Friday, September 18, 1998

Reivers aim for sneak Ulster raid

By GERRY THORNLEY

Unloved and unwanted by the English clubs and the top two Welsh clubs, sponsorless and with negligible television coverage, the European Cup kicks off in Ravenhill tonight not so much to the sound of fanfare as warfare.

Still, it's probably appropriate that it lurches into action with Ulster and Edinburgh Reivers, for this is the competition that the Irish and the Scots, especially, have been pining for. Their whole approach to the onset of professionalism and the dangling of carrots by English clubs has been to contract home-based players to their respective provinces and districts. Without the European Cup, the philosophy would be seriously undermined.

As it happens, this clash will also be a significant yardstick by which to judge the contrasting fortunes of the two Unions as well as the sides themselves.

In terms of luring prodigal sons home, Ulster have been revitalised by the returning emigrees more than any other province. The influx of former and new internationals under the stewardship of Harry Williams immediately upped the team's unity and professionalism, reaping a significant improvement in results as well.

The Edinburgh Reivers, by contrast, are an unholy alliance of city (Edinburgh) and country (Scottish Borders). Thus, they are more distinct, than district, cultures. By putting all their four eggs in just two baskets, the Scots have put together a scrambled concoction which hasn't pleased everyone and smacks of a hastily put together, panicky measure on the back of truly dismal European showings.

Being top heavy, with 34 players or so, has obliged them to play as many as possible given their contracts do not permit them to play club rugby. Invariably, coach Ian Rankin had to chop and change his formation during a losing run of six games this season, though by all accounts they were more pleased with their latest offering against their rival district, and accordingly have made only two changes for this game. Grant McKelvey comes in at hooker for Steve Brotherstone and Graeme McCallum replaces Iain Fullarton in the second-row, while the off-form Lions Alan Tait and Craig Chalmers are kept on the bench. Not a good sign.

Nonetheless, the Scots could be coming together whereas, had this game been played two or three weeks ago, Ulster would have been on a winning run with a settled side. Instead, the wheels came off spectacularly against Leinster last week and Williams has responded by making four changes.

The sorely felt absence of Mark McCall has meant a call-up for South African out-half cum centre Clinton van Rensberg in midfield, enabling Jonathan Bell to switch to his more suited outside centre role and Jan Cunningham to his more effective wing position. Sheldon Coulter also comes in on the wing, with David Humphreys captain outside Stephen Bell, recalled at the expense of Andy Matchett.

It certainly looks a better backline, though how much, depends on the unknown van Rensberg quantity. At 6' 4" and 16 stone, the 22-year-old is what locals up north would call "a solid lump of a boy". Van Rensberg played 23 times for Eastern Province in the Currie Cup, and made his Super 12 debut for the Natal Sharks while a teenager. He joined Ballymena four weeks ago and certainly has good pedigree, though verdicts on him vary.

Up front, Williams has kept faith in the pack demolished by Leinster, (restoring Stephen McKinty for Dean Macartney, who has a chest infection) though in truth he hasn't many options.

Williams expects a positive response. "Most of these boys haven't played in the European Cup. It's the kind of competitive rugby they came here for. They got a good kick up the arse last week and know they let themselves down badly."

The Reivers' chief executive, Nick Oswald, believes that "if you can nick one away win and win your home games you're a long way towards qualifying. It's a big game for us and if we win it, it will take a lot of pressure off us. But we're definitely underdogs."

Yeah, sure. Somehow he didn't laugh. This is a Scottish-Irish encounter after all, which invariably go one way of late, Ulster losing a similarly crucial and pivotal home opener to Glasgow last year.

However, the Scots, thus far, don't know how to win and unlike the contrived Edinburgh Reivers, Ulster have a proud sense of tradition and identity. They also have home advantage and more of a winning habit. These things, theoretically at least, ought to count for something.

ULSTER: S Mason; S Coulter, J Bell, C van Rensberg, J Cunningham; D Humphreys (capt), S Bell; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, G Leslie, M Rea, G Longwell, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements: S McDowell, B Cunningham, A Matchett, R Irwin, R Weir, M Blair, S Duncan.

EDINBURGH REIVERS: H Gilmour; T Stanger, J Mayer, G Shiel, C Murray; D Hodge, I Fairley; B Stewart, G Mckelvey, M Proudfoot, D Burns, G McCallum, T McVie, B Renwick (capt), A Roxburgh. Replacements: A Tait, C Chalmers, G Burns, C Mather, G Hayter, S Scott, R McNulty.

Referee: G Borreani (France).

Wednesday, September 23, 1998

Ward out of Toulouse trip

By GERRY THORNLEY

Ulster will be without their most influential player, Andy Ward, for their daunting away European Cup assignment against inaugural winners Toulouse on Saturday. The Irish open-side flanker sustained a groin injury in the draw with Edinburgh Reivers last week.

Also ruled out is their international hooker Allen Clarke although each player expects to be fit for the the following Saturday's interprovincial away to Munster and the subsequent European tie against Ebbw Vale.

Even if there was only a slight doubt about either - and both players were on the sidelines at yesterday's Irish training session in Greystones - in many ways it makes sense to leave both out of the Toulouse game. With the best will in the world, this is hardly a winnable one, whereas the ensuing games are, and that in turn makes them important to Ulster.

Ward's loss is partially offset by the return from a chest infection of Dean Macartney. In the latter's absence, Ulster had no choice but to bring on Stuart Duncan against Edinburgh, with Stephen McKinty switching to the open side. McKinty's instincts are primarily those of a number six, with the net result that Ulster's fringe defence had no natural defender to lead the line.

However, Macartney has played open side and as Harry Williams also pointed out yesterday, "he's an experienced guy and Toulouse shouldn't hold any fears for him as he played some of his rugby in France for a few years."

The only other change is an unenforced one, with Williams preferring Andy Matchett to Stephen Bell, and the Ulster coach stated that it was a preference in selection rather than a continuation of Ulster's revolving policy between the two scrum-halves.

Leinster expect to announce their side today for Friday's eagerly awaited visit of Stade Francais to Donnybrook. They are also nearing full-strength, with Reggie Corrigan, Pat Ward, Angus McKeen and Girvan Dempsey all back in contention and the latter two, at any rate, liable to be reinstated.

Jim Glennon stated yesterday that "there is a quiet air of confidence among the players and a belief that we can turn over the French champions." The province's A team coaches, Willie Dawson and Brent Pope, watched Stade Francais win at Begles/Bordeaux last weekend and their report prompted Glennon to say: "We expect they'll play a similar type game to Toulouse and the players know we should have beaten Toulouse here last year."

Connacht, too, have been boosted by the return to training of Barry Gavin, Billy Mulcahy, Shane McEntee and Eric Elwood, though the latter still reckons a return on Saturday week at home to Leinster is a more feasible target than their European Shield opener away to Newport this Saturday.

Munster have received less encouraging news about scrumhalf Tom Tierney, who damaged ankle ligaments last Saturday against Padova, although the torn groin which ruled Killian Keane out of that game may only sideline him for another week.

Ulster: S Mason; S Coulter, J Bell, C van Rensburg, J Cunningham; D Humphreys, A Matchett; J Fitzpatrick, R Weir, G Leslie, M Rea, G Longwell, S McKinty, T McWhirter, D Macartney. Replacements: S McDowell, B Cunningham, S Bell, R Irwin, S Ritchie, M Blair, S Duncan.

Monday, September 28, 1998

Ulster too generous

Ulster never looked like defeating an extremely powerful and well-drilled Toulouse side at a noisy Stade Les Sept Deniers, but for reasons known only to themselves they managed to hand the French hotshots most of their points on a plate.

No wonder it left coach Harry Williams fuming. They had worked tiggerishly in the opening stages to hold the potential European Cup champions to a slender 13-3 half-time advantage. But courage wasn't enough as schoolboy errors allowed four simplistic tries to be run in during the second period.

"I was bitterly disappointed at the final result," said Williams. "We made so many stupid errors. We knew we had to make as few turnovers as possible, but instead of holding on to the ball and restarting, we just handed possession to them. It was all very frustrating."

It was dangerous full-back Stephane Ougier who got the ball rolling with a penalty after 26 minutes, and soon after they were 13-0 ahead. First Yann Delaigue knocked over a penalty after the Ulster three-quarters had encroached, and then a defensive faux paux following a line-out allowed the same player to flip a pass to right wing Emile Ntamack to sprint in unopposed under the posts.

Simon Mason then slotted over a 37-metre penalty for Ulster to take his total to 102 points for the season.

Ulster's fringe tackling was hard and effective, with flanker Stephen McKinty very much to the fore. But, under extreme pressure, the mistakes started to creep in.

Scoring sequence: 26 min: Ougier penalty (3-0); 31: Delaigue penalty (6-0); 36: Ntamack try, Delaigue conversion (13-0); 40: Mason penalty (13-3); 51: Debrosses try, Delaigue conversion (20-3); 63: Marfaing try, Ougier conversion (27-3); 65: Ntamack try (32-3); 80: Lapoutge try, Ougier conversion (39-3).

Ulster: S Mason; S Coulter, J Bell, C van Rensburg (S Bell, 72), J Cunningham (S McDowell, 43); D Humphreys (capt), A Matchett; J Fitzpatrick, R Weir, G Leslie (R Irwin, 63), G Longwell, M Rea (M Blair, 76), S McKinty, T McWhirter (S Duncan, 55), D Macartney.

Toulouse: S Ougier; E Ntamack (P Lapoutge, 65), P Bondouy, C Desbrosses, M Marfaing; Y Delaigue, J Cazalbou (capt) (J Fillol, 65); F Tournaire, Y Bru (P Soula, 67), J-L Jordana (Mafutuna, 75), H Miorin, F Belot, D Lacroix, N Spanghero (S Moulucou, 76), C Labit.

Referee: D Bevan (Wales).

Monday, October 12, 1998

Ulster's facile win creates vale of tears for the home side

Ulster's first European Cup victory of the season wasn't so much a demolition job of Ebbw Vale, but a case of humiliating the Welshmen in their own picturesque backyard.

It was probably Ulster's best performance of the season. However, despite the romp, coach, Harry Williams, freely admits that there are still one or two wrinkles to iron out before they can claim to be back on the road after a disappointing run over the past four weeks.

But the win against a poor and demoralised Ebbw Vale was more than a useful exercise in which self esteem and confidence were regained. The two points gleaned from the game in which there were many excellent individual performances, pushed them back into the picture in Pool C, alongside Edinburgh and Toulouse.

Ulster can look forward to facing the Frenchmen next Friday at Ravenhill in a positive frame of mind particularly with their hopes of a quarter-final slot now rekindled.

Williams, frustrated after his side crashed to Munster the previous week said: "That was a much better performance. But we still have to work on a few things. We are not the perfect model just yet. But at least we can look forward to the game against Toulouse with a lot more confidence."

Vale skipper Kingsley Jones, the Welsh international flanker said Ulster were very focussed on doing the basics first and then taking their chances when they came.

"They were an abrasive side," said Jones, whose team only really threatened Ulster through two soft tries midway through the second half when the score was 40-28.

"Quite honestly I was very disappointed by our performance and the way things turned out. This tournament doesn't seem to mean a lot to our players. They just couldn't lift their game. But you could put that down to the opposition. They did the simple things well and scored when the opportunity arose."

Ulster's two heroes were Simon Mason, the impeccable Geordie-born kicking machine, and skipper David Humphreys who as well as collecting two cheeky opportunist tries, ran the show in the manner one expects from an international player.

But while Humphreys' kicking was tactically brilliant, and a bonus to a rampant pack, Mason's metronomical swing of the boot was phenomenal.

No matter the position, distance or angle, Mason split the uprights. Eleven kicks at goal: four penalties, seven conversions for a personal tally of 26 points.

But while five of those touchdowns were conceived and scored by the backs, they would be first to give the credit to their pack who finally raised their game to stifle a bigger and heavy opposition eight.

Particularly outstanding was the back-row. Andy Ward was at his best before retiring late on following a clash of heads.

Number eight Tony McWhirter had a big game and will challenge Lion Eric Miller when he arrives for the final inter-provincial of the season against Connacht. Stephen McKinty continues to amaze with his athleticism. After Williams decided to rest four extremely tired players after the Munster game, McKinty was left as the only part-time player. But he showed his worth and all-round fitness when he swooped for a try after a flowing movement in the 76th minute.

Mark Blair, making his first start of the season, also wrapped up a solid performance when he barged over for a try while replacement winger Andy Park wrapped up matters with Ulster's third try in the space of the last 10 minutes as Ebbw Vale's lack of fitness told.

Ulster, with calm assuredness opened out a match-winning 3313 half-time advantage. Centre Jonathan Bell and scrum-half Stephen Bell and the first of Humphreys' efforts put Ebbw Vale to the sword. Humphreys' try came when a frustrated Vale attempted to attack on the half-way line, but when the ball hit the deck Humphreys hacked through and beat the lively Tongan international Suia Taumalolo to the touchdown.

His second score in the 56th minute was even cheekier: he blocked a chip and chase by Welsh international Byron Hayward, caught the rebound and skipped in under the posts from 22 metres.

Scoring sequence - 1 min: Mason penalty, 0-3; 3: Hayward penalty, 3-3; 7: Mason penalty, 3-6; 11: J Bell try, Mason conversion, 3-13; 16: Hayward penalty, 6-13; 21: Humphreys try, Mason conversion, 6-20; 24: S Bell try, Mason conversion, 6-27; 30: Mason penalty, 6-30; 38: Mason penalty, 6-33; 40: penalty try, Hayward conversion, 13-33; 45: Hayward penalty, 16-33; 56: Humphreys try, Mason conversion, 16-40; 58: Manley try, 21-40; 66: Taumalolo try, Hayward conversion; 28-40; 70: Blair try, Mason conversion, 28-47; 76: McKinty try, Mason conversion; 28-54; 80: Park try, Mason conversion, 28-61.

ULSTER - S Mason; J Cunningham, J Bell, C van Rensburg, S Coulter; D Humphreys, capt, S Bell; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, G Longwell, M Blair, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements: A Matchett for S Bell, 40 mins; A Park for J Bell, 40 mins; G Leslie for Irwin, 64 mins; D Topping for McWirter, 40 mins; S Duncan for Ward, 76 mins.

EBBW VALE - S Taumalolo; D Manley, G Williams, J Strange, C Landry; B Hayward, D Llewellyn; A Phillips, R Campbell, A Metcalfe, L Banks, K Faletau, M Spiller, M Jones, K Jones, capt. Replacements: C Billen for Banks, 40 mins; G Green for Phillips, 53 mins; I Thomas for Spiller, 53 mins.

Referee - C White (RFU).
Friday, October 16, 1998

Over-confidence may undo Toulouse

By GERRY THORNLEY

After three trying weeks on the road, Ulster return home to the prospect of the biggest crowd of the season at Ravenhill buoyed further by the timely fillip of last week's win in Ebbw Vale. All told, Harry Williams's team have every reason to believe that this return meeting with the crack French outfit will be nothing like as one-sided as the collision of three weeks ago.

After all, to start with the blindingly obvious, Toulouse are French. While the inaugural European Cup winners have been in fairly ruthless form this season, winning all eight matches, as is indicative of French sides, their away form has been nothing like as clinical. Whereas their average winning margin over four games in Stade Les Sept Deniers has been 48 points, away from home the average is 16 points.

That trend was maintained last week when they pulled themselves together from a 25-8 deficit away to Edinburgh Reivers to win by 29-25. As Ulster had previously only been denied victory over the Reivers by Duncan Hodge's injury-time drop goal, Ulster are entitled to draw a promising barometer.

It could be that last week's scare in Edinburgh was a timely jolt for Toulouse, if not so timely for Ulster, and certainly their coach, Guy Noves, seems to have taken that on board. "We had to dig deep into our mental reserves to win the game and no-one should write off any of the teams participating in this year's tournament.

"I am never confident before playing a match and let's say I am very conscious of the difficulty we will have in Ireland. We played Ulster at home and they are a very defensive team and we will go over there determined to win."

Possibly betraying a hint of over-confidence, Noves added: "I think that Toulouse have almost qualified for the quarter-finals, so I reckon that we will use the players who have not played so far."

To that end, Noves has made seven changes from the side which beat Edinburgh (and six from that which beat Ulster). Despite injuries to Marc Lievremont and Christian Califano, the starting line-up still contains six French internationals, while it is a statement of their strength in depth that a further quartet of internationals are on the bench. Ulster, for their part, look eminently stronger than was the case three weeks ago. Now with Andy Ward and Allen Clarke up front, as well as Rab Irwin and Mark Blair, and Stephen Bell at scrumhalf, the requisite improvement was visible in Ebbw Vale last week. Alongside a big parochial crowd and a Scottish referee, Ulster have enough good players in their ranks to fluster the French. Indeed, with Simon Mason in prolific form, it would be no surprise if Ulster were even ahead at the 40 or 60 minute mark - or at any rate still competitive in the match. "Yes, we can win," said Williams yesterday, "so long as the players believe that."

Therein lies the rub, for you'd have to wonder whether Ulster really do have that belief. What's more, their defence has been a bit porous of late, conceding 21 tries in their last five games, which could be an ominous portent against a side which has scored 21 tries in three Euro games.

Ulster: S Mason; S Coulter, J Bell, C van Rensberg, J Cunningham; D Humphreys (capt), S Bell; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, M Blair, G Longwell, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements: A Park, B Cunningham, A Matchett, R Weir, G Leslie, D Topping, S Duncan.

Toulouse: S Ougier; P Lapoutge, R Paillat, C Desbrousse, M Marfaing; Y Delaigue, J Cazalbou (capt); C Vencheri, W Servat, J-L Jordana, N Spanghero, F belot, D Lacroix, C Labit, S Dispagne. Replacements: C Deylaud, E N'tamack, Y Bru, F Pelous, P Soula, F Tournaire.

Saturday, October 17, 1998

Mason the key to brave victory

There haven't been many nights to match the one at Ravenhill last night, as Ulster defeated European Cup favourites Toulouse in a rip-roaring game at a packed Raven hill.

It was certainly not for the weak-hearted as Ulster hung on right into five minutes of injury time to toss open the race for a quarter-final place. But it was a victory thoroughly deserved and one to match that of the famous success over the 1984 Grand Slam Wallabies. There were many heroes in front of a crowd of 9,000 that cheered non-stop until the Ulster team emerged for an encore 20 minutes after the final whistle.

Once again full-back Simon Mason was the key to success. After his 26 points last week against Ebbw Vale, he collected another 19 by knocking over four early penalties, scoring a try and converting a fine piece of opportunism by centre Clinton van Rensburg.

Mason set the tone with those penalties and a 30th-minute try to match that of Michel Maarfaing when the Frenchmen showed just how dangerous they are from deep. Toulouse edged ahead for the only time five minutes after the restart, but Ulster's riposte was sweet and true.

First the outstanding Stephen McKinty - what a season he's having - was dragged over from a line-out in the 51st minute. Then, after the ball had squirted out from a Toulouse scrum, Bell fed van Rensburg, who showed great presence of mind to find a gap.

The final 10 minutes were agonising, but Ulster tackled hard to keep the French at bay.

