian match, we had got 10 or more points in four games.  The challenge is to convert those to wins.

So Saturday was set up for a rematch with the Czech team.  We clearly had an advantage having won the first match, but there could be no complacency as we knew what they were capable of.  However, things went even better, with us winning all 6 of the singles - a first for us at European level.  Apart from Jack having to make an incredible comeback we won them quite comfortably.  So onto the doubles, again needing two wins.  The open doubles were both over relatively quickly, with one win each.  The focus then switched to the mixed.  This had been one of those games that we had struggled in from the start - and an example of how form can change so quickly.  Despite us being 15-3 up it seemed that a lot was riding on this game.  Clearly the Czechs needed to win all three outstanding games - and so far they had only won 3 out of 17 games against us.  So the odds were stacked in our favour.  Having been well down all through the game, we had made some changes but were on the cusp of losing.  With three boules to play and the Czechs needing 2 points, the decision was to shoot the coche.  Ross stepped up (having not had a shot since the singles) - the first one was just short.  Good enough to hit a boule but not a coche.  The second one had an imperceptibly better loop, and came down on the front of the coche and the end was saved.  This marked the beginning of the second half of the game, we raised our game and the Czechs crumbled.  Four ends later the game and Top 8 was ours.
So, we had a very happy lunch before the last 8 game against Luxembourg.  We have played Luxembourg a few times in the past and it is always the Riganelli club, who are very strong.  The last time we played we lost 17-14 with one of our best performances of last year.  They were clearly in good form having beaten Belgium in their poules game.  This would be tough.

Jack's only request before the game was to not play Marcel, one of their stronger players.  Of course, that's who he played.  But in a very high standard game with many carreaus, Jack prevailed !  The singles were excellent from everyone, with us winning three and losing three, to 7, 9 and 10.  An excellent performance all round.  Now onto the doubles.

France were playing on nearby pitches so there was a lot of disruption as the crowd was cos outing to see their heroes.  Sometimes the excitement of seeing the top players meant that the locals didn't pay the other players the respect that they should.  There were many breaks between shots waiting for disturbances to die down.

The doubles were tough.  It was probably the first real dip in our performance all weekend as energy levels seemed to drop.  The mixed and one of the open doubles we were behind in and whilst the games were tight thereafter we were never able to score enough points to really out the pressure on.  They were still long, tight, anxious games but ultimately they were won by Luxembourg.  Shortly after the end of the mixed doubles we took the remaining double.  So we would go into the triples 12-9 down, needing to win both.  It seemed that the efforts of the last two days were catching up with us.  We took a break, got some fresh air and a sugar fix and prepared for the triples.

The start of both games was very tight with not a lot in it either way.  But things weren't going our way and a couple of changes were made. In the mixed we started to come back into it and the tension started rising.  Some of the play was superb from both sides as we headed towards the climax.  Meanwhile the open triples was tight all the way, with no more than a point or two in it.  The fateful end was the penultimate one.  Luxembourg pointed and we shot and stayed.  Their next point went astray, but their third was on.  Once again a good hit left us holding with two in the head.  Another loose point left us holding with 4 boules in hand against 2.  Our old foe Marcel then put his on about 18 inches in front of the coche.  This was it.  The shot looked sweet possibly a carreau but it came down about 2 inches too far, an almost "perfect" casquette.  The pschological effect is unknown but we then missed again and ended up dropping a point. Fine margins.  The following end did not start well, resulting in us taking the coche on.  The first shot was a fraction short, the adjustment for the second was almost perfect and the coche headed to the dead ball line but stopped agonisingly short - less than an inch.  The game and the match was lost.  In the mixed we had come back to level with the momentum behind us and the game was conceded by Luxembourg.

So, our adventure came to an end.  We had started in the cold of the Banks last winter and had finished in Angoulême at the end of November.  We played 16 matches, won 13 and lost 3. Of those 3 matches, two teams were semi finalists and one won the nations cup.  We won every "must win" match but just came up short against those we aspire to beat.  The fact that we were disappointed and frustrated is in many ways positive - it hurts at the time but shows the desire and intent to improve and get to the next level.  Over the campaign 12 players have played - 9 men and 3 women.  Everyone has played boules that they can be proud of and contributed to our achievements (and everyone has played the odd boule they would prefer to forget).  Nobody is perfect and we are all human.  We have played as a team and supported each other throughout. We are a relatively tight knit group with friendships going back over decades.  I think this helps when we need to dig in deep or in adversity.  The focus we bring to games is clear - but I think we are respectful to the opposition and make friends wherever we go.  Importantly we also laugh a lot, sometimes at each other sometimes at ourselves.  The Town went marching in.

Babcock Town's European adventure starred:

Sam Blakey

Jack Blows

Emma Coggins

Matthew Eversden

Reece Gould

Sarah Huntley

Ross Jones

Jamie Lewis

David Plumhoff

Sean Prendergast

Phil Winston

Thoughts:

You must take a full squad - but know the rules about how you can use them.  Only having one playing woman places à lot of pressure on them.

Its tiring, especially being inside for so long.  Find time for breaks and fresh air but also be open about how you're feeling.  There are long breaks, more so if the triples aren't played in the morning and you're rotating players.  We need to find ways to hit games running whether starting or subbing in.

We need to be equally effective at all distances, both pointing and shooting.  The best teams are as accurate at 10 as they are 6.

We can compete with (most of) the best.  We can play 5 or 6 boules an end.  The challenge is sustaining this throughout the game until the oppostion (hopefully) crack.

We need to improve how we capitalise on opportunities.  There were times that we seemed to have played some great boules to close things down but the oppostion somehow got more points than we would have expected.  We probably didn't do that as much in those big games.

