

Greetings Everyone:

After a long flight we arrived in Almaty around 3 AM in the morning. We got to our hotel, which was nice compared to last year, and got some sleep until noon. We had a early afternoon training at the competition site (an old ice hockey arena). Apparently, they are making a new facility for next year.

This is the 15th Cup of the President Tournament and is worth $100,000 in prize money – something we don’t get to take part in too often. First prize is $30,000, 2nd is $25,000, 3rd $20,000, 4th $10,000, 5th $8,000 and 6th $7,000. The teams are KAZ National Team, Nigeria National Team, “Sichuan” China Club Team, “Iller Bankasi” Turkey Club Team,“Iskra” Russia Club Team and ourselves.

At the Technical meeting we found out that some of the KAZ National Team were late coming back from the Grand Prix so we would have a mixture of players including Yelena Pavlova, their super power player. We played the match on Tuesday, July 8th at 1:30 PM.

Vs KAZ  July 8, 2008 (3-0)
A mixture of their extended squad and players like Pavlova who is one of their top attackers and starters. The rest of the team was just getting back from the Grand Prix. This country had just qualified for the 2008 Olympics in Japan, a first for the country but shows its emergence in World Volleyball. Some of these players are part of there extra players who are training within their system. I think one of them is around 6’5” tall. 

Starting:
Lucy Wicks (S), Rachel Laybourne (RS), Janine Sandell (P1), Jen Taylor (P1), Nicky Osbourne (C1), Grace Carter (C2) and Maria Bertelli (L)

First set was all ours – we served at our target areas, Maria Bertelli passed first receive perfectly and the team responded with sound control and side-out volleyball. We rattled them a bit in the beginning and they never found their stride. Strong blocks by Grace Carter and a good double sub by Joanne Morgan and Jen Thom, lifted the team to a 25-16 win.

Set two was closer but actually we were ahead most of the match by 1 or 2 points. Our side out play and great setting by Lucy Wicks with a fast slide scoring by Rachel Laybourne and the power of Janine Sandell and Jen Taylor coming to the front. Maria again anchored our passing and defense, which again surprised the KAZ and resulted in at 25-22 win.

So we found ourselves in an unusual situation, up 2-0 vs a reasonable team. Our blocking was not super but we did touch a lot of balls and we also responded around the block with very sound defense, which lifted us to a very close 3rd set victory, 25-23. We were down until we tied the match at 20-20. There were some very long rallies with reactions of one hand by both sides. Lucy Wicks rescued a ball near our bench coming off the block and Jen Taylor put the long “snow ball” set as we call it, away. This gave us the 21-20 lead. A referee call against them, again during a long rally, gave us the 22-20 lead. On the next play Grace Carter had an over set and in her anxious state hit it out and brought them back into the game 22-21. After she said that she was almost shaking as this was at an important time and if she had scored we were in total control.  However, we did side out during another (4th or 5th long rally but who was counting) to go ahead 23-21. Grace went back to serve and made a big dig which Janine converted to put us up 24-21. KAZ rallied back to get to 24-23 but we pulled it out in the end.

A very nice victory against a type of team we lost to easily last year and maybe a big step forward. This match had strong attack and our best reception game ever – according to our statistics – we passed 2.40+.
Janine Sandell 14 kills, 2 serve aces
Rachel Laybourne 13 kills, 1 Block, 1 Sr Ace
Jen Taylor 8 kills, 1 Bl
Nicky Osbourne 4 kills and 1 Block
Grace Carter 3 kills, 2 blocks & 1 Sr Ace
Maria Bertelli Serve Receive 2.67

Vs ISKRA (Russian Club Tam) July 9th, 2008 (1-3)
A very tall team with strong position 4 attack and a very strong player on the RS. Not much attack from their middles but a very solid blocking team which tried to cut off the line and force you back inside – to their waiting blocking hands.

Starting:
Lucy Wicks (S), Rachel Laybourne (RS), Janine Sandell (P1), Jen Taylor (P1), Nicky Osbourne (C1), Grace Carter (C2) and Maria Bertelli (L)

Set 1:  23-25   The start was good, strong attack, good receive and solid defense. We had a two or three point lead at 20 but couldn’t maintain it, got down 23-21 but rallied back to tie the set at 23’s then lost on strong attacks by Iskra. How would we respond? 

Set 2: 25-23    A not so good start but we got ourselves back into the game and it was close throughout. I remember clearly the last point, a kill during a long rally by Jen Taylor on a high inside set where she ‘spun’ the ball back into deep 1, which landed in an undefended area. This was a positive response to the close loss in the first set and a credit to our athletes who fought hard all the way.