Ulster play next week's final interprovincial against Connacht at Ravenhill. In the meantime, all players will savour a victory and one that will last long in the memory.

Scoring sequence: 1st min: Mason pen, 30; 3: Maason pen, 6-0; 7: Mason pen, 9-0; 11: Mason pen, 12-0; 14: Marfaing try, Ougier con, 12-7; 30: Mason try, 17-7; 35: Cazalbou try, Delaigue con, 17-14; 45: Cazalbou try, Ougier con, 17-21; 51: McKinty try, 22-21; 59: van Rensburg try, Mason con, 29-21; 62: Deylaud pen, 29-24.

Ulster: S Mason; S Coulter, J Bell, C van Rensburg, J Cunningham; D Humphreys, capt, S Bell; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, G Longwell, M Blair, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements: G Leslie for Irwin (53 mins).

Toulouse: S Ougier; P Lapoutge, R Paillat, C Desbrosse, M Marfaing; Y Delaigue, J Caz albou, capt; C Vencheri, W Servat, J-L Jordana, N Spanghero, F Belot, D Lacroix, C Labit, S Dispagne. Replacements: E Ntamack for Deb rosse (43 mins), F Pelon for Belot and P Soula for Servat (48 mins), C Delaud for Delaigue (50 mins), F Tournaire for Vencheri (52 mins). Referee: E Murray (Scotland).

Saturday, November 7, 1998

It's all or bust for Ulster

By GERRY THORNLEY

The best of this weekend's fare could be saved until last when Ulster meet Edinburgh Reivers in a reprise of their memorable 38-all draw which actually kick-started the pool stages of the European Cup back in mid-September.

This game tomorrow is in a world of its own. Nothing else matters. To the victors the spoils - runners-up spot in Pool C and a place in the European Cup quarter-finals. Accordingly, this is not a time for Ulster to look back, more an opportunity to nail down a place in the knock-out stages for the first time. Yet it's hard not to recall that it should never have come down to this.

A few minutes from time in that drawn encounter, Ulster had the game by the scruff of the neck, were pinning Edinburgh down and had engineered an insurance penalty well within Simon Mason's normal range. However, he missed and, with a defensive scrum, Ulster could only find touch on their own 10-metre line in injury time, enabling Duncan Hodge to land an equalising drop goal with the last kick of the game.

Were it not for that Hodge drop goal, Ulster would now be through, but defeat tomorrow will see Edinburgh progress as they already have the better points differential. That would be tough on Ulster, given they have beaten Toulouse and would then go out despite having more points than two of the other pool qualifiers.

After a ragged start in what was akin to Super 12-type pyjama rugby at Ravenhill, Ulster should have won (and this despite losing their most important player, Andy Ward, at the half-way point). In hindsight, the Reivers were there for the taking more than at any time since, after losing all six of their pre-tournament games.

Even in their next outing, they were struggling to put away the group whipping boys Ebbw Vale until Craig Chalmers came off the bench to replace Hodge, scored two tries and converted both to steer the Reivers to a 41-17 win. Henceforth, they became the Revivers.

In their last six outings they have only lost twice, both times to Toulouse but on both occasions they were notably competitive. Only eight of the side that drew with Ulster survives, compared to all bar Gary Leslie and Murtagh Rea of a more settled Ulster side.

Chalmers appears to have steadied the ship and the only two changes from the team that frustrated and stood up to an abrasive Toulouse last week sees the fit again Stuart Lang and Graham Shiel replacing Hugh Gilmour and Alan Tait at full-back and inside centre.

The pack is the same as that which played Toulouse and, strikingly, outscored Glasgow by seven tries to one a fortnight ago. The Reivers are on a roll and a big crowd is expected at Myreside tomorrow, the game having reverted to there from Easter Road because "rugby people wanted it at a rugby venue."

Against that, Ulster too are on a roll of four successive wins in which they have accumulated 169 points. It looks like another close yet open game in which points will be bountiful. The pair of them have scored 40 tries and conceded 30 between them in their 10 games.

Neither has the pack which is likely to dominate the other, and both like to play a quick rucking game at tempo, with an emphasis on continuity and keeping the ball alive in the tackle.

Although it's unlikely to concern them unduly, the timing of this match also means that Ulster will know exactly what is required of them to progress as the fifth ranked quarter-finalist. Presuming Munster beat Padova, then Ulster will know that they will have to get within five points of that winning margin to ensure a quarterfinal at Colomiers as opposed to, most probably, Stade Francais.
Monday, November 9, 1998

Coulter's try earns home quarter-final

By GERRY THORNLEY

An astonishing couple of turnarounds in the finale to Pool C over the weekend culminated in the Ulster players returning to the Myreside pitch in Edinburgh yesterday for a glorious encore with their influential travelling support and exiled students. Incredible though it may have seemed, they had topped the group to earn a home European Cup quarterfinal with Toulouse on Friday December 11th.

Even the bookies might have given a blank cheque for that outcome on Saturday afternoon prior to the remarkable 100-point turnaround on their previous meetings which saw a predictably bad-tempered Toulouse lose to Ebbw Vale.

Suddenly, all three scenarios were open to Ulster come kick-off yesterday. Victory would earn an unlikely home quarter-final, while a draw would have led to an away quarter-final and a defeat by the Reivers would have seen them edged out of the last eight altogether.

For much of the first 50 minutes here it appeared the latter outcome was the likeliest. At that juncture a near rampant Reivers had just moved 18-6 ahead and a stoppage of over three minutes ended with Tony McWhirter being stretchered off. It seemed an apposite metaphor for Ulster's Euro hopes.

"To be honest I thought we were gone," admitted coach Harry Williams. "But there's great character in the side and it was a tremendous comeback. This is absolutely brilliant," he concluded, after seeing Ulster's season extended by five weeks.

More often than not led by McWhirter's outstanding replacement Derek Topping, the pack began chundering through and though there was more than a hint of catch-up about some of the scrambled passing across the pitch, at least they gave it a go and fortune deservedly favoured the brave over the two meetings.

After a Mark Blair try, the decisive intervention came by way of Sheldon Coulter's 69th minute intercept try, and all the while Simon Mason landed a perfect five from five attempts to lead the Euro scoring table with 97 points.

By comparison, that seemingly persistent thorn in Irish sides, Craig Chalmers, landed four out of eight, missing with a last kick, an 84th minute 50-metre penalty attempt which had briefly revived memories of Duncan Hodge's equalising drop goal in the 84th minute of the first game. For once then, the curse of the Scots had been lifted.

"Unbelievable," said an ecstatic Ulster captain David Humprheys. "This was beyond our wildest dreams at the start of the season.

"We came back from the dead. It looked like they might steal it again but to hold out and win was magnificent. At half-time our pack were dead and there was a feeling that a few guys hadn't performed. It was potentially our last 40 minutes of the season and a few harsh words were said. But we just said that we'd come out like we did in the second half against Toulouse into the wind and the pack produced a great performance.

"We scored a couple of good tries. Okay, one was a little lucky in that it was an intercept, but it showed that the four-up defence worked."

Even so, after a bright start which yielded a couple of Mason penalties, brave defence had rapidly become the summit of Ulster's ambitions for much of an otherwise one-sided first half. With Ed Morrison seemingly giving Ulster little, the Reivers were able to control the throw (Ulster had only three in that period) and had a much better line-out in any case.

The Reivers' restart game was flawless, helped by clever obstruction in front of the taker (there were also a couple of shirt tugs off the ball and one blatant case of offside on their own 22 which went unpunished).

With the Scots' peerless body positioning going into rucks, Ulster were thus starved off primary possession once Humphreys missed a penalty to touch from halfway and Darren Burns pilfered one of the three throws; instead they fed off ill-used scraps courtesy of turnovers from Andy Ward's strength in the tackle.

Long before Chalmers eventually drew the sides level, things were looking ominous for an increasingly quietened Ulster contingent as Allen Clarke departed and even more so on the halfhour.

It followed a by then predictable pattern. Another gobbled up Ulster restart, another Reivers penalty, another line-out, another rumble up the middle and then Alan Tait skipped Tony Stanger for flanker Iain Sinclair to run straight and put Stanger over on the loop.

Despite Ulster picking up their tempo after the interval, things looked grimmer still when a blindside back-row scrum move gave Edinburgh the space for Chalmers to float a long skip pass to Tait and he just got his pass away in time for Cameron Murray to score in the corner, Chalmers' touchline conversion making it 18-6.

Cue the comeback, which was instigated by a big charge from Longwell and Topping. Bell spoiled Bryan Redpath at the base of the scrum and generally started doing things at 100 miles an hour, and from one of his tap penalties, Topping, Jan Cunningham and incisively Humphreys probed a narrow corridor before off-loading for Blair to gallop over.

Another Chalmers penalty left Ulster two scores adrift but Mason responded in kind after good work by McKinty, Topping and van Rensburg. Enter Coulter with a big three minutes - first brilliantly nailing Murray into touch, then backpedalling to mark a Chalmers up-and-under, and finally gambling and reading Sinclair's over-disguised pass for Tait on halfway to race 60 metres to the posts for Mason's tap-over conversion.

Chalmers failed with first a drop-goal attempt and then his long-range penalty.

"It should be a sell-out," ventured Williams of the quarterfinal. Half-an-hour earlier, Ulster's season seemed stretcherbound, but now it had sprung vibrantly back to its feet.

Devastated Edinburgh coach Ian Rankin admitted his side had paid dearly for failing to convert pressure into points.

Dejected captain Bryan Redpath said: "At 18-6 we really should be looking to win the game. The reason for not doing that, I don't know."

But Redpath insisted that no blame would be attached to the otherwise impressive Iain Sinclair, whose pass was intercepted for Ulster's late score. "It is a 15-man game and it is the team that loses it, not individuals," he said.

Scoring sequence: 2 mins: Mason penalty, 0-3; 11 mins: Mason penalty, 0-6; 15 mins: Chalmers penalty, 3-6; 29 mins: Chalmers penalty, 6-6; 30 mins: Stanger try, 11-6; 46 mins: Murray try, Chalmers conversion, 18-6; 58 mins: Blair try, Mason conversion, 18-13; 61 mins: Chalmers penalty, 21-13; 66 mins: Mason penalty, 21-16; 69 mins: Coulter try, Mason conversion, 21-23.

EDINBURGH REIVERS: S Lang; T Stanger, J Mayer, G Shiel, C Murray; C Chalmers, B Redpath (capt); R McNulty, G McKelvey, B Stewart, D Burns, I Fullerton, C Mather, B Renwick, I Sinclair. Replacements: A Tait for Shiel (26 mins), S Brotherstone for McKelvey (35 mins).

ULSTER: S Mason; S Coulter, J Bell, C Van rensburg, J Cunningham; D Humphreys (capt), S Bell; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, G Longwell, M Blair, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements: R Weir for Clarke (23 mins), D Topping for McWhirter (51 mins). G Leslie for Irwin (56 mins)

Referee: E Morrison (England).

Friday, December 11, 1998

Ulster entitled to believe in dreams

By GERRY THORNLEY

It doesn't get much bigger than this, and in Ulster's case it never has; a European Cup quarter-final at home, a capacity Ravenhill, and the crack French outfit Toulouse as visitors. As the old cliche goes, anything from here on in is a bonus; Ulster's season is already in credit.

Yet they are entitled to dream some more. They have after all, beaten Toulouse at Ravenhill already in the pool stages. They need have no truck with that accursed inferiority complex which bedevils Irish sides. They can believe in their dreams.

That they have Toulouse at home is a bonus of near lottery proportions. It's only when you think back on that improbable (nay, impossible) 100 point turnaround which saw Toulouse lose their return match with Ebbw Vale, and in the process lose their heads, that you remember what an unlikely scenario this is.

No harm then, if Ravenhill is at its most inhospitable, and the only warm air is generated by the 12,000 crowd on an otherwise cold night. If it's wet and windy, all the better. Even the Toulouse players might start to think "how the hell did we let it come to this, when we could have had a nice quarter-final at home".

For as bad as the imbalance is between Irish sides' home and away form, with the French the extremes are even greater. Toulouse's home record of one defeat in 14 European ties speaks for itself. Away from home though, they've lost four of 10 - with just three wins in seven trips to Britain and Ireland. Aside from the defeats to Ulster and Ebbw Vale on the road this year, they were hard pressed to win in Edinburgh and in previous years lost 37-11 to Leicester and, most famously, by 77-17 to Wasps.

This week's disciplinary hearings against Franck Tournaire and the club in general, though brushed under the carpet, will either make them more conscious of their discipline, or more brittle.

They also appear to have pulled a bit of a fast one in having Lee Stensness declared eligible for the former All Black and Auckland Blues' centre's debut in this competition. (Although Perpignan are rightly angered that Scott Quinnell, who played for Richmond until October, can be deemed eligible for Llanelli's quarter-final, which is typical of ERC's arbitrary rule. How, for example, can Eric Miller therefore not be eligible for Ulster?)

Against that, as it happens, the bold Tournaire is apparently injured - the focus on him might have been too intense anyway.

Furthermore, Emile N'tamack picked up a knee injury in training on Wednesday while their tactical lynchpin and brains of the team, Christophe Deylaud is also injured.

Nonetheless, the innaugural 1996 winners still have a serious-looking team. Stensness is accompanied by nine French internationals. Guy Noves has clearly opted for a team that can play, and so utilise the electric pace of the outside three - Michel Marfaing, Stefan Ougier and Xavier Garbajosa.

Inside of them are playmakers like Delaigue and Stensness, though neither is noted for their tackling; especially Delaigue.

Stensness, a gifted 27-year-old, has bulked up in rectifying a much criticised defensive game of years ago, but is still capable of taking a little too much on himself and throwing in a bad one.

Delaigue, terrific left boot though he has (his touchline conversion beating Leicester at Welford Road last season), could be the weak link in the chain if Ulster can get Andy Ward charging at him or David Humphreys jinking at him.

However, there is a doubt about Ward's availability, as his wife is overdue on their first baby, and goes into hospital this morning to be induced.

Given this is the same pack, a key for Ulster will be a strong scrum - it creaked a little in the last game. The change at centre, with Stanley McDowell returning to partner Jonathan Bell, shouldn't undermine them too much, although Stephen Bell may be a loss at scrum-half, especially as Andy Matchett's leftfootedness limits their defensive kicking options from the base of the scrum.

They can counter Toulouse's 10 internationals with six of their own. Indeed, aside from being a revealing test of just how much the Irish provinces have progressed this year, it's also an interesting microcosm of the Five Nations' opener in Dublin.

But whatever psychological strides Ulster may have taken from the first meeting ought to be equalled by the lessons Toulouse should have learned. For starters, they'll be more conscious of Simon Mason's prodigious right boot and are unlikely to give Ulster an early 12-point buffer again.

Ulster must have a real chance, though the five-week break won't have helped them and ultimately, you'd still have to expect them to have the all-round class and strength in depth to pull through.

Ulster: S Mason; S Coulter, S McDowell, J Bell, J Cunningham; D Humphreys (capt), A Matchett; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, M Blair, G Longwell, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements - A Park, B Cunningham, M Edwards, D Topping, S Duncan, G Leslie, R Weir.

Toulouse: S Ougier; X Garbajosa, R Paillat, L Stensness, M Marfaing; Y Delaigue, J Cazalbou (capt); C Califano, Y Bru, J-L Jordana, F Belot, F Pelous, C Labit, S Dispagne, D Lacroix. Replacements - J Tilloles, C Desbrosse, P Lapoutge, M Lievremont, H Miorin, I Mafutuna, P Saula.

Referee: B Campsall (England).

Wednesday, December 9, 1998

Ulster plan not to let Toulouse off as lightly

By GERRY THORNLEY

Whereas Ulster were yesterday able to name a side showing only two changes from that which won in Edinburgh five weeks ago for Friday night's all-ticket visit of Toulouse to Ravenhill, Munster's plans for Sunday's European Cup quarter-final away to Colomiers have been hit by an inordinately long casualty list.

For Ulster, the departure of South African centre Chris van Rensberg, now with Swansea, has been offset by the return of Stanley McDowell, while Stephen Bell's shoulder injury, sustained in training the night after the Combined Provinces-South Africa match, means a call-up for his close scrum-half rival Andy Matchett. These enforced alterations are also the only changes to the team which beat Toulouse at Ravenhill in the pool stages.

McDowell hasn't played for Ulster since sustaining a pulled hamstring in the friendly win over Glasgow at the end of August, save for an abortive 12-minute comeback on the wing in the defeat away to Munster. But after a few games for Ballymena, coach Harry Williams has no doubts about his match fitness.

Of more concern to Williams has been the enforced four-week lay-off. "Of course it has been very difficult to keep the whole continuity going, but we've no option. The international team has to come first," he said.

Though over 1,000 tickets remain, an all-ticket capacity of 12,000 is anticipated for what Williams describes as "the most important game in Ulster's history. Touring sides are one-offs. This is a real competitive match against one of the best sides in Europe. No other Ulster side has done this well.

"They (Toulouse) can't be looking forward to coming here, and I hope it's a cold, wet night. I'm really looking forward to it. I'm nervous already. This is going to be a big, big night."

By contrast, the Munster coach Declan Kidney can only monitor his extensive list of walking wounded. His problems are particularly acute on the wings, where Anthony Horgan has already been ruled out and John Kelly (hamstring) is rated very doubtful after being sidelined since the Combined Provinces match, while the likeliest deputy, John Lacey (groin) has also been sidelined for the last three weeks.

Other Munster players either sidelined at the weekend or unable to take a full part in training this week due to knocks picked up at the weekend were David Corkery, Alan Quinlan, John Hayes, Mark McDermott, Des Clohessy, Peter Stringer, Eddie Halvey, Frank Sheahan and Mick O'Driscoll.

Meanwhile, European Rugby Cup Ltd officials yesterday took a surprisingly lenient view of misconduct charges brought against Toulouse and their international prop Franck Tournaire following a disciplinary hearing in Dublin arising out of events during and after Ebbw Vale's shock 19-11 win over the inaugural winners on November 7th.

While ERC's disciplinary duo - board chairman Tom Kiernan and fellow director Charlie Bisset - cautioned the Toulouse club and "severely warned" Tournaire, the nominal £2,600 costs order, together with reprimands all round, effectively allowed Toulouse and Tournaire to walk free, leaving Ebbw Vale representatives fuming.

By contrast, last season Brive and Pontypridd each received £30,000 fines - £15,000 suspended - for on-pitch violence, while Llanelli and Pau landed £20,000 fines - £10,000 suspended - following trouble when they clashed in south west France.

"Toulouse have got away with it," said Ebbw Vale chief executive Ray Harris, who travelled to Dublin with Gwent-based match commissioner Mal Beynon, touch judge Dickson and representatives of Vale's independent security firm who helped to maintain control at Eugene Cross Park.

"From our point of view, it was a wasted journey. I didn't want to see Toulouse kicked out of the competition but I am disappointed and dumbfounded by the outcome."

A policeman's helmet was knocked off as Toulouse players remonstrated with match officials after the final whistle, while police also attended an incident in the Vale clubhouse later that evening.

