Loy Yang B Gippsland Power’s roller coaster journey through the 2008 TAC Cup season took another downturn last week when they went down narrowly to the Sandringham Dragons. The Power went into the game after several solid performances in recent weeks and Aussie Jones was starting to believe that they had taken his game plan on board and had learned from their mistakes earlier in the season. They had eradicated the unnecessary turnovers and were committing themselves to each other in a strong brand of team oriented football. 

Their opponents had benefited from the return of eleven key players from school football and were always going to challenge the Power’s resolve in this match. The Power kicked with the advantage of a strong breeze but it was the Dragons who opened the scoring with the advantage of a dubious free kick. Daniel McLinden and Jarryd Blair combined to give Koby Stevens a goal and the Power seemed to be lifting their work rate. Nick Heyne responded to his coach’s call for a strong defensive spoil and the resultant play saw Jack Weston add another for his side. The Power were applying enormous pressure in the contested situations and ha the Dragons making skill and decision making errors.

John Butcher and Tristan Francis’s skills and unselfish play resulted in a goal to Tim Ryan and then Francis kicked a clever snap to extend the Power’s lead. The Dragons scored a vital goal on the rebound but the Power hit back with David Donchi goaling after a long kick into the hot-spot form Stevens. By the first change the Power led by 16 points but the Dragons had showed that they were up for a big game with some good play on the rebound.

Once again the Dragons opened the scoring after the Power had wasted hard-won entries into their forward 50 area. Some uncompromising pressure from the “Bruise Brothers” Blair and Michael Stockdale resulted in  Dale Hoghton major and it appeared as if the Power were ready to deal with the Dragons pressure. However the Dragons hit back quickly and it was game on. Long, direct and quick delivery of the ball into the Power forward line resulted in another major for the Power and, this time it was Butcher who was the beneficiary. Some uncustomary indecision by the Power defence gifted the Dragons with another goal and then they did it again to allow the Dragons to draw level by the long break.

The Power had been punished for some “cute” football when basic play was required and Aussie was quick to let them know what he expected and what had been their hall marks in the previous four weeks when they played such impressive football. With the wind at the backs the Power had the chance to take back control of the game but they allowed the Dragons to open the scoring yet again. McLinden, Hoghton and Heyne combined for a Power reply but the game then degenerated into a dour arm wrestle with neither side able to effectively capitalise on their entries into their forward 50’s. It was a disappointing effort by the Power and they trailed by one point with a quarter to play.

It was the Dragons who had the advantage of the wind in the last term and they were exploiting some ill-disciplined and often poorly thought out play by the Power. As if on cue the Dragons scored the first major to immediately put the pressure on the Power. Clever work by Stockdale allowed Houghton to score a morale boosting goal and it seemed as if the Power had remembered what it was that made them successful in previous matches. Hoghton once again slotted a goal from a difficult angle to give the Power the lead but some more indecisive defence allowed the Dragons to hit back. 

In earlier losses the Power had wasted winning opportunities with poor final quarter finishing and once again they were off target when they had numerous chances to ice the game. It took Blair and Butcher to combine to create a goal for Jack Brown but the Power couldn’t contain the Dragons and they again hit back hard to take the lead and then extend it. Dean Woodhead and Stockdale worked hard to allow Eddie Carr to goal and put his side within a kick with minutes to go. However the siren blew before the Power could get another goal and the Dragons recorded an excellent victory.

Final scores Sandringham Dragons 12 goals 18 behinds 90 points defeated Loy Yang B Gippsland Power 12 goals 14 behinds 86 points. Goal kickers, Dale Hoghton 3, Koby Stevens, Eddie Carr, Jack Brown, John Butcher, David Donchi, Tristan Francis, Nick Heyne, Jack Weston and Tim Ryan 1. Defender Jack Brown once again didn’t rack up a huge number of possessions but was pivotal to the side with his outstanding decision making and strong and disciplined defence. He nullified a dangerous opponent and gave his side constant drive on the rebound. 
It appeared as if Dale Hoghton had overdosed on his special “mongrel” pills before the game and had 7 crunching tackles in the opening term. He continued to apply his unique brand of pressure throughout the game as well as winning plenty of possessions which he used with amazing efficiency. Jarryd Blair again set the work ethic standard for the team and combined resolute pressure with winning the ball with skill and flair and then adding the final element of run and effective delivery. He ran hard all day and was in and under the biggest packs.

When Nathan Vardy’s season ended due to a shoulder injury an opportunity opened up for Sam Nickless to step up an claim a spot in the team. From his opening contest he made a big statement about his intent and level of commitment and kept it up for the whole game. He dominated his ruck duels as well as being a huge presence around the ground. Jarryd Blair’s evil twin M
ichael Stockdale was another who was uncompromising in his attack on the ball and commitment to his coach’s game plan. He won many hard possessions and worked tirelessly to use the ball with precision and purpose. Daniel McLinden was another big man to be given a fresh chance to consolidate his place in the side and he worked hard to do the disciplined things and provide his on-ballers with first use of the ball.
At the end of the game Aussie was genuinely disappointed with the boy’s efforts throughout the match. Once again they had thrown away a winning chance with poor finishing in the last term but the reason for his concerns went far deeper than that. He was initially unhappy with the fact that the boys were unable to follow the basic elements of his game plan for the day. They used the wrong side of the ground for much of the game and seemed to follow the efforts of the 2006 Power side who threw away a premiership opportunity by doing the same thing on the windswept Trevor Barker Oval. 
The team focussed, disciplined play so evident over the previous weeks was missing and there seemed to be a slackening of the commitment to sacrifice their own games for the benefit of the side. Once they decided to get back to the right game plan they didn’t convert their opportunities and put themselves back in the pack in terms of the competition ladder. However Aussie addressed a more serious issue when he suggested that some of the boys were “getting ahead of themselves”

It’s a unique feature of the TAC Cup that, at this part of the season, boys start to attract the attention of player managers. This can cause some to start thinking about the “dream” and subsequently lose focus on the job at hand. It’s a difficult position to be in and takes some real self-discipline to remain on track. Obviously the Power side has some talented boys who justifiably can see a chance to get to the AFL but as Aussie reminded them, the best way to realise their dreams is to focus on the processes that he is asking them to apply and the rest of it will look after itself. 

The loss highlighted what can happen once the boys lose this commitment to the team things and was a very timely reminder as they go into the business end of the season. They have the perfect opportunity to show him that they learned yet another lesson on their steep learning curve when they take on the Calder Cannons next week. This game will be played at Morwell and will be their first chance to use their home ground for the season after the surface renovations were held up due to some dubious maintenance decisions. Aussie is sure to remind the boys about the level of commitment he wants to the team game plan and won’t tolerate the sort of effort that saw them throw away another winnable game.