Set 3: 20-25    This was a bad start – we found ourselves down quickly by 6 or 7 points – our passing became lost and as a result we carried no attack to our opponents who had a field day with free-balls. However, Paula Scott, Jen Thom came in to anchor the team somewhat and we got within 3 points twice but couldn’t close the gap.

Set 4:  23-25 or 24-26 (we didn’t receive a copy of the score sheet yet)
We controlled this game from the start but with a 7- 4 lead the “lights” went out, yes out. Another first for us. The match was eventually restarted with us maintaining the lead to 13-8 – then, to our surprise, the “lights” went out again; this time for longer. When they finally came on we seemed to have lost our focus. The match was over 3 hours by this time and mental fatigue was setting in. The Russians rallied back, mainly due to our indecision and lack of consistency. One time we dug the hardest ball hit by our opponent and converted it with a strong 3 m attack. The next time we looked at each other as a ball landed at our feet. This was the extreme of the last half of the set. The score became 23-23 but we made two mental mistakes in passing tight to the net and it resulted in two points and a referee call to end off the match.

Disappointment for sure, but at a higher level of play. Unfortunately, it might have cost us a finish in the top 3 as now China and Russia are undefeated and for us it is the visiting of new grounds where we play 3 more matches and have to come to play each day. 5 matches in 5 days will take its mental and physical toll on all players. 

Statistics;
Lucy Wicks 2 Serve Aces & 3 Blocks
Rachel Laybourne 8 kills and 1 Sr Ace
Nicky Osbourne  6 kills and 1 block
Jen Taylor  7 kills and 1 block
Grace Carter 4 kills and 1 block
Janine Sandell 16 kills and 2 blocks

Vs NIGERIA, July 10th, 2008 (3-0)
A deceiving team, not tall, seem like having poor skill but played with lots of experience and tenacity. Very unorthodox in their serve receive patterns and in their attack patterns and angles but nevertheless quite effective.

Starting:
Lucy Wicks (S), Rachel Laybourne (RS), Janine Sandell (P1), Jen Taylor (P1), Nicky Osbourne (C1), Grace Carter (C2) and Maria Bertelli (L)
Seeing Action:  Liz Reid, Rachel Bragg

Set 1 25-18
Good control and focus to start – then, like yesterday at 13-5 the lights went out. So after 10 minutes we were back on the court. Up to this point our attacking was carrying us on the court, followed by our defense. However, slowly, we started to make some mistakes and before we knew it the score was 20-15. Nigeria, playing with nothing to lose, was digging everything that we threw at them and their attack was frustrating our block timing by sliding through the hands and off the hands. They hit with good velocity and ‘weird’ angles at times. But we kept our composure and won the set. Rachel Bragg came into this set in replace of Janine Sandell.

Set 2 22-25
In this set we got down early – more frustrated by the tenacity of Nigeria and their digging and attack (or lack of our block). We got down early but closed to were it was close at 21-21. Some long rallies and poor execution on our part resulted in a lack of performance which resulted in a the loss. Give credit to Nigeria they were all over the court and we still couldn’t find a solution to their attack. Liz Reid started in this set as a middle blocker in replace of Grace Carter.

Set 3 25-19
A good set for us, which we controlled throughout. However, Nigeria was not quitting and kept coming back at us. However, a few chinks were being found in their armour – very good attacks by Rachel Laybourne and better serving by the team. Nice to get ahead.

Set 4  25-21
We controlled this set from the beginning – we had 3 leads of 3 points throughout but couldn’t manage to get ahead. I think it was 4 attack errors at moments when the score would be 4 points up for us but resulted in giving them a point and thus maintaining only a 2 point lead. Nigeria stormed back to get within 1 point at 20-19 but a key slide wipe-off by Rachel Laybourne put us in front to stay. There was some very good digs to get us to 24 by Lucy Wicks and Maria Bertelli.

Give credit to Nigeria – they forced us to find a way to come out on top. In the beginning it seemed that this should be an easy match if we performed – something that at times was not with us. However, we did manage to handle the pressure even though it was not ‘pretty’ at times. Our slide attack was the key to the victory – led by Lucy Wicks.

Statistics
Rachel Laybourne 17 kills, 2 serve aces, 2 blocks
Jen Taylor 10 kills and 2 blocks
Janine Sandell  11 kills, 1 block, 1 serve ace
Grace Carter 8 kills, 3 blocks
Maria Bertelli Passing 2.37
Nicky Osborne 2 kills, 2 blocks
Liz Reid 2 kills, 1 block

Vs Sichuan, China   Friday July 11, 2008 (0-3)
Starting:
Lucy Wicks (S), Rachel Laybourne (RS), Janine Sandell (P1), Jen Taylor (P1), Nicky Osbourne (C1), Grace Carter (C2) and Maria Bertelli (L)

Set 1 14-25
Sichuan has Olympic champion Chen Jing + 3 Jr National Team players + they were 5th in the 2007-08 Chinese National Volleyball League. So they are a formidable opponent and undefeated to date. The first had a reasonable start but then their  ball control and our lack of attack did not help our score. There were some good rallies but if you don’t carry offense against the Chinese then it is difficult to rally with them.