Violence marred the encounter, culminating with Scottish referee Ed Murray sending off Toulouse forward Cyrille Vancheri, and there were ugly scenes outside the match commissioner's room before and after Vancheri was hit by a 28-day ban.

The ERC disciplinary panel failed to reach a verdict following seven hours of discussion on Monday. However, yesterday's announcement will be viewed in many quarters as a politically-induced climb-down, bearing in mind ERC officials will be meeting with a delegation of French club representatives, headed by Serge Blanco, at which the French are seeking assurances regarding increased financial rewards and the participation of English clubs before committing themselves to next year's competitions.

Harris added: "What happened in Ebbw Vale that day was something I had never seen before. To witness a club as great as Toulouse behaving in such a fashion was embarrassing. They were making verbal threats, especially towards the match commissioner, and I was especially worried for the police sergeant's safety who was involved in restraining Toulouse players after the final whistle.

"I just wonder what Pontypridd and Llanelli will make of all of this, considering the fines they got last season. Both clubs are going to find today's announcement hard to take."

In a statement, ERC said it viewed the incidents at Ebbw Vale as prejudicial to the tournament and to the game of rugby.

"The Toulouse officials, by their actions, did not conduct themselves appropriately at all times. The committee cautioned the Toulouse club and their officials, and warned them as to their future conduct.

"In the case of the complaint against Franck Tournaire, the committee considered he had made unnecessary contact with the touch judge. The committee did not, however, consider this contact to be threatening, but they emphasised strongly that no contact should ever be made with a match official. The committee severely warned Franck Tournaire as to his future conduct in this regard."

Toulouse have since apologised to Vale officials, a gesture which formed a major part of their Dublin defence, but Harris added: "It is not an apology we've received in writing".

Ulster's game against Toulouse will be covered live by BBC 2, with highlights on RTE that night, but RTE will not be showing any of the Colomiers-Munster game.

Ulster: S Mason; S Coulter, S McDowell, J Bell, J Cunningham; D Humphreys (capt), A Matchett; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, M Blair, G Longwell, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward.

Replacements: A Park, B Cunningham, M Edwards, D Topping, S Duncan, G Leslie, R Weir.

Monday, December 14, 1998

Giant-killers Ulster face further trial

By JOHN O'SULLIVAN

Ulster were handed another gargantuan assignment in Paris yesterday evening when they were drawn against top French side Stade Francais in the semi-finals of the European Cup, albeit in Belfast.

Ravenhill Two is in the pre-production stage, but it promises to be another blockbuster. The home draw fosters dreams that the northern province can emulate Friday night's success when they edged past Toulouse 15-13 in a wonderfully compelling encounter.

Ulster coach Harry Williams refused to be daunted by a French team who thrashed Pontypridd 71-14 in the quarter-finals, preferring to focus on the fact that the match will be in Ravenhill, a mecca for Ulster ambition this season. "It's a fantastic draw, the best Christmas present I could have received.

"Realistically, they are favourites to win the tournament outright, but in all cup competitions there is scope for the underdog to prevail and we certainly believe that we are capable of producing those performance levels in front of our own supporters."

The semi-finals - the other pits Colomiers, quarter-final conquerers of Munster, against Perpignan, the team that headed Declan Kidney's men at the Pool stages - are to take place on the weekend of January 9th-10th. Williams was hoping that the Stade Francais game might take place on the Friday night, but that appears unlikely.

"From what I am told at this stage, it looks like Saturday afternoon as the French television companies have invested a great deal of money in the competition. I would dearly love it to be a Friday night."

The affable Ulster coach admitted he would be straight on the phone to his Leinster counterpart, Mike Ruddock, this morning to request videos and also whatever information could be gleaned on the Parisian side. Leinster faced Stade Francais twice at the Pool stage, losing 28-17 at Donnybrook and 56-31 in Paris.

Williams admitted: "I think that Leinster showed in the Donnybrook match that Stade Francais are fallible. They (Leinster) had them beaten and outplayed for a long time in that match. We are aware of their quality, but as the Toulouse result demonstrated, we don't need to fear anyone."

Last Friday night was an occasion that has never been bettered in Williams's long association with Ulster rugby. "It was a fantastic evening, the atmosphere was wonderful, the best I can ever remember without a shadow of a doubt. The place was still bunged up 10 minutes after the final whistle.

"There are so many memories, but I think one incident that everyone will recall is the fax we received from Clinton van Rensburg (he played in Ulster's Pool matches before joining Swansea) in which he said it was an honour and privilege to play with `the White Knights', as he calls us, and went on to wish us all the best.

"The magnitude of the achievement did not really sink in until about an hour afterwards. Even when I was sitting at home yesterday watching the video of the match, I was still nervous. I was slightly superstitious, so I didn't look any further than the Toulouse match.

"Tomorrow I will go into the office and set about planning for the semi-final, sitting down with the clubs and trying to do my best not to disrupt the All-Ireland League fixtures too much."

Williams confirmed that captain David Humphreys who injured his shoulder following his last minute try-saving tackle on Michel Marfaing was optimistic about making the semi-final. "It's a dislocation not a fracture so that's better. We will know more in about five or six days."

He also confirmed that there was a possibility that long-term injury victim Mark McCall could be available, although given the serious nature of the problem, they would be very careful about his return to action.

The Ulster team meet later this morning but will wait until next weekend to celebrate their victory over Toulouse properly. A "light lunch" is planned and no doubt one toast will be to inspirational flanker Andy Ward and wife Wendy, the proud parents of baby Zac, born last Friday night.

Semi-Finals

European Cup Semi-Finals - Colomiers v Perpignan; Ulster v Stade Francais.

European Shield Semi-Finals - Bourgoin v Brive Montferrand v Narbonne Ties to be played on January 9th/10th.

Wednesday, December 16, 1998

Ravenhill may stage semi-final

The chief executive of Ulster, Michael Reid, is hopeful that the European Cup (ERC) organisers will permit them to stage next month's semi-final with StadeFrancais at Ravenhill.

Ordinarily the ERC insist that semi-final venues must be able to hold a crowd of 20,000. Ravenhill has a capacity of 15,000.

Yesterday Reid met the ERC to explain how the capacity could be increased to 17,000. Ulster would be loath to give away the obvious advantage ofRavenhill. If their request is turned down, then Lansdowne Road would be the most viable alternative.

English RFU executive Francis Baron has been summoned to Dublin tomorrow to explain to the International Rugby Board (IRB) why English First Division Rugbyhave gone to the European Commission to challenge the IRB's right to run club rugby.

Wednesday, December 16, 1998

French not allowed to spoil the party

By DES FAHY

Cards on the table time. This column has never been convinced by rugby's charms, never been totally sure about the strange initiation rites, the Land Rovers, the hip flasks and the funny accents.

Rugby has been a foreign country and the prospect of going to a match has had all the appeal of a first teenage disco - you're not sure what the people are going to be like, you don't know what you're supposed to do and you definitely have no idea about the more intricate rules.

All that is now in the past. Gone forever. The momentous change came in the course of a few hours at Ravenhill last Friday night. The Ulster rugby team put in a magnificent sporting performance of focused intensity. It really was that good. And just for good measure it had a new born baby thrown into the mix.

Even though they had beaten Toulouse in a group game earlier in the European Cup, this was a quarter-final in which Ulster should never really have had a squeak. The French side were past winners of the competition and had never before failed to reach the semi-finals. After the phoney war of the qualifying stages, this was supposed to be the platform for them to open up and put the unheralded upstarts in their place.

But almost from the moment they arrived in Belfast last Thursday there were indications that all was not quite right in Toulouse's world. First there were the unedifying reports of grumbles about the training facilities that had been provided and then there was the ungracious announcement that the team would be side-stepping the post-match function to fly back to France directly after the game. All this before a maul had been rolled in anger (see, even picking up the lingo) and Ulster must have had a real sense that the wind was starting to blow in their direction.

Nor did Toulouse reckon on the canny tactical nous of Ulster coach Harry Williams. Now in his second spell in charge, Williams has clearly revelled in the new possibilities that professionalism has thrown up and both he and his players have clearly benefited from the time and space to apply themselves to the tasks in hand.

Walking along the Ravenhill Road half an hour before kick-off last Friday night, there was a palpable feeling of expectation coupled with a dawning realisation that this was a rare Northern glimpse of proper, topflight international sport. Inside the ground, packed with as big a crowd as it had seen in 15 years, the atmosphere was, if anything, even better.

A lot of the credit for that must go to the Ulster branch of the IRFU and its go-ahead chief-executive, Michael Reid.

Exhibiting a level of ambition and imagination clearly lacking in his football and GAA counterparts. Reid had clearly gone to a lot of time and trouble to conjure up a real sense of occasion for this biggest of nights for Ulster. Beer tents, promotional gifts and live music may not be the stuff of top-flight entertainment, but compared to the subdued pre-match fare at Clones or Windsor this was like Friday night at the London Palladium.

The coup de grace was a fireworks display at the far end of the ground which coincided nicely with a squally shower to greet the Toulouse players as they trotted gingerly on to the Ravenhill pitch. Little wonder they looked so uncomfortable and ill at ease. This was Ulster's party and they were just about as welcome as New Year's Eve gatecrashers without a carryout.

Even to this embarrassingly untutored eye, it was clear that Ulster were working to a strict game plan right from the off and it was one which was to prove ruthlessly effective. Pre-match, some of the Ulster players had spoken about being "in the face" of their Toulouse opponents but few could have guessed they would take that quite so literally. The pack hounded their French counterparts relentlessly with Gary Longwell and Mark Blair immense in the second row and the peerless Andy Ward bottling up the merest hint of creativity from the Toulouse back-line.

For Ward, in particular, this was Boy's Own stuff. With his wife in the nearby Lagan Valley hospital about to give birth to their first child at any minute, he delayed his decision about playing until an hour and a half before kick-off. Eventually he told Harry Williams that he was available with the proviso that he was off at the first sign of any action of the "baby about to arrive" front.

And for the 49 minutes before Mark McCall's mobile rang with the call ashore, Ward was immense, the beating pulse of a team that had been largely built around his impressive talents. Courtesy of a car provided by the Chief Constable of the RUC, Ronnie Flanagan, he was able to manage the not inconsiderable feat of having been present at two momentous occasions on the same December evening.

Ward's was not the only Ravenhill triumph. For years this column has nodded sagely and pretended to know what they were talking about when its rugby friends mumbled darkly about David Humphreys having "great hands" but not being "strong enough in the tackle for international rugby". Every second of last Friday night's game suggested otherwise.

The out-half's drop goals under the most intense pressure were eloquent testimony to his footballing ability but his greatest moment came minutes from the end in a passage of play during which Ulster's European Cup future flashed before their eyes. Humphreys could only watch in horror as his grubber kick was picked up by Ougier deep inside the Toulouse 22. If he had been performing to supposed type, the easiest thing in the world for him to do as the ball was moved ominously wide would have been to make a convincing effort to get back to cover. And all the time he could have relied on the get-out clause that this was really a job for the wingers and the centres.

But to his heroic credit, Humphreys chose option B. He began a gut-busting, arcing run right across the wide expanse of the Ravenhill pitch that climaxed in a shuddering tackle on Michel Marfaing. Without his intervention, a try and defeat would have been the inevitable result. For his trouble he damaged his left shoulder leaving participation in next month's semi-final in some doubt. No matter. He has now stuffed every harsh word down the throats of the begrudgers.

What was given with home advantage for the semi-final in last Sunday's draw, was taken away with being paired against the competition favourites, Stade Francais. The old reservations about the rituals, the off-road vehicles, the strange concoctions of brandy and whisky and the odd ways of talking have not gone away. But we'll be back in full effect at Ravenhill in January. After all, there is no one quite as zealous as a convert.

Thursday, December 17, 1998

Ravenhill likely to get the go ahead

By JOHN O'SULLIVAN

Ulster appear to have won their battle to stage next month's European Cup semi-final against Stade Francais at Ravenhill. European Rugby Cup Ltd will later today announce the outcome of extensive negotiations involving the tournament's governing body and Michael Reid, chief executive of the Ulster Branch of the IRFU.

ERC appears ready to acquiesce provided that the Ulster Branch is able to fulfil several criteria, the most important of which and fundamental to the outcome was whether Ravenhill can be improved sufficiently to provide for a crowd of 20,000. It is believed that the tournament organisers were not prepared to budge on that figure.

The present capacity is 13,500 and Reid conceded that "we could quite easily increase that capacity to 17,500 without any problems. But pushing it to 20,000 does create significant difficulties. I am not saying that we couldn't manage, it is far from a straightforward matter."

Arena, the stand erection specialists, spent yesterday at Ravenhill as did the Health and Safety Officer to determine whether the ERC capacity benchmark could be met. Minor cosmetic changes have already been called for which require the removal of some turnstiles amongst other things, a project which will cost a meagre £1,000.

The reason behind ERC's desire that there is a minimum capacity threshold follows last season's semi-final between Bath and Pau.

The match took place at the Recreation Ground before a capacity crowd of 8,000. More than 6,000 ticket requests were turned down, thus depriving the organisers of in excess of £75,000 in gate receipts.

ERC is determined that the situation will not arise again, a fact endorsed by its insistence that the other semi-final between Colomiers and Perpignan takes place, not in the Stade Selery, but the soccer ground in Toulouse which will be able to cater for the expected crowd of in excess of 30,000.

Ticket prices for that match will go on sale for between £15 and £30, figures that will not be too far removed from the cost of those looking to watch Ulster take on Stade Francais. Reid said that quarterfinal admission prices for the Toulouse match ranged between £6 and £10 and admitted that there would have to be an increase.

Essentially the additional costs of staging the match, temporary stands etc, and pressure from the organisers to maximise gate receipts could see a rise of 100 per cent in ticket prices if the match stays in Ravenhill.

Two other venues were discussed, Windsor Park and Lansdowne Road. The home of Linfield soccer club is basically unsuitable despite a capacity of 25,000. The pitch is too small, although the laying of additional sods was an option, providing for, as Reid admitted, "the smallest dead ball area in rugby".

Lansdowne Road was a third consideration but that too would harbour problems. There is simply no way that the same number who would attend Ravenhill would make the journey from Belfast to Dublin, thereby greatly reducing any attendance.

Furthermore there is a full programme of AIL fixtures for January 9th, the prospective date for the game and therefore the organisers would be fortunate to attract more than a couple of thousand from the Republic of Ireland.

That the game seems destined to go ahead on the Saturday may be attributed to French television, heavyweight financial backers of the European Cup, who are believed to be anxious that the game goes ahead on the Saturday.

Friday, December 18, 1998

ERC says yes to Ravenhill

By JOHN O'SULLIVAN

Ulster have been successful in their fight to secure Ravenhill as the venue for next month's European Cup semi-final against Stade Francais. European Rugby Cup Ltd (ERC) yesterday confirmed that despite initial problems they were satisfied that all criteria would be met in staging the event.

The fundamental issue was that Ravenhill's capacity could be increased from its present figure of 13,500 to the 20,000 minimum required by ERC Ltd. The Chief executive of the Ulster Branch, Michael Reid, said: "We will erect temporary seating to bring the capacity to over 20,000.

"It was vital that we got the match for Ravenhill and in that respect I would like to pay tribute to the help we received from the IRFU and ERC Ltd in securing the decision. I have no doubt that it will be a great occasion."

Ulster captain David Humphreys was similarly upbeat about the decision, but admitted that his damaged shoulder was a cause for concern. "After getting a home tie in the semi-final draw, it was vital that the match be played at Ravenhill. It's marvellous news for all of us. It will be touch and go as to whether I will be able to play. It's a complete dislocation of the shoulder and that requires a four to six week recovery period. There are only four weeks from game to game but I am hopeful that I can speed up the process."

No date has yet been finalised for the match but it seems certain that the game will go ahead on Saturday, January 9th. French television is the ultimate arbiter and they have indicated that the Saturday is preferable. The match may also be shown live on BBC Northern Ireland.

Tuesday, December 22, 1998

Stade Francais object to Friday night date

By GERRY THORNLEY

Ulster seem set to be granted their preferred option of a Friday night European Cup semi-final at Ravenhill on January 8th, judging by a series of complaints by their opponents Stade Francais about unpublicised arrangements for the tie.

The Stade Francais president and benefactor Max Guazzini, who is also a lawyer, last night faxed European Cup tournament director Roger Pickering with criticism of the decision to move the game forward to Friday, January 8th. The French are also concerned about safety procedures at the ground.

Guazzini has expressed his annoyance over the decision by ERC Ltd to grant the home team their customary option of Friday night rugby in Belfast, as apparently it will prevent French television from showing the match live.

French television has been the primary source of revenue for this year's troubled competition following the withdrawal of the English clubs and it had been expected that their powerful voice would successfully demand that the game be played on the afternoon of Saturday, January 9th - which would have affected the attendance at Ravenhill and probably reduced their chances of winning.

Ulster have played all nine of their `home' games this season on Friday nights, and have only been beaten once - by Leinster. Their French opponents are also concerned by ERC's decision to give Ravenhill the green light for the fixture, even though it does not meet the criterion of a minimum 20,000 capacity.

The French, who say they are worried by memories of the Bastia football stadium disaster, are keen to distance themselves from the decision to play the game at Ravenhill. Guazzini also warned that Stade Francais' lawyers would be instructed to verify the ground capacity on the night of the game.

In another development yesterday, the IRFU will not participate further in negotiations regarding the establishment of a British and Irish league. The union have issued a statement in which they claim that any such league would "not be in the best collective interests of (Ireland's) national, provincial and club teams."

A proposed league involving Irish provinces, Scottish districts and clubs from Wales and England, is being discussed by the four `home' unions. The English clubs favoured a proposal whereby there would be two divisions with 10 English clubs and two Welsh in the first division and the four Irish provinces, two Scottish districts and sundry Welsh and English clubs in the second.

The IRFU would not countenance such a system, in which they would be very much the poor relations. They must now hope that the European Cup continues, either with or without English clubs. The latter are currently in discussion with the French counterparts, who are a crucial factor, since if they were to withdraw from the European Cup then the competition would simply disintegrate.

The English clubs have indicated that they would be interested in rejoining the European competition but have intimated that they will only do so if Vernon Pugh and Tom Kiernan resign from ERC Ltd, the organising body, a most unlikely scenario.

Thursday, December 31, 1998

McCall makes timely return

By JOHN O'SULLIVAN and GERRY THORNLEY

Irish International Mark McCall is set to return to action after four months on the sidelines through injury. The Ulster centre may return for Dungannon in Saturday's All-Ireland League Division Two clash with DLSP at Kilternan, thereby paving the way for a possible recall to Ulster colours the following weekend.

Ulster coach Harry Williams has yet to decide whether he himself or a representative will be present at Kilternan to evaluate McCall's fitness for Saturday week's European Cup semi-final against Stade Francais at Ravenhill.

McCall's last competitive match was on August 28th, a game during which he damaged discs in his neck, leading to a loss of power in his left arm. Happily he is back in full training, having received the all clear from a specialist.

"Playing on Saturday is a possibility, I'll have to see how the next few days go. Obviously I would love to play, but as to whether that would put me in contention for a place in the Ulster team would be down to Harry Williams. I am very rusty having not played."

