VALLEY AND PLA
MAKE RUGBY HISTORY

By Jason Cornell

NOVEMBER 22nd marked an historic day for
both Hong Kong and Rugby, as the PLA offi-
cially entered the Second Division competi-
tion. Valley Rugby Club was drawn against
the Chinese pioneers for the first two encoun-
ters, which would certainly test the champion-
ship contenders.

Valley Mustangs have previously toured some
interesting locations in Asia, and a large turn-
out was expected for the ground breaking tour.
Such Hong Kong luminaries as Spicer, Olsen,
Ashall and Deayton appreciated the historical
importance and the chance to dust off the old
rugby tunes of yesteryear.

I had seen first hand the skills of the PLA, at
the last two Beijing 10's and representing the
Asian Barbarians in Hong Kong and made it
clear to the assembled Mustangs it would not
be a walk in the park. Despite this many were
wearing the Wan Chai grin as we departed, and
regretting it as we were quickly behind our
posts down 6-0.

The PLA were obviously under a lot of pres-
sure to win this first encounter, and this may
have encouraged the decision to take the pen-
alty points, when the Mustangs were clearly on
the back foot. They were to regret this as
Valley ran at every opportunity and only the
last pass failed to complete some exciting end
to end rugby.

David Spicer is well known for his cross-
culture exchanges, and was in deep discussion
when the referee decided enough was enough,
but was lenient in only giving a yellow card to
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the smiling culprit. But this gamesmanship
seemed to put the soldiers off their game,
resulting in a flood of penalties. The Mustangs
Steve Wong came in for particular attention;
Maybe it was something he said, but he had a
stirring man of the match performance.

Maybe the PLA were confused by the new
hairstyle, but they remembered the speedy
running style of the 1985 7's star Mark Ashall
from the black and white tapes. The soldiers
with their superior fitness are just lacking that
game day experience of short cut angles, stra-
tegic injury breaks and pacing yourself over
the full eighty minutes. Anyway, the Mustangs
controlled the game at the base of the scrum
and eventually ran out winners 48-13.

It was all smiles at the end, with a large media
presence and some familiar sights of oppo-
nents arm in arm with liquid amber aplenty.
With the flash of photographs still going off
the PLA manager vowed revenge the follow-
ing week.

Despite the great stories of our adventure to
Shenzhen, numbers were limited for the fol-
lowing weekend clash between the undefeated
Valley Knights and the now streetwise PLA.
The Knights looked a better side on paper, but
despite new names the Wan Chai grin was
familiar.

We encountered an enlightening display of
Chinese diplomacy and negotiation on arriv-
ing, as a local soccer derby was just about to
take place on our appointed pitch. The Shen-
zhen standoff was comical to say the least as
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the PLA warmed up in the middle of the opposing
group.

With the light fading fast, we eventually got
under way and the Knights could have been
excused for being asleep, as the PLA executed
two wonderful backline moves which resulted
in a 14-0 lead after just 5 minutes. Even club
captain Toby Bland was lost for words. One of
the great strengths (weakness??) of the Valley
club is its diverse nationalities, and it was two
individual pieces of French and Irish flair which
put Valley back into the game. But the half time
scoreline of 21-19 was a clear indication of a
game in the balance.

Once again it was Valley's dominance at the
scrum base which was to prove decisive. With
Paul Twight and John Crombie as the premier
No.8 and scrum half in the competition, the
Knights were able to control possession and
shut out the soldiers. Troy Sing also recovered
to dominate his opposing centre in the second
half and Mark Cameron got the forwards and
backs working together, for a final score of 43-
26.

Although the PLA are two losses from two,
they should not be discouraged as a win is just
around the corner. They have far and away the
best lineout in Division 2 rugby, and a backline
which is fast and committed in defence. Some
more big game experience will bring with it
composure under pressure which is now lack-
ing. As a warning to other Division 2 oppo-
nents, the home ground advantage in Shenzhen
will soon be the cause of some quiet bus trips
back to Hong Kong.
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