Set 2 20-25
A better set with some strong rallies. Rachel Bragg contributed to our firepower and defense was spectacular at times. However, the 5 points we got down stayed there to the end.

Set 3  16-25.
Again down early, serve receive being the problem, and this allowed the Sichuan team to work us over early. We had a late comeback by the play of Jen Thom and Jo Morgan but not much of a chance to get into the game. 

For the first time we played a strong ‘Asian’ team. Blocking vs individual moves by attackers, strong tipping with super ball control and having to deal with a left handed setter who wasn’t afraid to go after the 2nd ball, did not make it easy. However, we did maintain our composure and even when it was rough there was some communication going on. This was the day that our serve receive let us down and was a ‘positive’ learning experience. Sichuan went on to win the tournament, losing 3-2 and 17-15 in the 5th to a ‘regenerated’ Kaz team but should win on points.

No Statistics available.

Vs Iller Bankasi Club (Turkey) (3-1)
This was a team that was 9th place in the Turkish league last year and composed of young but tall players who had played very strong with Russia. However, if you could get on top of them there was a tendency to not play at their peak. We knew that we could exploit their defense, around their block.

The match was changed from 10 am to 9 am, due to trying to catch up with all the matches and a closing ceremony aimed at 7pm (most likely it will start around 9PM). So we were up for breakfast at 6:30 and off to the match at 7:30 AM. This was our 3rd early match in a row (other two were at 10 AM) so we were partly prepared for this time of wake up.

Starting:
Lucy Wicks (S), Rachel Laybourne (RS), Janine Sandell (P1), Jen Taylor (P1), Nicky Osbourne (C1), Grace Carter (C2) and Maria Bertelli (L)

Set 1 25- 22
This was a good start for us. The set was close, one point either way but strong setting choices by Lucy Wicks and powerful, smart play by our powers kept us in control. We never did get going with our slide attack but there was just enough to allow us to stay on top. Jen Taylor and Rachel Laybourne played well in the attack phase of our game.

Set 2  25-16
More of a ‘clinical’ set for us and we exploited their powers and used their block well to come out always ahead throughout the match. It was a nice focus by the team, which allowed us to break them in the set.

Set 3   15-25
A total reversal – guess we were waiting for them to make the mistakes but they didn’t. They got on top of us early and subs Jo Morgan, Rachel Bragg and Jen Thom played well but couldn’t get us close to have a chance.

Set 4  25-19
Back to the starting unit and they took control by two points and eventually stretched that to 5 which we then traded points with them to find the way to a 3-1 victory.

No statistics available.

By FIVB standards we thought we had jumped into 3rd place with a 10/8 win loss record vs a 9/8 record for Iskra as each had won 3 matches (later we found out that they would use points for/against for the total tournament if their was a tie).  So that put us back into 4th place with a point ratio of 1.01 vs the Russian 1.06. China was first, KAZ was second, Iskra (Rus) was 3rd, GBR 4th, Iller Bankasi (Tur) 5th and Nigeria 6th. The final match of Sichuan vs KAZ went the distance with KAZ winning in 5 (China won the 3rd set 34-32). 

It was a very good tournament for the team. Great Britain should all be proud of their performance as the effort they showed for 5 matches in a row was super. Yes, we made mistakes; yes, losing a set or not winning by more points may of cost us that medal but it still shows that this small group are continuing to improve. Many thanks to Angela Cowell our ‘spectacular’ Head of Delegation, Ian Gatt (the “Gatt-man”, our physio and Audrey Cooper, assistant coach worked very hard to give these athletes a chance at success. Audrey’s game plans were ‘spot – on” and her commitment to channeling the efforts of our players were ‘brilliant’ ( a word that I learned while here in the UK).  Put simply, our team was the surprise of the tournament but easily has more room to grow.

We are off in the morning for San Juan, Puerto Rico where we stay at their Olympics center and have 3 days of matches with their Jr and Sr National Teams. The flight has a 10 hour time zone change and I think we will be on a plane for about 12-14 hours. On the 18th we go on to Santo Domingo to play the Dominican Republic teams for a scheduled ‘whopping’ 16 matches ( 2 times a day). Back home on the 30th for a well deserved rest and finally back to training after a week and then a trip to St. Petersburg to play a Super League club from Aug 16-23rd.


Dr. Lorne Sawula

Head Coach, GBR Women


  ps - There may be some small corrections to this final result but I think it is correct – we haven’t seen the final results and are still at the hotel waiting for the closing ceremonies.
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