Fellow international Jonathan Bell may not play for Dungannon against DLSP because of a hand injury, but he will definitely be available for the Stade Francais match. The portents also appear good for out-half and Ulster captain David Humphreys making a good recovery from his shoulder injury.

The rescheduling of Ulster's European Cup semi-final to Saturday, January 9th, at the behest of French television and the French champions, will have a predictably disruptive effect on the AIL fixture list in the province.

A blanket postponement of all club fixtures in Ulster on that day means that not only will the Division One Ballymena-Terenure and the Division Two Dungannon-City of Derry and Ballynahinch-Malone ties have to be re-arranged, but so too will the Division Three and Division Four fixtures.

This will be the second Ballymena tie to suffer from Ulster's involvement in the European Cup. Likewise Dungannon and Ballynahinch are suffering second postponements. The possibility of Mark Edwards and Bryn Cunningham being included again in the Ulster squad must also raise a doubt about Bective's Division Two tie at home to Old Crescent.

In any event, this creates a nightmare log-jam for the AIL fixtures committee in an already overcrowded Division Two, where the infamous Wanderers-IRFU wrangle resulted in 16 teams having to be accommodated in the second tier and in no free weekends being set aside.

Despite the change of date for the Ulster-Stade Francais game, 13,000 tickets were sold in three days and the Ulster Branch has said that the tie will definitely be all-ticket, with supporters advised to purchase as soon as possible.

The Ulster Branch has also cancelled tomorrow's Junior Cup final between Armagh and Dungannon IIs in a desire to preserve the Ravenhill surface.

Meanwhile, the disciplinary committee of the IRFU has handed out suspensions to three players - Alan Quinlan (Shannon), Mick Finlay (Galwegians) and Roger Irwin (Ballynahinch) - following sendings-off in the last round of AIL matches.

Quinlan has received a two-week ban for two yellow cards - for fighting and then punching; Finlay gets four weeks for careless use of the head, while scrum-half Irwin also received four weeks for reckless use of the boot.

Garryowen (v St Mary's): D Crotty; M McNamara, K Keane (capt), R Durno, K O'Riordan; J Staunton, T Tierney; N Hartigan, P Cunningham, K Ronan, S Leahy, P Hogan, C Varley, B Cronin, D Wallace. Replacements: S Whelan, M Roberts, A Bermingham, P Humphreys, R Laffan, F Costello.

Wednesday, January 6, 1999

Ulster must keep discipline to beat Stade

Pound for pound, they're probably the best club side in Europe. Whereas Ulster's previous French victims, Toulouse, were perhaps a great side going downhill, Stade Francais are an upwardly mobile side on the cusp of greatness, as that seismic 39-3 win over Toulouse in last year's French championship semi-final underlined.

But they're still only 15 men with two arms and two legs each, just like Ulster. They're human and they are, of course, French (i.e., poor travellers), as they showed in that hard-earned 28-17 win over Leinster in Donnybrook (not to mention the pool defeat in Llanelli). Occasionally, they can be almost superhuman, as they demonstrated in the 56-31 home win over Leinster (not to mention the 71-14 quarter-final rout of Pontypridd).

At least Ulster have a helpful inside track, with both videos of the Leinster games being made available to coach Harry Williams by his counterpart Mike Ruddock. In fact, Ruddock is surprisingly chipper about Ulster's prospects.

"I think Ulster can beat 'em. For a start I think the weather will favour Ulster. Stade Francais are at their best on a hard, dry ground - as they showed against Pontypridd and having been out there in Paris and seen how powerful they are - with their running game.

"So I think the weather will be in their (Ulster's) favour and the confidence from having beaten French sides already will help Ulster as will the home ground effect. So it's the right time of year and the right situation and the right time to catch them. I think they can do it.

"Discipline is the key factor," added Ruddock. "In the last 15 minutes of our game (at Donnybrook) we started to lose our discipline whereas all through the game, up until then, Stade Francais were losing theirs. And we started giving penalties away to allow them run at us. So if Ulster are passionate with their rugby, as we know they will be, yet disciplined, I'm sure they can make it happen."

The Leinster team manager Jim Glennon concurred with Ruddock, and underlined the importance of climate and home advantage, based on both Leinster's meetings with Stade Francais and the traditional virtues of the two rugby playing countries.

Exposure to the French clubs in this competition diminishes one's admiration for their innate running skills and one senses Glennon is less a fan than he used to be. Angus McKeen was provoked into conceding a couple of costly penalties in that Donnybrook outing and Glennon didn't attend the post-match press conference as he was setting the wheels in motion for an abortive citing of the Stade loose-head Serge Simon, whereas after the second confrontation McKeen was suspended for use of the boot.

"I thought at Donnybrook they were a typical French side playing over here in the European Cup. A very good side, but relatively easily rattled and, unfortunately, we didn't get the protection we should have got from the referee. They resorted to their usual tactics when in trouble and we ended up losing our discipline because we got no help from the referee."

IN any event, Glennon has no doubt that Ulster can win and makes no apologies for Irish sides being suited to the current inclement weather. "That's Irish weather. That's the way we play the game. When we go to France, we play them in French weather. It's even-steven. They are particularly good with a dry ball because that's the weather conditions in which they learned the game.

"We're better than them in wintry conditions because they're the weather conditions in which we play the game much more often than they do. There's nothing to be ashamed of in that."

That said, Glennon concedes that Stade Francais are an exceptional side and when asked what makes them so, says, unhesitatingly: "Power and pace. They have the ability to do things at a tremendous pace and they have a great ability to vary the pace of the game in the crucial areas of the pitch. And Senor Dominguez is different class."

Few brickbats accompany the inevitable bouquets when this name comes up in conversation. Whatever the multi-millionaire benefactor of Stade, Max Guazzini, pays Senor Dominguez, he's worth it. Ominously, the 32year-old, 45-times capped, Argentinian-born Italian seems to age like vintage wine and has been a regular thorn in Irish sides.

"He is a class act. Not that the Ulster rugby public need any encouragement to go to Ravenhill, but when they do they'll see an absolute master craftsman at work. He invariably takes the right option - tremendous vision - and has an absolutely beautiful pair of hands to go with a metronomic boot. I think he kicked eight out of eight against us in Paris and I think he hit four out of five against us in Donnybrook."

A second, fairly compelling, reason then for Ulster to keep a tight hold on their discipline.

Wednesday, January 6, 1999

Can Stade Be Beaten? - Three Leinster players have their say

By SHANE HORGAN

Stade Francais strengths? "Just the speed they play the game at, their rucking game. Their forwards are very quick and also their backs, and their forwards can almost play as backs, they are that good at handling and they're so fast."

Stade Francais weaknesses?

"That's a tricky one alright. Maybe because Ulster have them up in Ravenhill, but I don't know how good a team spirit Stade Francais have. I know when we had them under the cosh a few times, I thought we had the beating of them. If a team gets ahead of them and they get the crowd behind them, then they might be under a bit of pressure."

And how do you beat them? "Not that I'd know or anything, but to beat a team as good as them you just have to attack and not have too much respect for them. Just go out there and play your own game and I'm sure that Ulster can take them if they play to their ability."

Stade Francais strengths? "I think it's primarily their speed of play. They have dynamic runners and ballcarriers the whole time. Their setpieces are obviously very good. Dominguez is a key player, he calls the shots and he can play every sort of game."

Stade Francais weaknesses? "I think maybe driving line-outs and rolling mauls at them off line-outs, might be a weakness possibly. I couldn't say it (discipline) but they do do a lot of naughty things. So, if Ulster keep their heads, the penalties could go their way."

And how can Ulster beat them? "I think they have to beat them at their own game really. You've got to make high intensity tackling - offensive tackles so the ball-carrier can't get the ball away - and power play in the forwards. Don't give them any room in the backs - quick four-up blast defence - close them down, don't give them any space. That's really all they can do. Definitely they have to have a chance."

Stade Francais strengths? "They're really strong and if you let them, they'll physically intimidate you. Their continuity is excellent; they very rarely go to ground, the ball is constantly popped up and in their control, and their support play is brilliant. Because they can do anything from anywhere, and the pace of their backs, they can score from their own line."

Stade Francais weaknesses? "They blow hot and cold. They were two different sides we played against even though they had the same 15 players. Over here they had a cockiness that they could pull through at the end. They're back-row defence wasn't as good as the rest of their game, and they weren't great under the high ball."

And how can Ulster beat them? "I think they've a good chance. The only thing is we beat them for 60 minutes, Ulster have to beat them for 80. If you lose your concentration you can be in serious trouble. But if they keep them contained and controlled; from phase to phase and not a fast, continuous game, then they've got a serious chance."

Thursday, January 7, 1999

Final in Dublin if Ulster advance

By GERRY THORNLEY

Tom Kiernan, chairman of European Rugby Cup Ltd, yesterday confirmed that, if Ulster beat Stade Francais in this Saturday's European Cup semi-final in Belfast, then the final will be held in Lansdowne Road on January 30th.

Alternatively, were Stade Francais to prevail, then the final would be held in Paris on the same date. Privately though, some of the ERC Ltd officials must be grateful that Ulster - alone out of the 21 non-French entries from seven different countries in the two European competitions - at least prevented an all-French carve-up in the semi-finals of both the Cup and the Shield.

As things stand, the Ulster Branch have sold all but a few hundred tickets of the anticipated 20,000 sell-out for this Saturday's semi-final. And such is the interest, and goodwill toward Ulster, from Irish rugby generally that a 30,000-plus crowd could be safely predicted for an historic Lansdowne Road final in the fourth year of this sometimes troubled competition.

However, despite the existing boycott and ongoing brinkmanship of the English clubs, Kiernan remained optimistic that the lure of a share in the possible £100 million jackpot over the next five years could entice the English clubs back into the ERC fold.

"I would hope that the English clubs will come back in next season," Kiernan said in Ravenhill yesterday. "When they see the monies available, they will see the merit of returning. The commercial rights of the competition, with the English clubs included, could be worth up to £100 million over the next five years."

In response to the individualised hostility toward certain key ERC individuals, himself included, Kiernan countered: "I know there have been criticisms of some of us at ERC but I have to say this: the Irish Rugby Football Union will always determine who represents them on the ERC board. The IRFU would never deem to suggest to any other Union who they could, or could not, put on any governing body, such as the Five Nations, International Rugby Board, Rugby World Cup or ERC. The criticism is coming from a source which is taking a different view to us."

As for the English clubs' specific demands - such as a greater say in the ERC and improved percentage of the funds, along with a fixture schedule scattered throughout the season - Kiernan said: "We have consistently tried to meet the demands of the English clubs but, while we have reached unanimous agreement among the Board, including the English directors, the clubs are still not happy. I can't for the life of me understand why they can't come in and enjoy the fruits of the European tournaments."

Thursday, January 7, 1999

Humphreys back at helm

By GERRY THORNLEY

Although Harry Williams was not in a position to finalise his starting line-up for Saturday's semi-final against Stade Francais at Ravenhill, David Humphreys has been declared fit for the match and will captain the side once more.

Humphreys sustained a shoulder injury in the dying minutes of the dramatic quarter-final victory over 1996 European champions Toulouse on December 11th when making a try-saving tackle on Michel Marfaing.

"Initially I was a bit worried about being fit for the semi-final but I am fine now and I have been taking increased contact during the week," said Humphreys at a press conference in Ravenhill yesterday.

The Ulster coach has named a 22-man squad which includes other recent injury victims such as Mark McCall (sidelined for 18 weeks by a neck injury) and Stephen Bell, and hopes to announce his starting XV tomorrow.

Meanwhile, having fielded more of a second string side in the French championship last weekend against Castres (an ominous statement of intent for this coming Saturday), Stade Francais have reverted to the team and replacements which accounted for Pontypridd by 71-14 in the quarter-finals.

This means that club captain and former international hooker Vincent Moscato - apparently still carrying the can for a surprise French Championship defeat to Biarritz the week before the Pontypridd game - has to be content with a place on the replacements' bench as Laurent Pedrosa retains his place. He will be accompanied there by three other internationals in Franck Comba, Marc Lievremont and Serge Simon.

However, the big-spending Parisian club will still have nine internationals in their starting line-up, and will be led by the incomparable Diego Dominguez. Aside from the Argentinian-born Dominguez, Italy's record points scorer, Stade's cosmopolitan make-up is reflected in the presence of a South African tight-head, Pieter de Villiers, English flanker Richard Pool-Jones and a couple of Kiwis, centre Cliff Mytton and lock Darren George.

Although reared in New Zealand, the six foot eight inch, 17-plus stone George hails from Tonyrefail in the Rhondda Valley, and has declared his interest in playing for Wales. "I'm not counting my chickens but my dream is to play for Wales," said George.

Asked whether the Stade Francais team was enough to send a shiver down his spine, Williams retorted: "I've been shivering all week." He conceded: "Stade Francais don't have a weakness in their side and are very strong up front. This is a notch up in the competition for us and an even bigger challenge than the Toulouse quarter-final.

"We'll need to play as well as we played against Toulouse; probably better than we played against Toulouse. It's a tall order but all we can do is our best."

The easy-going Williams is nonetheless clearly relishing the thought of Saturday's game, and indeed every minute of the most successful phase of his coaching career. Born and reared in Belfast, and a schoolteacher by profession, Williams played and then, from 1977 to '86, coached Bangor, as well as the Ireland A side and Bective Rangers. In between, he coached Ulster to four successive inter-provincial titles from '87 to '90 in which the province didn't lose one game to local opposition. Even that, however, pales in comparison to Ulster's European odyssey.

Ask him what the most pleasing feature of it has been and Williams says: "The way everybody has stuck together. We're a happy camp - everybody is happy in each other's company - there's a great cameraderie amongst the boys and that's as pleasing as anything else. When that's right, and that's as much by accident as design, it becomes really easy for the coach."

He comes across as very much a benign dictator, and with the return of prodigal internationals such as Humphreys and Justin Fitzpatrick this season, has been even more willing to give the players responsibility. He always plays down his role.

The reason for Ulster's success is simply that "everyone is playing well. No-one is playing badly."

Yet, at one point from early September to early October, Ulster went four games without a win - conceding over 30 points in each game as a draw with Edinburgh Reivers was sandwiched by heavy defeats to Leinster, by 35-11 (their only Ravenhill defeat in nine games this season), to Toulouse (39-3) and Munster (31-9).

Since when, Ulster have put together a run of six successive wins; the turning point coming when Williams decided to concentrate on his 17 full-timers, and make the part-timers adapt - rather than the other way around prior to the 61-28 win away to Ebbw Vale which kick-started their unbeaten run.

"It's day-time training. That's the main factor, and everybody's got a quality of life now including me. The players were basically tired. The part-timers were working from 6.30 in the morning through to 10.00 at night - some of them weren't getting home until 11 and some of them had their own job to do in the middle of that.

"We've very few part-timers in the team now. Most of the part-timers are on the bench. They're not precluded but it's a big bonus for us that the squad is mostly full-timers. We made a conscious decision to go to day-time training and the part-timers just had to fit in around us."

A salient lesson for Williams then, and perhaps for the future direction of the provinces generally.

Ulster (squad): S Mason, S Coulter, J Bell, M McCall, J Cunningham, S Duncan, A Parke, D Humphreys (captain), B Cunningham, A Matchett, S Bell, J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Weir, R Irwin, G Leslie, M Blair, G Longwell, S McKinty, D Topping, A Ward, T McWhirter.

Stade Francais: S Viars; A Gomes, R Dourthe, C Mytton, T Lombard; D Dominguez (captain), C Laussucq; S Marconnet, L Pedrosa, P de Villiers, H Chaffardon, D George, C Moni, R PoolJones, C Juillet. Replacements: L Lousteau, F Comba, S Keith, D Auradou, M Lievremont, V Moscato, S Simon.

Referee: J Fleming (Scotland).

Friday, January 8, 1999

Insurance problem rules McCall out of Ulster side

By JOHN O'SULLIVAN

Mark McCall's desperate race for fitness has ended unsuccessfully, a disappointing setback for both the player on a personal level and Ulster as they prepare for tomorrow's European Cup semi-final against Stade Francais at Ravenhill. McCall, who has been sidelined since August 26th with disc damage in his neck, has been unable to secure medical insurance covering him to participate against the top French side. Despite being cleared by his own neuro-surgeon and receiving a medical certificate to authenticate the diagnosis, the 31-year-old's insurers demanded that he attend a consultant of their choice for a second opinion.

The affable centre explained: "My insurance company won't cover me to play against Stade Francais. It has been an ongoing process over the past 10 days and obviously it wasn't 'flu that forced me to withdraw from Dungannon's league match last weekend. On Tuesday I went for an independent medical examination and while the consultant gave me a positive report, he added the rider that he couldn't rule out the injury occurring again.

"The insurance company therefore deemed that I was unfit to play. There has been a great deal of toing and froing behind the scenes to try and find a solution. In the back of my mind I even considered playing without insurance but thankfully Harry Williams took that decision out of my hands. He simply said there was no way that he would let me take the risk of playing without insurance.

"It has been an incredibly frustrating period as I feel fine physically. On Tuesday I was sure that I was playing and the nerves were starting to tingle in anticipation. It has been a crushing disappointment. I am not even thinking about what the future holds. I'll have plenty of time for that next week. The priority now is the game and ensuring that Ulster win. The last thing that I want to be is a distraction."

The last sentiment is typical of the individual and therefore makes his predicament all the more distressing. McCall had worked extremely hard, retained a positive air and was an enthusiastic supporter of his Ulster team-mates from the touchline. It was his mobile phone that was used to relay the message that sent Irish flanker Andy Ward dashing to hospital during the Toulouse game to witness the birth of his wife Wendy's first child, a baby boy named Zac.

What his long-term future holds may not be known for a couple of months. Ulster coach Harry Williams articulated the feelings of the whole squad: "We are very disappointed, we wish that Mark was able to play. The players are philosophical about the loss of such a talented player. We weren't sure of Mark's position so that was the technical hitch for not naming the team earlier.

"The players knew that he possibly wouldn't play so they were prepared in one sense. We now have the team that played the majority of the match against Toulouse."

McCall's absence means that Jan Cunningham will continue in the centre, a role he assumed to great effect in the Toulouse match. Andy Park starts on the left wing with Ballymena team-mate Sheldon Coulter on the right.

Captain David Humphrey's recovery from a shoulder injury is a huge boost to the northern province. Cambridge University full-back Robin Morrow is among the substitutes as is Dungannon scrum-half Stephen Bell, happily recovered from a shoulder injury that had kept him sidelined since before Christmas.

Bell's presence has another effect, ensuring that Bective Rangers AIL Division Two clash with Old Crescent goes ahead. Bective would have received a postponement if they had two players involved but now they have only one, Bryn Cunningham. Scrum-half Mark Edwards is not required by Ulster.

Meanwhile in Division One Blackrock welcome back several players for the visit of Clontarf to Stradbrook. Brian Carey has recovered from a shoulder problem and is named at full-back, Tom Keating is on the wing while Rob Casey and Hubie Kos are restored to the second row.

Their opponents are not as fortunate. They will be without Ryan O'Neill, so Dara McElligott makes his league debut on the right wing while a final decision on second-row Colm Power (bruised kidney) will not be taken until tomorrow morning. Mick Coughlan stands by to deputise.

