Match Report

Denise Johns and Lucy Boulton Barcelona 27th May

Boulton and Johns look like a strong well drilled team extremely capable of
playing at the highest level but once again failed to make it out of
qualification losing 2-0 against a strong Ukranian team.

In the first set Boulton and Johns just about matched the Ukranians point
for point, even managing to get a set point at 20-19. Unfortunately, having
lost the set point then they lost the set 24-22. The second set was also
reasonably even but the Ukranians kept picking off points on their serve and
ended up winners at 21-15.

The British pair look well drilled but, it has to be said, they seem to lack
match toughness compared to some of the other FIVB teams. At times it feels
like there is too much drill work in their play resulting in a gentle 'oh
well' attitude and a slightly mechanistic approach to their play, rather
than a mean and nasty win or die attitude that you get from teams with
constant intense match practice. Even at 5-5 you had the sense that the
Ukranians were that bit stronger on the tougher points.

The side does have skill. Boulton is a strong power hitter and has a good
block. Johns has variety in her attack and makes a good first pass. Both
have good reactions against a power hit. Against more subtle play, there is
a lack of spriteliness back court and sheer chase-the-ball-down grit that
many other teams at this level have.

Of the two Boulton is easily the stronger hitter. Consequently the Ukranians
only served on Johns. Though she has good variety in here attacks and sees
the defense well and so was often able to find the space on the court, the
Ukranians put variety into their defence to put pressure on Johns' attack
enabling them to pick off points in the flow of the game. At this level,
picking off points here and there is enough to win games as simple errors
are rare.

Some second ball attacks to relieve the pressure on Johns and make the
opposition think a little more about their serving tactics would have been
interesting. Unfortunately Boulton is a right handed hitter on the right
side of the court and though she has worked on her setting she does not come
across as a natural and it is not clear if she has the footwork to make an
attack option from the second contact on the right while still being able to
make a clean set. I did wonder if they have tried swapping left and right
which would make it easier. Johns' pass is certainly good enough to make
this an option which would increase their attack options.

The other disappointment was Boulton's serve. Unusually for the women's
game, she has a strong top-spin jump serve and is able to make aces. Most
other sides serve a float or jump-float. She did make a couple of aces so
you could see the serve is good when it works, but the number of service
misses was very disappointing, particularly as many just drove into the net,
not even forcing a decision by the opposition. None of the Brazilians would
have let their partner get away with such a display of serving without some
fierce words, but the British pair seemed too nice to get angry with each
other. 

Without the serve working, it makes it difficult to build sustained pressure
on the opposition. If they reason that even if they lose the point they will
still get the ball back and keep in touch, then they can hit freely at you
and there is no pressure on their hit.

The team are capable, but they really do need to get match-tough to take
matches.

Saul Dobney