Cork Constitution are without Munster wing Anthony Horgan because of a hamstring injury for their journey to Dooradoyle to tackle Garryowen. Dave O'Brien is named on the left wing.

In Division Two, Old Wesley make several changes for Sunday's game against Greystones. Simon Mitchell and Brian Doherty switch places, dual status player Ivan Dunne is preferred to Andrew Leeson while under-20 hooker Ian McKee replaces Matt King. Dave Bursey comes in for the injured Craig Brownell.

Ulster: S Mason; S Coulter, J Cunningham, J Bell, A Park; D Humphreys (capt), A Matchett; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin; M Blair, G Longwell; S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements: R Morrow, B Cunningham, S Bell, D Topping, S Duncan, G Leslie, R Weir.

Saturday, January 9, 1999

Pressure on Ulster may be too great

By GERRY THORNLEY

Today's events at Raven hill are in essence something football super league moneymen can only dream about. This is Belfast against Paris, the prize being Ireland's right to stage the European final in Dublin. Truly, Irish rugby has never known anything like it.

That Ulster are hosting Stade Francais, the creme de la creme of French club rugby, in the European Cup semi-finals is a marvellous achievement. Harry Williams and his team have pretty much wrung every last drop of inspiration out of themselves so far in playing more or less to the maximum of their ability.

Boosted by a run of six successive wins and huge team spirit, no-one has been letting them down and every one of them has been playing well. It will, therefore, be no surprise to see the key men, Andy Ward and David Humphreys, have big games again, along with the rest of the back row and emerging Irish A contender Mark Blair.

Conceivably, though, they'll need to play even better than they did against Toulouse, with the same backdrop - home advantage, wind and rain, and first use of the elements. Indeed the toss could be of cricket-like importance.

Coupled with the most passionate and partisan crowd Ravenhill will probably ever have experienced, driving rain and a howling gale would seem the likeliest setting for Ulster to fluster the classy ones.

A wet and windy December night in Ravenhill undoubtedly contributed to Toulouse's downfall in the quarter-finals. Ulster were able to adopt a policy of going for three points via drop goals and penalties within a 50-metre radius of the Toulouse sticks, and won through by limiting Toulouse to just one seven-pointer.

Then again, Stade are probably adaptable enough to play to any weather conditions, and in tactical lynchpin Diego Dominguez have the man for all seasons. The difference in the respective performances of the out-halves, David Humphreys and Yann Delaigue, was undoubtedly the winning and the losing of the quarter-final match.

One couldn't imagine the unflustered Dominguez missing three drop goal attempts or a penalty from under the posts. Furthermore, with Dominguez turning around Ulster's four-up defence and outside three either with his unerringly probing kicks from the hand, or launching the target runners off his shoulder, Stade are unlikely to be as strangely one-dimensional (via the line-out maul) as Toulouse were.

For example, it's unlikely that Dominguez and his cohorts will wait 78 minutes before releasing the competition's joint leading try scorer Thomas Lombard, or on the right wing, another incumbent French international Arthur Gomes. On top of which, it should be remembered, Toulouse went into that Ulster game with the cloud of their Ebbw Vale shenanigans hanging over them when they lost the plot on and off the pitch, both during and after the game. Stade Francais come into this game with no such psychological baggage. They will undoubtedly have a few short fuses up front along with their abrasive centre Richard Dourthe. However, they will also be mindful of Ulster's main weapon, the extraordinarily prolific Simon Mason, who is the competition's sole ton-up man.

"Without a doubt the key area for us will be in keeping our discipline," admits their English flanker Richard Pool-Jones. "There must be no opportunity of the slightest element of indiscipline creeping into our game."

Not one of Stade's starting lineup this afternoon played against Castres on the home front last week, the French champions willingly taking that defeat on the chin so as none of their preferred XV ran the risk of injury for this game. The European Cup is very much their priority. Hence, the likes of Vincent Moscato, Serge Simon, Marc Lievremont and Franck Comba have to be content with a place on the bench, while Fijian winger Emori Bolobolo cannot even make today's 22.

Ever since they did for Pontypridd by 71-14 in the quarterfinals, Stade have been planning for this one. And, while it is true that Leinster's games with Stade have given Ulster a couple of videos and some valuable insights into the French champions, the flip side is that Ulster's pair of wins over Toulouse will have done the same for Stade.

Bernard Laporte and his players have, apparently, been pouring over the videos and going through Ulster's game in minute detail. Much of this week's training has concentrated on defending high balls - a source of susceptibility against Leinster - in the safe presumption that they will be bombarded with aerial stuff from Humphreys.

It could be that in all of this Stade will almost be too respectful of their hosts, as can occasionally be the case when French sides come to Ireland. Thus, it wouldn't be all that surprising if both teams consciously contribute to a fairly tight game for the first half or hour. But at some point the French side will surely strive to cut loose, and they also have a discernibly stronger bench (including a quartet of internationals and five forwards) than Ulster have to call upon whenever the inevitable injuries and/or tactical changes are required.

The key for Ulster, as Allen Clarke states, is for them to be still in the game at half-time. Then, the 20,000 crowd becomes a factor. Were they not to be, however, and say Stade blitz them in the first 10 minutes, then the crowd could become more of a hindrance than a 16th man, for it's hard to see Ulster successfully playing catch-up. And perish the thought were Ward or Humphreys to get injured, the situation would be serious, for Mark McCall and Stephen Bell are already notable losses.

The Ulster scrum could well come under pressure, and Ward will need plenty of back-up on the gain line, for once Stade Francais breach it, their ability to stay on their feet and keep the ball alive at pace is on a different par to anything Ulster have faced so far.

The penalties of Mason and perhaps the drop goals of Humphreys are sure to set Stade some sort of target, but whereas it's hard to see where the home side will supplement these with seven-pointers, unlike Toulouse, Stade look more capable of hitting back with a few of them.

In any event, the old cliche about anything from now on being a bonus readily applies, although there lurks the suspicion that this may be a game too far.

Saturday, January 9, 1999

Order of the boot

Today the most prolific kickers in European rugby this season will face each other at Ravenhill. Ulster full back Simon Mason (left), born in England, with 106 points, and Diego Dominguez, born in Argentina, with 88 points, will be the two players people look towards when the pressure mounts.

In the league table of individual points scoring, compiled by European Rugby Cup Ltd, it seems obvious that while the French are not the top kickers in the competition, they are far and away the best try scorers.

Marfaing (Toulouse), N'tamack (Toulouse) and Lombard (Stade Francais) have each scored seven tries, while Laptouge (Toulouse), Barrau and Tutard (Perpignan) have each downed four so far, giving French players eight places in the top 11. Mick Galwey, with four tries, is the only Irish player to figure.

Monday, January 11, 1999

Ulster faithful book their date with destiny

By GERRY THORNLEY

They started the competition, and now they can finish it. There's a momentum to the Ulster bandwagon and almost a sense of destiny about their magnificent European Cup run. Though it is tempting providence even to think it, at times at Ravenhill on Saturday you sensed their name is written on this cup.

Never mind the doubters outside the home dressingroom who didn't truly "believe", the players did. And unlike the quarter-final against Toulouse, one sensed this time that their 16th man - the 20,000 home crowd - believed with them.

There was a discernible difference in their post-match demeanour this time as well. Elated of course, even more so than the last time, but both Harry Williams and the immense Mark Blair bemoaned the lack of discipline and concession of penalties which contributed to Stade Francais's most imposing spell in the second quarter. "But for that we might have won more handily," claimed Williams.

"The key", as Williams saw it, "was that we set out to put pressure on them when they had the ball." Jan Cunningham, generally regarded as best suited to the wing, stood shoulder to shoulder with Jonathan Bell and from that midfield bedrock Ulster said No.

Credit to Williams too. Hours spent poring over videos of Stade Francais convinced him that all the traffic would come through off the shoulders of Diego Dominguez and that the French centres, Richard Dourthe and Cliff Mytton, were not particularly good passers of the ball. So the Ulster midfield focussed on them, shut them down quickly and went man on man. The French champions, used to piercing midfields every Saturday, couldn't breach the gain-line and launch their continuity game. They were stymied at source, and more or less admitted afterwards that they were shocked.

Certainly they had completely cracked by the time they faced a seven-points or bust scenario in the closing seven minutes. From scrum-half Christophe Laussoucq through to Dourthe, even the great Diego Dominguez, they spilled it or they kicked it. They were gone. More Sad Francais than Stade Francais.

Not just being wise after the event, but this observer never felt for a second that the French were going to break out of Ulster's clutches and their own half in that extraordinary finale even had it gone on for another 10 minutes. The crowd wouldn't have allowed it and the team were being carried over the finishing line on a tidal wave of emotion. It was spine-tingling stuff.

As Dourthe said after the game: "We played against a very proud team who played with a lot of aggression, but one which was also playing good rugby and that 80metre try was the proof of that."

After getting to the break with that critical one-point lead, that "80-metre try" which the visitors repeatedly referred to was probably the decisive and defining moment of the match. Nor would it be stretching things to say that David Humphreys was the man of the match.

Humprheys took particular pleasure in the fact that Ulster unveiled "three or four moves" and played some good stuff as well, while acknowledging that his try was probably the pick of his career.

"When I got the ball I looked around immediately and saw that someone was only five yards away from me. I didn't think I would score. But then when I was about 10 yards from the line I realised I was going to make it." And the feeling when he did? "I can't put it in words," said Humphreys.

Given he is playing on the crest of a wave with the European Cup finalists, while Eric Elwood is playing with a losing club team at the foot of the AIL (albeit scoring two tries himself on Saturday) Humprheys would be entitled to derive satisfaction from reaping some personal rewards from this day and, potentially, the final.

"I couldn't let that be an issue. I'm enjoying playing for Ulster and I'd love to be playing for Ireland, but it's all about enjoying the game," he said.

Humphreys hardly put a foot wrong. His covering, his option-taking, his tackling, his tactical

kicking, his try were all spot on, and even an untypically scuffed drop goal belly-flopped over.

"It was about pride and heart, all the old cliches apply," was how Allen Clarke saw it in the coalface - and for him and his fellow forwards, particularly so. Under intense pressure in the scrum, and in the line-outs, where they were often mauled backs yards, Clarke never wilted. None of them did.

Andy Ward was immense, Tony McWhirter's work-rate was huge and Blair, perhaps their most improved player of the last three months, was again phenomenal. Both Paddy Johns and Jeremy Davidson must have watched Saturday's game with a mixture of joy and envy. The Castres-based Davidson, who is keen to return home at the end of this season, was delighted for Ulster and ventured: "I think it's good for Ulster that they are playing Colomiers and not Perpignan. I think Perpignan are the better team and I think Ulster can beat them. They're very beatable; quite efficient behind the pack but certainly wouldn't be as proficient as Stade Francais".

Colomiers certainly didn't look on a par with Stade, Toulouse or Perpignan, though it is worth noting that Colomiers's international scrum-half and full-back, Fabien Galthie and Jean-Luc Sadourny, have returned from injury since the quarter-final win.

Now though, Ulster may suddenly be placed in the role of favourites - quite a significant psychological shift from the underdog tag they've taken into their three games against Toulouse and Stade. But you sense Williams and his players can handle it. They're 80 minutes away from sporting immortality now. Hats off to all of 'em, and Williams too. Beats teaching, eh Harry? "Oh, a hundred times over. A hundred times over."

Beats anything?

Scoring sequence: 3 mins: Mason penalty 3-0; 8: Mason drop goal 6-0; 11: Dominguez penalty 6-3; 16: McKinty try 11-3; 30: Juillet try, Dominguez conversion 11-10; 43: Humphreys try, Mason conversion 18-10; 48: Mason penalty 21-10; 52: Humphreys drop goal 24-10; 56: Juillet try, Dominguez conversion 24-17; 58: Dominguez penalty 24-20; 62: Mason penalty 27-20; 66: Mason penalty 30-20; 68: Lievremont try, Dominguez conversion 30-27; 73: mason penalty 33-27.

Ulster: S Mason; S Coulter, J Cunningham, J Bell, A Park; D Humphreys (captain), A Matchett; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, M Blair, G Longwell, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements: G Leslie for Irwin (54 mins); D Topping for McWhirter (73 mins).

Stade Francais: S Viars; A Gomes, R Dourthe, C Mytton, T Lombard; D Dominguez (captain), C Laussucq; S Marconnet, L Pedrosa, P de Villiers, H Chaffardon, D George, C Moni, R Pool-Jones, C Juillet. Replacements: S Simon for Marconnet; V Moscato for Pedrosa; M Lievremont for Pool-Jones (all 50 mins); F Comba for Lombard (75-77 mins).

Referee: J Fleming (Scotland).

Monday, January 11, 1999

Proud Ulster march on

By GERRY THORNLEY

It gets better and better, and it wouldn't be stretching things to say this remarkable Ulster odyssey in the European Cup now transcends mere rugby. Amid the overwhelming feel-good factor which was permeating Ravenhill and beyond in his finest hour as a coach, the affable Harry Williams perhaps put it best into perspective when he re-invoked the spirit of Barry McGuigan.

"He brought the whole community together and perhaps we can take up his mantle. The general atmosphere in the build-up to this game and throughout it has been incredible. The game was sold out by Tuesday and it's been a marketing man's dream. The spin-offs commercially can reach out into the whole community."

Indeed, one of the first things the Ulster Branch chief executive Michael Reid did after Saturday's victory over Stade Francais was contact the team's kit suppliers, Canterbury, to order a new set of replica jerseys for the January 30th final in Lansdowne Road against Colomiers (which will be televised live by Network 2).

For last year's final Bath sold their one-off replica jerseys for the final at £75 a go - and sold 2,000 of them. It is estimated that Bath made £1 million through gate receipts, merchandising and other spin-offs.

As it is, Saturday's victory was worth £66,000 to Ulster, extending their bonus prize-money to £126,500 - all of which, along with their participation monies, will actually be given to the IRFU, but presumably Ulster will receive a fair chunk of it. Coupled with their own ancillary earnings, all of this ought to help the province lure more of their prodigal sons home.

It has to be said that Stade Francais contributed to a sporting encounter and were eminently gracious in defeat. Serge Simon, their battle-hardened loose-head who did not endear himself to Leinster in their two group meetings, said: "We didn't have the necessary serenity and that 80-metre try was like a stab in the back."

"But for the first time in my life I can say that the winner on this day was rugby. The conditions were marvellous and the public support was extraordinary, and I'm very happy for these people because we have been able to understand how much this victory meant for all the people."

Maintaining Williams's comparison with the McGuigan rollercoaster, fittingly Ulster will now take their odyssey to Dublin on January 30th.

This has the makings of the province's greatest sporting day, and a suitable celebration of Ulster's sporting achievements, with plans afoot to invite McGuigan, Mary Peters, Willie JohnMcBride and George Best to the final, as well as politicians and other dignitaries (one of the first people to congratulate the Ulster squad in the home changing room was David Trimble).

Hardened ERC Ltd officials admitted that Saturday's occasion surpassed even previous finals, and privately they must be indebted to Ulster for making the troubled competition a huge success. A possible curtain raiser is the Times European Students Cup, and all the better therefore were UCC to win through their semi-final.

Hell-bent on ensuring the attendance at the final will surpass the record 41,664 who saw Brive beat Leicester two years ago, ERC and IRFU officials will meet in Dublin on Tuesday to finalise their plans. Ulster's success will mean further disruption to the rescheduled AIL games pencilled in for that day, while the Ulster management and Dungannon coach Willie Anderson will request that Saturday week's games involving the Ulster players also be cancelled to afford them every chance of winning the Cup. After all, Irish rugby may never have a chance like this again.

Tuesday, January 12, 1999

Ulster worthy of total support

By JOHN O'SULLIVAN

Tickets for the European Cup final between Ulster and Colomiers at Lansdowne Road on January 30th will go on sale to the general public. The manner in which they are distributed will be decided at a meeting of the organisers, ERC Ltd, later today but they are likely to be available from the Ulster Branch, the IRFU, Colomiers and one other distributor.

The interest in Ulster alone will obviously be phenomenal, a fact illustrated by the fact that several supporters turned up at the offices of the Ulster Branch in Ravenhill yesterday morning inquiring about ticket availability. Jury's Hotel took a booking for accommodation from one eager supporter on a mobile phone two minutes after the final whistle last Saturday.

One unnamed man booked 1000 train tickets from Belfast to Dublin. Aside from the northern invasion, the IRFU are certain to facilitate those wishing to attend the final by postponing the entire All-Ireland League schedule on January 30th. They are awaiting a kick-off time from ERC Ltd to establish whether some matches could take place that day. The kick-off, however, is likely to be 2.30, scuppering any such plans.

The IRFU are adamant that they will not cancel any of the previous weekend's fixtures, pointing out that Ulster have managed quite adequately to date and that they do not do anything like that for the weeks preceding internationals.

Wednesday, January 13, 1999

Williams calls on IRFU to cancel AIL games

Although IRFU officials are privately adamant that they will not cancel any AIL games involving Ulster players on January 23rd - the week before the province's historic European Cup final against Colomiers at Lansdowne Road - the Ulster director of rugby, Harry Williams, has repeated his plea for the said postponements to be made in the interests of his team's chances.

"We're calling on the Union to cancel the games on the 23rd," said Williams. In response to the IRFU's apparent refusal to do so, Williams said: "We haven't heard that yet." And until such time as this is formally the case, Williams is clearly not inclined to back down.

"I'd prefer them not to play on the 23rd," said Williams, pointing out that he has "a very limited squad at his disposal." The IRFU cite the fact that AIL club games are played the week before international matches, but Williams in turn cites one significant difference.

"I can only pick from our registered squad: i.e. those who were registered with the ERC before the start of the competition. I do not have all the players in Ulster to pick from. I cannot call on any player in Ulster. Realistically I'm picking from our current squad plus maybe a couple more - 25 or so."

Williams argues that postponing those matches on January 23rd involving Ulster players would "reduce the risk of injury, because as things stand we're stretched to the absolute limit.

"We were down to the bare bones in the back division on Saturday," added Williams, alluding to the gradual erosion of their back-line options resulting from injuries to Irish internationals Mark McCall and James Topping, plus Ireland A centre Stanley McDowell as well as the departure of their South African centre Chris van Rensberg, now with Swansea. "We're on a bit of a wing and a prayer."

The Ulster coach concedes that the province's two main sources of supply, Ballymena and Dungannon, are already experiencing a "backlog" but given the AIL is scheduled to finish over a month before the departure of the Irish squad to Australia there is some scope for flexibility there. Admittedly, the provincial cups may suffer from absenteeism but then again, don't they always? Hence, while it takes a lot to irritate the affable Williams and thereby prompt even the mildest rebuke for the Union, as he says himself: "It's a question of priorities really. Where there's a will, there's a way."

Williams has called his Ulster players up for three squad sessions next week (one more than the norm agreed with the clubs in weeks when Ulster have no matches) as well as three the following week before taking a noon train from Belfast to Dublin on the Thursday before the final and perhaps having a run-out at Lansdowne Road on the Friday. As for postponing some games on January 23rd, both the Dungannon coach Willie Anderson and his Ballymena counterpart, Andre Bester, have no problem with such a decision.

The kernel of Williams' argument that his players be freed from AIL commitments on January 23rd is that the European final constitutes a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for Ulster and, by extension, Irish rugby. "I don't think I'll ever see anything like it in my lifetime."

Unprompted, Williams was also at pains to stress that "we want the whole of Ireland to come out and support us on January 30th. It isn't just Ulster. Sure, it's primarily about Ulster's achievements so far and it is Ulster who will be in the final, but this is for all of Irish rugby. We're all part of the four provinces' structure, and we're each of us here to help improve the Irish team. That's our raison d'etre and so we'd like all of Ireland to come and support us. All are very welcome."

As for Ulster itself, Williams said the interest in the final was phenomenal. "There's some buzz about the province and people are turning up every stone to get a ticket. We've had telegrams from all over Ulster, including one from the Archbishop of Armagh, Robin Eames. But in almost every one the message is the same: last Saturday was the greatest sporting occasion they'd experienced in their lives, for some even better than the days of Kyle and Henderson, and one of the best sporting days in Ulster's history. Perhaps the best ever in Ravenhill."

With the best still to come? "Now you're talking."

Thursday, January 14, 1999

Big demand for tickets

By JOHN O'SULLIVAN

Ulster will receive a minimum of 20,000 tickets for the European Cup final against Colomiers at Lansdowne Road on January 30th. The French club has been allocated an identical number but it is anticipated that they will return over 17,000 tickets.

The expense and complexity of travelling to Dublin - they need to go from Toulouse via Paris or London - and the proximity to the Ireland-France Five Nations' Championship match on February 6th should ensure that Colomiers representation at the match is somewhere between 2,000 to 3,000 people. Tickets returned will go to rugby supporters through the club network.

IRFU Secretary Philip Browne confirmed the distribution system for the tickets returned from France at a press conference in the International Board offices. He maintained that the only way the general public could purchase tickets would be in the event that a surplus was returned from the clubs and provincial branches.

"We have faxed every club in the country to let us know, through the relevant Branch, how many tickets they require. Obviously allocation will depend on the number that come back from Colomiers. We have a responsibility to the rugby supporter first and we will therefore distribute the tickets through the established club network.

"If there are still tickets remaining then we would put them on sale to the general public through ticket hotlines. We would ask the people in Ulster who wish to purchase tickets to fax their requests to the Ulster Branch at Belfast 491522. Anyone else interested in purchasing tickets should contact their respective club and place an order.

"All requests must be with the clubs by next Wednesday and they (clubs) must then inform the relevant Branch. We will then contact the provinces on Friday week and be in a position to realise the exact demand for tickets." Browne said that the capacity at Lansdowne Road is 49,000 and that the game would be all ticket.

Ticket prices range from u £25 for the top stand seats to u £10 for terrace. An allocation of 2,300 will be made available at u £3 for children in the specially designated schools enclosure. There will be a certain number of family tickets on sale at u £50, which will provide for two adults and two children to gain admittance to the match. The top seat at a Five Nations' Championship match at Lansdowne Road would command u £32 while terrace tickets cost u £12.

Tournament Director Roger Pickering stated: "We wanted to be fair to the spectator in terms of ticket prices but we were also conscious of the need to fund the professional game. We spent a great deal of time at Tuesday's meeting in arriving at these levels." There is a huge demand for tickets in Ulster with Pickering pointing out that Michael Reid, Chief Executive of the Ulster Branch, had guaranteed that he would have no problem in getting rid of 25,000 tickets.

The Ulster Branch has already received 11,000 requests for tickets to date. Stories are beginning to filter through that two trains were booked from the stand at Ravenhill after the semi-final and that it is no longer possible to hire a coach anywhere in Ulster for Saturday, January 30th.

Pickering confirmed the kick-off time, 2.45 p.m., and that RTE, BBC Northern Ireland and FR2 in France would show the match live. Three Welshmen will officiate with Clayton Thomas as referee and Derek Bevan and Robert Davies his touch judges.

It was hoped to have the European Students Cup Final as a curtain raiser to the main event but the IRFU have decided not to grant this request so as to protect the pitch. They are conscious of the fact that the Ireland-France international is the following weekend. Pickering pointed out that they are considering staging the students final in Donnybrook on the Friday night, depending on the protagonists and on receiving permission from the Leinster Branch.

Browne confirmed that the AIB matches scheduled for January 30th would be postponed, but not those of the preceding weekend, despite Ulster pleas.

On the player front, Ulster received a boost yesterday with the news that Colomiers's French international scrum-half Fabien Galthie would be sidelined for two weeks.

Galthie, who has already suffered a fracture to the left hand this season, underwent medical tests on the injury he sustained in his side's semi-final victory over Perpignan.

It was revealed he had a pulled muscle in his right thigh, according to Colomiers physio Marcel Salse.

Centre Mickael Carre will also be out for a fortnight with a torn thigh and both players must be doubtful for the Ulster clash.

There was better news though for Sebastien Roque, whose knee injury will recover in time for him to face La Rochelle in the French Championship on Sunday.

Friday, January 15, 1999

Number eight with a mission

Planes, trains and automobiles: every mode of transport will be utilised to shoehorn the entire population of Ulster into Lansdowne Road on January 30th, the day of reckoning rugby wise and an occasion that a nation hopes will provide a glorious end to a wonderful odyssey. Not so much Ulster expects but Ireland expects.

What started as an enterprising run of victories has captivated not only the traditional rugby base in Ulster, but a wider level of support within the province, a fact emphasised by the 20,000 that shook Ravenill to the rafters during their semi-final victory over Stade Francais. Their success has fired the imagination of sports lovers throughout the country.

They have united a country not just a province. The groundswell of support is a factor with which the Ulster players identify. Ulster number eight Tony McWhirter explains: "It may seem a bit trite but we are doing this for the whole country. The response we have received, not just from rugby supporters but from GAA fans and others, has been a great source of pride to the players.

"This is not political. There are Catholics and Protestants on the team, but we don't think in those terms. We are a close-knit family. This is about sport, about rugby: we are being proud to be Irish. When I have been travelling around the country playing with Ballymena in the All-Ireland League, whether it was after the Shannon, Clontarf or St Mary's games, the reception has been the same.

"Club presidents have come in to congratulate us on our victory and then gone on to wish all the Ulster players the very best in the European competition. How can you fail to be inspired by that level of support. The phone calls, faxes, telegrams and messages of support have been phenomenal."

In a team with a handful of high profile performers, the 23-year-old McWhirter's pedigree tends to be overlooked. Educated at Dalriada, the harsh disappointment of injury was to taint his career at school. An occasion that should have been the most momentous of a fledgling career turned to disaster when he shuffled from the field in an Ulster Schools Senior Cup final against Campbell College.

"I went up to gather a 22, took a hit and landed on my shoulder, dislocating the A/C joint and popping some ribs. I played on until halftime but couldn't go any further." Dalriada were beaten and McWhirter missed out on a place in the Irish Schools team.

It was a temporary setback. A decision, taken with his father, to go to Dundee University in Scotland in 1993 to study dentistry, is one which McWhirter cites as pivotal to his development off the pitch. "It helped me mature, away from home for five years, learning to cook, forced to make new friends. It helped me to grow up quicker.

"Rugby wasn't a concern but I got my career sorted out. It provided me with a profession to fall back on." At the time professionalism had not taken a form hold in rugby. During his tenure in Scotland, McWhirter returned to assume the captaincy of the Ireland under-21 side in 1995, leading them to a Triple Crown success under coach Eddie O'Sullivan.

"Those were great days playing alongside excellent players, many of whom have gone on to make the senior grade."

Malcolm O'Kelly, Eric Miller, Kieron Dawson, James Topping, Justin Bishop, Denis Hickie, Conor McGuinness and Dominic Crotty are just some of the names who progressed to senior honours.

Indeed it was a friendship which spawned at under-age level that helped McWhirter cope with a difficult time earlier this season. Miller's return to Ireland from Leicester and subsequent decision to declare for Ulster was to adversely affect the Ballymena man. "It was just before the Connacht match and I must admit that it was a hard pill to swallow. Harry (Williams) explained his decision - Miller played while McWhirter dropped to the bench - but it was still difficult after the result we achieved against Toulouse. But I put things in perspective. Eric was a close personal friend and a player of the highest calibre. I decided I could learn something from him and I resolved to be positive."

McWhirter's magnanimity and honesty epitomise his approach to rugby. Since making his Ulster debut in the second row alongside Gary Longwell last season, he has been prepared to subjugate his own personal desires for the Ulster cause.

He prefers to focus on the input of others, particularly the influence that Andy Ward has had. "Andy has helped me immensely, vocally during games, pointing out things and providing confidence. He's been like a father figure and it has been fantastic playing alongside him."

McWhirter's modesty should not deflect from his ability. It would be churlish to single out individuals in a superb team success but the big Ballymena man's assurance of thought and deed in volatile surroundings has been an important factor. When Warren Gatland, Donal Lenihan and Philip Danaher sit down to choose an Ireland A side to face France later next month, the Ulsterman's abence would constitute a major surprise.

Yet, for the moment, thoughts of Ballymena and the games against Galwegians and Young Munster are the primary concerns. Only when they are over will his mind drift towards Colomiers and the realisation of a childhood ambition.

"I have always wanted to play at Lansdowne Road, someday hopefully in the green jersey. On January 30th, though, we will not be content to be part of a great occasion. It's one more match, one more than we want to win." Of that there can be no doubt.

Friday, January 15, 1999

Savouring Ulster's wonderful victory

By EDMUND VAN ESBECK

Sometimes the outcome of a match will be decreed by a lucky bounce of a ball or an indiscretion committed in the heat of battle. But there are occasions when the resolute and brilliant are the deciding elements.

There is nothing like victory against the improbable to bring out the romantic in us. Through the years it has been my good fortune to have witnessed many famous victories and been present at great sporting occasions and I have no hesitation in placing the events at Ravenhill last Saturday alongside the greatest memories I will carry as long memory holds. Ulster's win over Stade Francais was truly that kind of occasion.

No one among the 20,000 crowd last Saturday will ever forget the exhilarating experience.

It was a superb victory recorded in an unforgettable atmosphere. Certain occasions in the theatre that is sport are remembered for all the right reasons. The match last Saturday was one such occasion. Ulster rugby has contributed handsomely to the game in this land for well over a century. Some of the greatest of Ireland's players have come from Ulster. Men, who by their brilliance, and achievements left indelible marks on the history of the game and marvellous memories for those who saw those players in international competition for Ireland and the Lions.

The moment Ulster ran onto the field, they received a huge and vocal welcome. That support was sustained from first whistle to last. And when referee Jim Fleming blew his whistle for the last time and Ulster had won, the reception the Ulster players got was incredible. No one really wanted to leave the ground, they just wanted the celebrations to go on and on and to savour every second of an historic and wonderful occasion. The bond between spectators and players had been established during the match. The spectators had seen and appreciated that Ulster's hopes of fulfilment had been hostage to what the players' bodies could endure to provide the answers when the pressure came on, as indeed it did.

Here was a side that was not prepared to yield to what was considered a superior rugby force. As each crisis came, they had seen Ulster respond. They knew that the match had not been decided by luck but by a performance great in character and commitment. Interspersed in the 80 minutes was the occasional flash of brilliance such as Simon Mason's dropped goal and the try scored by David Humphreys. The whole mixture was an exquisite blend.

At the end the reception the Ulster players got was touched by reverence for what they had achieved. The spectators knew the result had surpassed their expectations and they knew why. That was what made this occasion so special. All who had been in the ground knew they had a wonderful conversation piece for many a day to come and to proclaim: "I was there".

It is not always easy to make comparisons between the great achievements of today and yesterday and maybe often all the factors and circumstances are not weighed accurately. Personal preference and subjectivity can colour judgment.

But by any objective standard this was unquestionably one of the great occasions in Irish rugby. In the context of Ulster sport in general it has to go down as one of the province's greatest days and for Ulster rugby, it was the greatest occasion of all.

Yes, it eclipsed the win over the Australians when Philip Rainey's great kick from the left hand touchline fashioned a famous Ulster victory. The celebrations after that famous night bore no comparison to the scenes last Saturday. Ravenhill was, too, of course the venue in 1948 when Ireland beat Wales 6-3 to do the Grand Slam for the first and, to date, only time. But the celebrations last Saturday surpassed even that great day.

Sport can have very profound resonances in society and the people of the North have suffered greatly for too long. In the very bad and difficult times the game went on, for that great credit is due to many. Rugby is not the preferred sport or recreation in the North, but what happened last Saturday will I am sure lift the game to a new level there. A record attendance of 20,000 will have included many who had never been in Ravenhill before and I have no doubt even some who had never been at a rugby match previously. What they saw is certainly an enticement to go back again.

Everything about the whole occasion was memorable for all the right reasons, for the Ulster players and for their coach Harry Williams, a man who has contributed so much to the game there. Irish rugby has had few better days. It is a tremendous boost for the game in this country in both psychological and tangible terms. It was also justification for the policy of putting in place the means to bring Irish rugby players back to play in Ireland. Once the money was available to do that which it was from increased television revenue, the policy was implemented. The reward came last Saturday and should come to an even greater extent in the future. It was also a very effective answer to the belief that Irish players would only succeed if they went to England and played in the Allied Dunbar League.

Could I make the point that while the return of such as David Humphreys, Simon Mason, Jonathan Bell, Allan Clarke, Justin Fitzpatrick and Andrew Park from England was very important in building this Ulster team, 11 of the 17 players who helped in this famous win never kicked a ball in the English League. Harry Williams is also a home-based coach.

The English clubs have seen fit to boycott Europe, so be it.

The events at Ravenhill last Saturday may have given some of them food for thought and maybe the realisation will dawn on them just what they are missing. There was scarcely a man woman or child in Ravenhill last Saturday who gave a second thought to the absence of the so called English elite or gave a damn whether or not the English clubs enter. With or without the English clubs together with their co-conspirators Swansea and Cardiff, the European Cup is a great competition. Meanwhile, the attendances are dropping dramatically in the Allied Dunbar League, I hope Lansdowne Road is packed to capacity for the final and that Ulster get the support of the whole country, which I'm sure they will and which they deserve.

Let us therefore now give credit to those who put the European structure in place and kept it in place in the face of opposition and castigation of the most selfish and unethical opposition. Tom Kiernan and Vernon Pugh have been subjected to ongoing outpourings of vitriol. The IRFU has been committed to Europe from the outset and the European Cup, Conference and the AIB League are the way forward for Irish rugby. That was the stated policy in 1995 and remains so. In fact some would do well to read the document presented by the IRFU Game Development Committee as long ago as August 1979. I will elaborate on it next week.

Wednesday, January 20, 1999

Last 2,500 tickets for final go on sale

By JOHN O'SULLIVAN

Ulster has given an emphatic yes to the European Cup final against Colomiers at Lansdowne Road on Saturday week, sparking record tickets sales 10 days in advance of what promises to be a momentous occasion. European Rugby Cup Ltd have confirmed that a staggering 46,500 tickets have already been sold, a figure that guarantees them a £700,000 pay-out.

The last remaining 2,500 tickets will go on sale to the general public later today, via a telephone hotline. The number will be announced by the IRFU later today. The only tickets available are those on the terrace as all stand tickets have already been snapped up.

The demand for tickets in Ulster was frenetic as queues formed outside the offices of the Ulster Branch on the Monday morning following their semi-final success over Stade Francais at Ravenhill. Some could not even wait until then using mobile phones seconds after the final whistle to secure hotel rooms in Dublin.

A leading Dublin hotel took their first booking two minutes after the final whistle and by the Monday did not have a room to spare. Guesthouses from Balbriggan to Bray have reported brisk business and eagerly anticipate the northern invasion.

Getting to Dublin for those not prepared to travel by car is far from straightforward. There are no coaches available to be hired from Belfast on the Saturday morning of the game while one individual booked 1,000 train tickets from Belfast to Dublin on that same Monday.

Ulster were originally allocated 20,000 tickets but that figure was increased to 28,000. They easily disposed of the surplus. Only 3,000 supporters will make the pilgrimage from Colomiers. The French club side sent back the rest of their allocation which was then redirected to the IRFU. They offered the tickets through the club network with the result that only 2,500 terrace tickets remain.

The match will break the record for the biggest attendance at a European Cup final held by the Leicester-Brive clash two years ago, at the National Stadium in Cardiff, where 44,000 attended. The first final between Toulouse and Cardiff attracted 21,800, while last year's decider between Bath and Brive brought 36,500 to the Stade Lescure in Bordeaux.

Thursday, January 21, 1999

Sell-out final is biggest yet

By GERRY THORNLEY

At precisely 3.52 yesterday afternoon in the busy foyer of 62 Lansdowne Road the European Cup final became a sell-out, thereby guaranteeing a competition record crowd of 49,000. The next man up in the queue was told: "Sorry, they were the last two tickets." Applicant 49,001 was yours truly.

With ERC Ltd's first objective duly fulfilled, the Cup organisers could afford a bit of a backslappers' ball at the press conference in the Lansdowne Road stadium itself.

After all, this embattled competition had withstood the English clubs' boycott and the ensuing brickbats that had come ERC's way in a typically vindictive campaign by those clubs.

Roger Pickering, the chairman of ERC, fronted a press conference which was so numerous there wasn't even enough room for everyone at the top table. As a result some of the contingent from the respective finalists had to be accommodated in chairs at ground level.

Pickering pointedly thanked Noel Murphy, "a great supporter of the European Cup" - and of Pickering himself - as well as the finalists, who had been a pleasure to deal with. He'd have been entitled to thank Ulster just for getting to the final, and thus, at a stroke, ensuring the final will be a far bigger success for the organisers than an all-French final would ever have been.

Most of the tickets, 28,000, were sold in Ulster, with Leinster absorbing roughly 8,000 and Munster and Connacht taking up 2,000 or so each. Then allowing for the sponsors, ERC and the IRFU, the remaining 2,600 were sold yesterday. Colomiers may yet return up to 1,000 of their 5,000 allocation.

As regards television coverage, the BBC's Grandstand have come on board, so impressed were they by viewing figures of two million for 30 minutes' highlights of Ulster's semi-final win over Stade Francais 24 hours after the event. They will join RTE, BBC Northern Ireland and FR2 in televising the final live. Whether the TV figures will emulate the 35 million who watched the last two Cup finals is debatable.

The sponsors have weighed in accordingly, ISL increasing their sponsorship for the semi-finals and final, for which the French-based firm Champion (also sponsors of Colomiers), Air France, French Telecom, Guinness, Bank of Ireland, and Ford have also come on board.

The final has transcended mere sport, evidenced by the understanding that Northern Ireland's First Minister, David Trimble, and his deputy Seamus Mallon, are considering travelling to the game.

Mark McCall, still Ulster's spiritual captain if not in fact, observed: "There are so many internationals now - I don't want to devalue them or anything - but this is a Cup final, a complete one-off. The hype up north and I think throughout Ireland is unprecedented. Even for some of the international players, they'll never have gone through anything like this before. So we've got to try and stay calm and cool."

Ulster's odyssey had "lifted the whole of Ulster and Irish rugby" according to Jonathan Bell, who endorsed McCall's view that the collective buzz within the Ulster camp was such that "it's a great feeling going into work on Monday morning." The centre admitted: "To be perfectly honest, I never envisaged us being in the European Cup final."

The same sense of awe came through from the Colomiers contingent of captain Jean-Luc Sadourny, club president Michel Bendichou and coach Jacques Brunel. Brunel commented: "It is a big surprise in France that Colomiers are in the final. The best clubs in France are Stade Francais and Stade Toulousain, who were expected to be in the final."

Winning last season's European Shield, the club's first trophy, was a help in this season's campaign, "but our aim in many ways was to be in the semi-final. To beat Perpignan was an extra bonus for Colomiers."

Colomiers is a young club - 35 years old according to Bendichou - and so overshadowed by neighbouring Toulouse that they normally play in front of about 5-6,000 supporters. "The first target of the club was to develop young talents like Fabien Galthie and Jean-Luc Sadourny, who both started at six years old with the Colomiers club."

In addition to those two and the more recently acquired Marc dal Maso, Colomiers have another nine internationals at various under-age levels. Bendichou said: "I recall the match against Munster when we had five junior players playing in the quarter-final."

With Galthie and Sadourny missing that day, Ulster are likely to face an altogether different proposition than Munster did, more like the one which was widely hailed as the most exciting 15-man side in France when reaching the championship semi-finals and scoring 375 points in nine winning European Conference matches last season; culminating in a 19-13 semi-final win over Stade Francais in the semi-finals and a 43-5 rout of Agen in the decider.

"Jean-Luc had been absent for seven months and Fabien for three months, so both players are not back at full potential now," said Brunel. "But I've got to say they give a lot of confidence to the rest of the team and help the other players by their presence on the pitch."

Brunel has the added distraction of a French championship game with Toulouse this Saturday. Galthie, rated as a 50-50 chance for the final, will definitely miss this game. As Colomiers have never beaten their Big Brothers from Toulouse, their admiration for Ulster's achievement is intensified.

"We know that Ulster has a very good team, having beaten Stade Francais and Stade Toulousain, and therefore we know we will have to be at our best if we are to take the trophy back to France."

Whether the game justifies the tag of `European Club Game of the Century', it's certainly the unlikeliest final pairing in the competition's brief and volatile history. Hey, who needs the English anyway?

Wednesday, January 27, 1999

Insuring Ulster's big day

For all bar two of Ulster's starting line-up in the semi-final win over Stade Francais, life has continued relatively normally.

Training, rest, training, rest, with their free time pretty much their own. But by comparison, Andy Matchett (along with his fellow part-timer Stephen McKinty) is almost something of a dinosaur.

For Matchett, yesterday was pretty much like any other in the last seven years, a busy day on the road as an insurance executive with Clerical Medical Investment Group. Prior to the team's departure for Dublin this evening, it will be the same story today. No rest for the part-timers.

"On no, not at all. I wish," says Matchett with a weary laugh at the notion that this week might have meant a respite. "We (the part-timers) are training at half-six, but I'll survive."

It hasn't been ideal, as Matchett accepts, since the change around in early October obliged the part-timers to train separately in the evenings on foot of a winless sequence of four games, but, as he concedes, "it paid off".

On the periphery of the team, Matchett was then limited to a couple of substitute appearances in the two games against Ebbw Vale - scoring a try in the second. But an injury to Stephen Bell prior to the quarter-final against Toulouse gave Matchett an unexpected avenue into the team.

He played well, and with Bell still not quite right, was retained against Stade where it was noticeable how much time David Humphreys seemed to have on the end of Matchett's brisk service.

He was keeping his fingers crossed that he would be retained in the starting line-up for Saturday's final when the Ulster team is announced today, thereby winning his 60th Ulster cap.

It was, and is, to Ulster's benefit that Matchett has a good understanding with Humphreys. "Och I do. Me and Humphs play well together. I always seem to know where he is." Funnily though, their oscillating club careers - in Matchett's case between his home-town club Portadown and, once again, Ballymena - meant they never actually played for Ballymena in tandem.

"The most notable game was when we beat New South Wales in Ravenhill, and Humph was playing that night and he got capped after that night. We worked very well together that night and have done ever since."

For Matchett, though, it's usually been a case of forever-the-bridesmaid since playing for Ireland at schools', universities', students' and under-25 levels. He did get a run-out on the arduous A/Development tour of New Zealand two summers ago, but it's become a bit of a running gag around the Irish playing scene how many times Matchett has been a sub on the Irish A side without ever getting a full Irish A cap.

The bright, affable, easy-going 29-year-old reckons it's been "10 to 12" times. You name 'em, he's subbed under 'em. Gus Aherne, Alain Rolland, Ashley Blair, Niall Hogan, Dave O'Mahony and Brian O'Meara.

"Och it was frustrating. It still is frustrating. It's one of those things. I thought I might have got a look in at some stage but I was always overlooked. That's the way it is."

If there has been a criticism of Matchett in the past, it might have been his temperament, and the way he never quite grasped opportunities to advance his career when they arose, such as in front of selectors or on that aforementioned New Zealand tour when he didn't play to his true form at all.

That possibly damaged his career more than anything else. Married soon after to Debbie, the Ulster A team physio, Matchett was then injured for the first half of last season and was almost forgotten, but he finished the Ulster campaign as first-choice scrumhalf and then showed his prolific try-scoring nature behind a domineering pack in Ballymena's early AIL surge.

A quick passer, with a good presence around the base at 5ft 11in and 13st, if there's been a criticism of his game technically, it would be that he's predominantly left-footed. It's a criticism he readily accepts.

"I think that's probably a fair point. It is a hindrance for a scrum-half if you're not right-footed and I suppose I would always be looking to kick left-footed. I would only use my right foot in defensive situations, that type of thing. I've never really mastered it as such."

Ironically, had Matchett been more proficient with his right foot from the base of the scrum then Humphreys' wonder try in the semi-final might never have happened, for in normal circumstances the retreating scrum outside the 22 would have called for a right-footed box kick along the line from the scrum-half.

For a mere 29-year-old, Matchett seems to have been around a lot longer than that. There have been plenty of highs, especially with Ulster, in his lengthy representative career, but nothing to compare with this extraordinary odyssey.

He attributes to the team spirit, the Ravenhill factor, the success to the return of the prodigal professionals, the experience they've brought with them and the reaction from last season's home-based players. As for his own form, Matchett says he's been very happy with it.

"It's as well as I've been playing in recent years to be honest, because even in the Stade Francais game there weren't many opportunities to run because the scrum was under pressure and the ball wasn't great.

"But I was happy with my service and I was giving Humph a lot of time on the ball, and that's the important thing. Because if I can give him and Mason time on the ball they'll put us in the right positions. I was pleased with my defence as well because everybody was tackling their hearts out."

More of the same will be required this Saturday. It's as big as it gets. "I suppose the semi-final was the next biggest game, but being realistic, this will be the biggest game of my life. It will be some crack.

"I think we'll do it. We'll have to bust our guts but with so many people behind us I think we'll play the game of our lives."

Thursday, January 28, 1999

Ulster trying to shake off tag of favourites

By GERRY THORNLEY

The countdown to Saturday's eagerly anticipated European Cup final at Lansdowne Road gathered momentum yesterday, albeit with far from earth-shattering news. At a press conference in Ravenhill, Ulster coach Harry Williams endorsed the starting XV which did duty against Stade Francais in the semi-finals by announcing an unchanged side to face Colomiers.

Williams admitted that the selection of the starting XV didn't cause him too many sleepless moments. The one area of discussion was that of scrum-half, where Andy Matchett and Stephen Bell have been vying against each other all season on a pretty even keel.

Despite training part-time, Matchett was the man in situ after the quarter and semi-finals, whereas Bell has had comparatively less rugby under his belt since recovering from a shoulder injury. "Andy has had more regular games recently whereas Stephen has had only one game in the last eight weeks or so."

As regards the replacements' bench, Williams has made one change, with Stanley McDowell coming into the squad in place of the unfortunate Robin Morrow. McDowell was a regular in the side for Ulster's first four games of the season, but has made only two fleeting and abortive comeback attempts since pulling a hamstring during the friendly win over Glasgow Caledonians.

Explaining the change on the replacements' bench, Williams said: "Stan knows everything we're trying to do, and he was told quite clearly that he had to play two games (for Dungannon) and come through them both to be considered. He's done that and he can cover a number of positions." Heretofore Ulster have revelled with the tag of underdogs in accounting for Toulouse (twice) and Stade Francais at Ravenhill, and are understandably reluctant to suddenly be tagged with the status of favourites.

For example, Paddy Powers have installed Ulster as 11/8 on to lift the trophy, but Williams said: "We don't agree with the bookies making us favourites. Colomiers are a very strong side. We watched the video of their match against Munster and we know what to expect. The players don't believe they are favourites and are prepared for a tough challenge."

Full-back Simon Mason has emerged as something of a talismanic figure for the Ulster-men, with 126 points in their eight matches so far, and looks sure to break Jon Callard's seasonal record of 129 points in Bath's winning run last season.

"As a pressure occasion this will be different from an international and no-one wants to let down our fantastic supporters," commented Mason yesterday.

Injury concerns over a number of players mean Colomiers will not finalise their team until tomorrow but captain Jean-Luc Sadourny has been declared fit to lead the French club, who are optimistic that their other main injury doubts, international scrum-half Fabien Galthie and flanker cum line-out specialist Patrick Tabacco, will be able to start.

Ulster: S Mason; S Coulter, J Cunningham, J Bell, A Park; D Humphreys (captain), A Matchett; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, M Blair, G Longwell, S McKinty, A Ward, T McWhirter. Replacements: S McDowell, B Cunningham, S Bell, D Topping, S Duncan, G Leslie, R Weir.

Colomiers (probable): J-L Sadourny (captain); B Lhande, M Carre, S Roque, M Biboulet; L Labit, F Galthie; S Delpuech, M Dal Maso, S Graou, J-M Lorenzi, G Moro, B de Giusti, S Peysson, P Tabacco.

Referee: C Thomas (Wales).

Friday, January 29, 1999

Five wise men can take a bow

By EDMUND VAN ESBECK

Tomorrow will be an historic and auspicious occasion for Ulster and Irish rugby when Lansdowne Road will be packed to capacity for the final of the European Cup between Ulster and Colomiers. It is, therefore, appropriate to reflect on the circumstances in which the competition was conceived, what has happened since it was inaugurated and the men who put this excellent competition in place.

The magnitude of the occasion for Ulster and for Ireland is reflected in the fact that never in the history of this, the oldest rugby international ground in the world, has the stadium been full for a rugby match apart from the internationals.

Almost 50,000 will be present tomorrow afternoon. Were the ground capacity greater, another 30,000 people would be there.

The Ulster branch got applications for over 50,000 tickets. Even as things stand, the attendance will represent a record for a European Cup final. That is a fairly telling answer to those who said it was a discredited competition without appeal because the English clubs saw fit not to enter it and that the final would be an all-French affair.

The enthusiasm generated here by Ulster's exploits has been without precedent and whether Ulster win or lose tomorrow, they have given Irish rugby a tremendous boost and elevated the game to a level in the province that one could not have imagined even a few weeks ago. Let us therefore give the credit due to men such as Vernon Pugh, Tom Kiernan, Roger Pickering and others who have worked so hard for European Rugby Cup (ERC). This is only the fourth year of the European Cup, which was inaugurated in the 1995-96 season. The background to its inauguration is, to say the least, interesting, what has happened since no less so.

When the southern hemisphere countries started their Super 10 series (now, of course, the Super 12), it prompted some of the legislators in the northern hemisphere to give some thought to starting a competition on similar lines in this part of the world.

When the 10-year television deal was done between the three big powers in the southern hemisphere and Sky during the 1995 World Cup, the Super 10 became the Super 12 and the minnows in the South Seas were jettisoned. Nothing new in that kind of expediency.

In the wake of that television deal, Vernon Pugh, of Wales, called a meeting, ironically in Johannesburg, attended by representatives from the five nations. It was at that meeting that it was agreed in principle that the establishment of a European Cup for clubs and districts would be prudent step that could bring considerable benefit to the game in Europe. Thus it was that the European Rugby Cup came into being.

The original directors of ERC were Vernon Pugh, Tom Kiernan (Ireland), Freddie McLeod (Scotland), John Jeavons-Fellows (England) and Marcel Martin (France). Once the company was set up, the IRFU secretary Philip Browne acted as secretary to the company, which was based in Dublin and he was also a director.

There had been a proposal in January 1995 about the possibility of a European competition but it was a tournament that would have been run basically by a commercial concern outside the game and that was not acceptable. After the meeting in Johannesburg, the necessary arrangements were made, the competition was put in place and former IRFU president and Ireland team manager Ken Reid acted as tournament director for the initial competition.

The object of the exercise was to provide a high standard of competition below the senior international level and to broaden the experience of players by playing against good quality teams from other nations.

In the inaugural season, English and Scottish teams did not participate. The English clubs were not permitted by their union to enter. The Scots were putting their regional sides in place, but have always been supportive of the competition. France, Wales, Ireland, Romania and Italy were all represented in the inaugural tournament. That was won by Toulouse, who defeated Cardiff in the final in Cardiff.

Leinster reached the semi-finals but lost at that stage to Cardiff in Dublin. Twelve teams had contested the cup, split into four pools of three each. It was a success and televised by ITV. They, however, subsequently withdrew from a three-year deal.

With Heineken as sponsors - they did not renew their sponsorship this season - the competition was bigger and better in its second year when 20 teams took part, including sides from England and Scotland.

Roger Pickering had been appointed chief executive, thus releasing Philip Browne to concentrate on his IRFU responsibilities. Four pools of five teams meant that each side played four pool matches, double the number of the previous season. Then there were quarter-finals. Ireland again had three representatives, Leinster, Munster and Ulster. Leicester and Brive contested the final won by Brive. ERC also inaugurated the Conference as a subsidiary competition and Connacht played in that.

Last season the pool matches were contested on a home-and-away basis with five pools of four teams each, which meant each side had six pool matches. The five who topped each group automatically qualified for the quarter-finals and then came three play-off matches to determine the other three quarter-finalists. Bath became the first English club to win the title, beating Brive in the final.

No Irish side qualified for the last-eight stage but Connacht did extremely well in the Conference, reaching the quarter finals and defeating Northampton twice en route.

The English clubs did not enter this season's competition and the reasons for that are sufficiently well known not to need elaboration. It was unfortunate, not least for the English clubs.

Munster and Ulster qualified for the quarterfinals with Munster losing to the side that will provide the opposition for Ulster tomorrow.

The biggest crowd to attend a European Cup final in its four-year history will be in Lansdowne Road. Perhaps that will concentrate the minds of the English clubs as to what exactly they are missing.

Two men who were in the van of the establishment of ERC, Tom Kiernan and Vernon Pugh, are the sole survivors from the original directors. They have taken some totally unjust criticism from predictable sources. Each of the five nations has two directors on the board and Peter Boyle is Ireland's second with Kiernan, who is chairman. Italy has one director.

Pugh and Kiernan will be present tomorrow. They have every reason to feel satisfied, for they have put in place what is a great competition. The begrudgers and the greedy can make their own arrangements.

Friday, January 29, 1999

Game is everything to Bell

In a career pockmarked by injury, the scars serve as a constant reminder of darker days. Simply playing, being on a pitch, provides the greatest pleasure, whether it is for club, province or national teams. One can discern the reluctance in Jonathan Bell's voice to over-emphasise how much he is enjoying his rugby, fearful that the injury demons will once again return.

He, more than most, has cause to bemoan the fragility of the human body. At just 24 years of age he has suffered a succession of injuries, considerably more than he could have expected, even allowing for the physical intensity of the sport.

Whispers of unfulfilled potential have reached his ears and he is aware that the pedestal upon which he was placed after a stunning debut on the senior national side on the summer tour to Australia in 1994 has long since been pulled down.

Yet he remains disarmingly honest, pragmatic and self-effacing. "Dinger", as he is affectionately known in the Irish squad, is delighted to be back home in Ulster, playing rugby with his native province (notably in tomorrow's final against Colomiers) and with the Dungannon club. It has helped him to rehabilitate after a desperately disappointing summer.

"It couldn't really have been worse, injured in the first match of the South Africa tour against Boland. I was at a really low ebb when I came home. The previous season with Northampton I had been riddled with injury problems. The club and Ian McGeechan were very patient, insisting that I did not return until I felt right. They provided me with a place on the team every time I returned but the injuries persisted.

"I think that coming home definitely made a difference. I received a lot of support within the Ulster squad and I simply concentrated on getting fit again. There was a good buzz with the players returning home and I desperately wanted to get back playing. The priority at the start of the season was to get games under my belt. I wasn't thinking about the national side, I just wanted to get back into action. Playing rugby is everything to me."

A Schools and Under-21 international Bell's rise to prominence on the senior national side was meteoric. Ostensibly taken on Ireland's tour to Australia in 1994 with a view to developing him for the future, the then Ballymena centre ended up playing both Test matches, producing a couple of brilliant performances. That set a standard, which Bell failed to match subsequently, a succession of injuries draining his confidence.

"Everything came to me at a young age. There were no expectations placed upon me at that time in Australia. I was just enjoying myself. I didn't think too deeply about things, just went out and played. I think that for a while I lost sight of the simplicity of the game, became embroiled in the theory rather than the practice. My first cap was a fantastic experience but it did generate unrealistic expectation.

"I didn't take things to heart so that helped me deal with the criticism. Funny, the one thing that really hurt was not being able to play."

Twenty four caps and six tries further on, and he remains an enigma of sorts for some people: gifted but erratic. His time at Northampton - he joined them in the 1995-'96 season - saw him come under the tutelage of vaunted Lions coach Ian McGeechan, receiving instruction that Bell now realises was invaluable. "He improved my overall view of the game. He got me working harder off the ball.

"In the modern game defences are much more difficult to break down so greater effort is required. He saw my role as creating space for others, putting other players away." It was McGeechan who convinced Bell that his future lay at inside centre. The excellent performances during Ulster's march to tomorrow's final suggest that the young international may be close to being able to deliver consistently on his talent.

The province's wonderful odyssey to Lansdowne Road tomorrow has surprised even the players. Bell conceded: "At the start of the season, none of us would have envisaged this. Obviously the professional attitude and ability of the players coming back to the province was going to make a difference. People, though, also tend to overlook the talent that was already there.

"We started out with a two-year plan but things just accelerated. The priority was to win the interprovincials and we ended up finishing second. We also looked for a decent performance in the European Cup. The transformation in our fortunes during the season coincided with a change of regime. Training was switched from the evenings to day time to facilitate the professional players and that definitely made a difference."

Bell pays tribute to the atmosphere that coach Harry Williams has created within the squad and more specifically the team. "The players are allowed to express themselves. If something does not come off then, fine, you just make sure that it does the next time. There isn't that fear of failure. The younger players are encouraged to take responsibility for their actions. That, allied to a phenomenal work-rate, has got us to this stage of the competition.

"Everyone is aware of their responsibilities and knows where they should be and what is expected of them. There is nothing complicated about the way we play. In one sense we have 15 captains, although obviously David (Humphreys) and Andy (Ward) carry most responsibility in terms of direction.

"The team has grown in confidence throughout the competition. There is no hint of us just being happy to have made the final. We believe that we can win this and that is what we aim to do." If Ulster are to achieve that dream then Bell will be a central figure, just as he should be for the national side.

Saturday, January 30, 1999

Path To The Final:

Group Matches

Ulster - 38, Edinburgh - 38, at Ravenhill, Friday, September 18th

"Who needs the English when you can have this?" we wrote, after Ulster kicked off the troubled competition in a Super 12-type exhibition with like-minded Scots. Little did we know.

The tempo was set right from the off; Ulster conceding two soft tries inside the first four minutes and the hitherto flawed Simon Mason hitting back with a solo effort inside another minute.

Amazingly, they were ahead by the 15th minute, only to exchange it twice more before the first quarter had barely passed. Breathless stuff.

Andy Ward was virtually obliged to play on one side of the pitch due to a groin strain that would force him off at half-time.

However, even as an auxiliary winger on one leg, he's better than most on two and he had a telling hand in two tries, the second being the pick of the night.

Stephen Bell initiated the flowing move with a quick tap penalty on his 22, David Humphreys deftly putting Jonathan Bell into space. The ball was recycled and moved left from inside the visitors' half for Mason to float a long skip pass to Ward.

He took out two men superbly before offloading a one-handed try-scoring pass in the tackle to the looping Jan Cunningham. Mason converted to make it 22-19 after 22 minutes.

The lead changed hands five times in all and Ulster seemed to have restored some sort of normality in the final half-hour as the pack dug in, Clinton van Rensberg shored up the midfield and Humprheys pinned the Reivers pack. But Mason missed a semi-insurance penalty and with the last kick Duncan Hodge landed a 35 metre drop goal. Those damned Scots.

Scoring sequence: 2 mins Mayer try, Hodge con 0-7; 4 mins Roxburgh try, Hodge con 0-14; 5 mins Mason try and con 7-14; 11 mins Mason pen 10-14; 14 mins McKinty try 15-14; 16 mins Murray try 15-19; 22 mins Cunningham try, Mason con 22-19; 32 mins Mason pen 25-19; 38 mins Hodge pen 25-22; 45 mins Murray try, Hodge con 25-29; 52 mins Cunningham try, Mason con 32-29; 58 mins Hodge pen 32-32; 61 mins Mason pen 3532; 66 mins Mason pen 38-32; 68 mins Hodge pen 38-35; 82 mins Hodge drop goal 38-38.

ULSTER: S Mason; S Coulter, J Bell, C van Rensberg, J Cunningham; D Humphreys (capt), S Bell; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, G Leslie, M Rea, G Longwell, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements - S Duncan for Ward (half-time), A Matchett for S Bell (60 mins), R Irwin for Leslie (65 mins), R Weir for Clarke (73 mins).

EDINBURGH REIVERS: H Gilmour; T Stanger, J Mayer, G Shiel, C Murray; D Hodge, I Fairley; B Stewart, G Mckelvey, M Proudfoot, D Burns, G McCallum, T McVie, B Renwick (capt), A Roxburgh. Replacements - A Tait for Gilmour (23 mins), C Mather for Roxburgh (29 mins), S Scott for McKelvey (69 mins), G Hayter for McVie (71 mins), C Chalmers for Stanger (78 mins).

Referee: G Borreani (France).

Toulouse - 39, Ulster - 3, at Stade Les Sept Deniers, Saturday, September 26th

Against a near full-strength Toulouse intent on strutting their stuff for the home crowd, Ulster tackled like dervishes. They kept the French scoreless in the opening quarter and limited the inaugural European Cup winners to just two penalties by the 38th minute.

Then the first of what would be many Ulster turnovers resulted in Yann Delaigue putting Emile N'tamack over unopposed. Even so, a Mason penalty limited the scoring to a respectable 13-3 at the break.

However, Ulster's inability to retain possession and the ensuing increase in the tackle count ultimately took its toll as Harry Williams' men coughed up four soft second-half tries to ensure a damaging scoreline. The Ulster coach was unusually critical afterwards.

"I was bitterly disappointed at the final result. We made so many stupid errors. We knew we had to make as few turnovers as possible, but instead of holding onto the ball and restarting, we just handed possession to them. It was all very frustrating."

Scoring sequence: 26 mins Ougier pen 3-0; 31 mins Delaigue pen 6-0; 38 mins N'tamack try, Delaigue con 13-0; 40 mins Mason pen 13-3; 51 mins Desbrosse try, Delaigue con 203; 63 mins Marfaing try, Ougier con 27-3; 65 mins N'tamack try 32-3; 80 mins lapoutge try, Ougier con 39-3.

TOULOUSE: S Ougier; E N'tamack, P Bondouy, C Desbrosse, M Marfaing; Y Delaigue, J Cazalbou (capt); F Tournaire, Y Brue, J-L Jordana, H Miorin, F Belot, D Lacroix, N Spanghero, C Labit. Replacements - P Lapoutge for N'tamack (65 mins), J Fillol for Cazalbou (65 mins), P Soula for Bru (67 mins), M Mafutuna for Jordana (75 mins), S Moulucou for Spanghero (76 mins).

ULSTER: S Mason; S Coulter, J Bell, C van Rensburg, J Cunningham; D Humphreys (capt), A Matchett; J Fitzpatrick, R Weir, G Leslie, G Longwell, M Rea, S McKinty, T McWhirter, D Macartney. Replacements - S McDowell for Cunningham (43 mins), S Duncan for McWhirter (55 mins), R Irwin for Leslie (63 mins), S Bell for van Rensburg (72 mins), M Blair for Rea (76 mins).

Referee: D Bevan (Wales).

Ebbw Vale - 28, Ulster - 61, at Eugene Cross Park, Saturday, October 10th

The turning point of Ulster's season came the week before with a 31-9 interprovincial defeat in Cork. This extended Ulster's winless and porous run to four games.

Williams' response was to focus on the full-timers rather than the other way around. In came Stephen Bell, Rab Irwin and Mark Blair, and back came Tony McWhirter, with Stephen McKinty the only part-timer in the starting XV. It all had a profound impact.

Concentrating on the basics and opportunistically taking their scores, Ulster's pack subdued a heavier unit up front and provided the platform for the backs to run in five of their seven tries.

Simon Mason started assuming his talismanic status with a perfect 11 kicks from 11 for a personal haul of 26 points, while David Humphreys augmented some astute tactical kicking with two well taken tries.

After a brief blip mid-way through the second-half Ulster gave note of their new improved lasting powers with tries in the last 10 minutes from the seasonal debutant Blair, McKinty and substitute Andy Park.

Scoring sequence: 1 min Mason penalty 0-3; 3 mins Hayward pen 3-3; 7 mins Mason pen 3-6; 11 mins J Bell try, Mason con 3-13; 16 mins Hayward pen 6-13; 21 mins Humphreys try, Mason con 6-20; 24 mins S Bell try, Mason con 6-27; 30 mins Mason pen 6-30; 38 mins Mason pen 6-33; 40 mins penalty try, Hayward con 13-33; 45 mins Hayward pen 16-33; 56 mins Humphreys try, Mason 16-40; 58 mins Manley try 21-40; 66 mins Taumalolo try, Hayward con 28-40; 70 mins Blair try, Mason con 28-47; 76 mins McKinty try, Mason con 28-54; 80 mins Park try, Mason con 28-61.

EBBW VALE: S Taumalolo; D Manley, G Williams, J Strange, C Landry; B Hayward, D Llewellyn; A Phillips, R Campbell, A Metcalfe, L Banks, K Faletau, M Spiller, M Jones, K Jones (capt). Replacements: B Billen for Banks (half-time), G Green for Phillips (53 mins), I Thomas for Spiller (53 mins).

ULSTER: S Mason; J Cunningham, J Bell, C van Rensbery, S Coulter; D Humphreys (capt), S Bell; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, G Longwell, M Blair, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements - A Matchett for S Bell (half-time), A Park for J Bell (half-time), D Topping for McWhirter (half-time), G Leslie for Irwin (64 mins), S Duncan for Ward (76 mins).

Referee: C White (RFU).

Ulster - 29, Toulouse - 24, at Ravenhill, Friday, October 16th

The first of the really memorable nights and a benchmark for the knock-out stages, as Ulster withstood five minutes of extra time before the majority of the 9,000 crowd demanded an encore 20 minutes after the full-time whistle.

Characteristic French over-confidence in selection, compounded by ill-discipline saw Simon Mason kick four early penalties and cancel out a Michel Marfaing try from deep with one of his own in a 19-point haul.

Toulouse led fleetingly after the restart but Ulster responded swiftly when the excellent Stephen McKinty was driven over from a line-out and Mason's conversion of an opportunist Clinton van Rensberg try was sufficient buffer for the excruciating finale.

Scoring sequence: 1 min Mason pen 3-0; 3 mins Mason pen 6-0; 7 mins Mason pen 9-0; 11 mins Mason pen 12-0; 14 mins Marfaing try, Ougier con 12-7; 30 mins Mason try 17-7; 35 mins Cazalbou try, Delaigue con 17-14; 45 mins Cazalbou try, Ougier con 17-21; 51 mins McKinty try 22-21; 59 mins van Rensberg try, Mason con 29-21; 62 mins Deylaud pen 29-24.

ULSTER: S Mason; S Coulter, J Bell, C van Rensberg, J Cunningham; D Humphreys (capt), S Bell; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, M Blair, G Longwell, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements - G Leslie for Irwin (60 mins).

TOULOUSE: S Ougier; P Lapoutge, R Paillat, C Desbrosse, M Marfaing; Y Delaigue, J Cazalbou (capt); C Vencheri, W Servat, J-L Jordana, N Spanghero, F Belot, D Lacroix, C Labit, S Dispagne. Replacements - E N'tamack for Desbrosse (43 mins), F Pelous for Belot, P Soula for Servat (both 48), D Deylaud for Delaigue (50 mins), F Tournaire for Vencheri (52 mins).

Referee: E Murray (Scotland).

Ulster - 43, EBBW Vale - 13, at Ravenhill, Friday, October 30th

After securing second place in the interprovincials with a 36-6 win over Connacht the week before, the Ravenhill faithful were becoming a little spoilt and could be heard murmuring their discontent with a relatively scratchy home performance. To a large degree, a poor Ebbw Vale - largely content on spoiling - brought Ulster down to their level.

Andy Ward remained an enduring standard bearer, augmenting his usual high workload by having a big hand in six tries and scoring the other one himself. The comparatively unheralded Stephen McKinty did his usual donkey work and put in a fair number of big hits. The big men, Mark Blair especially, Tony McWhirter and Gary Longwell had big games too as, for once, Ulster were allowed to bully a comparatively lightweight side.

Clinton van Rensburg and Jonathan Bell formed an impenetrable defence with the South African also bulldozing up the middle repeatedly. Ebbw Vale's sole effective ploy, the line-out maul, yielded an early penalty; Ulster were a little too expansive, too quickly, and even Mason's wayward early place-kicking induced oohs from a surprised Ravenhill. But after a well conceived try for Jan Cunningham and a concerted drive for a Tony McWhirter try, Chay Dillen's sending-off for a flurry of punches on Gary Longwell ensured a one-sided contest.

Scoring sequence: 3 mins Strange pen 0-3; 15 mins Cunningham try 5-3; 19 mins McWhirter try, Mason con 12-3; 33 mins Irwin try 17-3; 40 mins Mason try and con 24-3; 49 mins Green try 24-8; 55 mins S Bell try, Mason con 31-8; 65 mins Ward try, Mason con 38-8; 73 mins Matchett try 43-8; 77 mins Olson try 43-13; 80 mins Faletau try 43-18.

ULSTER: S Mason; S Coulter, J Bell, C van Rensburg, J Cunningham; D Huphreys (capt), S Bell; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, M Blair, G Longwell, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements - G Leslie for Irwin (50 mins), A Matchett for S Bell (62 mins), A Park for (74 mins), S Duncan for McWhirter (77 mins).

EBBW VALE: L Olsen; A Harries, G Williams, J Funnell, L Woodard; J Strange, D Llewellyn; I Thomas, L Phillips, A Metcalfe, C Billen, K Faletau, M Spiller, N Budgett, R Collins (capt). Replacements - R Campbell for L Phillips (32 mins), G Green for Spiller (40 mins), S Taumalolo for Woodard (half-time), J Hawker for Funnell (46 mins), L Banks for Budgett (68 mins), G Mason for Metcalfe (74 mins).

Referee: F Maciello (France).

Edinburgh - 21, Ulster - 23, at Myreside, Sunday, November 8th

An astonishing 100-point turnaround on the original Toulouse-Ebbw Vale fixture in a tempestuous rematch the day before had opened the door for Ulster to top the group and gain home advantage in the quarter-finals. Alternatively, a defeat would put them out.

Defeat seemed likely for much of the first 50 minutes. At that point Reivers had just moved 18-6 ahead, had owned the ball for half-an-hour and a stoppage of over three minutes ended with Tony McWhirter being stretchered off and replaced by Derek Topping.

"To be honest I thought we were gone," admitted coach Harry Williams. "But there's great character in the side and it was a tremendous comeback." No-one revealed this more than the outstanding Topping. The pack began thundering through and though there was more than a hint of catch-up about some of the scrambled passing, at least the backs gave it a go. Fortune deservedly favoured the brave over the two meetings.

After a Blair try, the decisive intervention came by way of Sheldon Coulter's 69th minute intercept try. Simon Mason's conversions landed giving him five out of five and at the death the Scottish curse was lifted when Craig Chalmers missed an 84th minute penalty. The travelling support, and exiled students, were again a factor, commanding a post-match encore.

Scoring sequence: 2 mins Mason pen 0-3; 11 mins Mason pen 0-6; 15 mins Chalmers pen 3-6; 29 mins Chalmeres pen 66; 30 mins Stanger try 11-6; 46 mins Murray try, Chalmers con 18-6; 58 mins Blair try, Mason con 18-13; 61 mins Chalmers pen 21-13; 66 mkins Mason pen 21-16; 69 mins Coulter try, Mason con 21-23.

EDINBURGH REIVERS: S Lang; T Stanger, J Mayer, G Shiel, C Murray; C Chalmers, B Redpath (capt); R McNulty, G McKelvey, B Stewart, D Burns, I Fullarton, C Mather, B Renwick, I Sinclair. Replacements - A Tait for Shiel (26 mins), S Brotherstone for McKelvey (35 mins).

ULSTER: S Mason; S Coulter, J Bell, C van Rensburg, J Cunningham; D Humphreys (capt), S Bell; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, G Longwell, M Blair, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements - R Weir for Clarke (23 mins), D Topping for McWhirter (51 mins). G Leslie for Irwin (56 mins).

Referee: E Morrison (England).

Quarter-Final

Ulster - 15, Toulouse - 13, at Ravenhill, Friday, December 11th

A night which scaled even Ulster's win by the exact same score over the 1984 Wallabies. From the outset, it was clear that these Ulster boys believed they would do it and with each passing minute everyone present in the 12,000 crowd began to believe them until they too were convinced before the end.

The delicate mix between fired-up hostility, discipline and focus on the gameplan was pretty much spot on. The line-out was secure, Allen Clarke embarrassing Yannick Bru on the night. The tackling kept Toulouse pinned behind the gain line and the pack aggressively played a surprising amount of the game on the front foot. Mason and Humphreys peppered the posts from everywhere.

A fireworks display just before kick-off added to the carnival atmosphere, as Humphreys launched a wind-assisted aerial bombardment. Then he and Mason peppered the Toulouse posts from anywhere within a 50-metre radius. Sweetly struck drop goals by the former either side of a stupendous penalty from halfway by Mason earned a 9-0 interval buffer.

An ominous line-out drive by a one-dimensional Toulouse and a big scrum yielded a close-range penalty for Delaigue six minutes after the turnaround. But Ward's emotive departure and wave to the gallery for the birth of his son got the team and crowd going again. Mason inched Ulster ahead 15-3, just enough to stem the late Toulouse rally thanks to a cross-field covering tackle by Humphreys on Marfaing. "Ole. Ole" roared the crowd.

Scoring sequence: 11 mins Humphreys drop goal 3-0; 30 mins Mason pen 6-0; 35 mins Humphreys drop goal 9-0; 46 mins Delaigue pen 9-3; 52 mins Mason pen 12-3; 60 mins Mason pen 15-3; 63 mins Delaigue pen 15-6; 68 mins Pelous try, Ougier con 15-13.

ULSTER: S Mason; S Coulter, S McDowell, J Bell, J Cunningham; D Humphreys (capt), A Matchett; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, M Blair, G Longwell, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements - A Park for McDowell (10 mins); D Topping for Ward (48 mins), G Leslie for Irwin (54 mins), R Weir for Irwin (64 mins), B Cunningham for Humphreys (78 mins).

TOULOUSE: S Ougier; X Garbajosa, R Paillat, L Stensness, M Marfaing; Y Delaigue, J Cazalbou (capt); C Califano, Y Bru, JL Jordana, F Belot, F Pelous, C Labit, S Dispagne, D Lacroix. Replacements - H Miorin for Lacroix (53 mins), C Desbrosse for Paillat (61 mins).

Referee: B Campsall (England).

Semi-Final

Ulster - 33, Stade Francais - 27, at Ravenhill, Saturday, January 9th

This time Ulster's 16th man - the 20,000 home crowd - believed with the team in one of the most compelling days in the history of Ulster or Irish rugby. "The key," as Williams saw it, "was that we set out to put pressure on them when they had the ball."

Hours spent pouring over Stade Francais videos convinced Williams that all the traffic would come through the shoulders of Diego Dominguez and that the French centres, Richard Dourthe and Cliff Mytton, were not particularly good passers of the ball. Jan Cunningham and Jonathan Bell mowed them down. Stymied at source, Stade admitted afterwards that they were shocked.

Ulster hit 'em hard and early, withstanding Stade's best spell in the second quarter for a critical one-point interval leader. Cue the moment of the season; Humphreys blind side chip from his own 22, Sheldon Coulter's gather, and Humphreys' return take and sprint from half-way.

Mason's trusty boot kept the scoreboard ticking and Ulster's noses in front. Needing a seven-pointer at the death, Stade were, by now, gone. More sad Francais than Stade. They spilled it or they kicked it. They were gone, even if it had gone on for another 10 minutes. Ulster were carried over the finishing line on a tidal wave of emotion. It was spine-tingling stuff.

Scoring sequence: 3 mins Mason pen 3-0; 8 mins Mason drop goal 6-0; 11 mins Dominguez pen 6-3; 16 mins McKinty try 11-3; 30 mins Juillet try, Dominguez con 11-10; 43 mins Humphreys try, Mason con 18-10; 48 mins Mason pen 21-10; 52 mins Humphreys drop goal 24-10; 56 mins Juillet try, Dominguez con 24-17; 58 mins Dominguez pen 24-20; 62 mins Mason pen 27-20; 66 mins Mason pen 30-20; 68 mins Lievremont try, Dominguez con 30-27; 73 mins mason pen 3327.

ULSTER: S Mason; S Coulter, J Cunningham, J Bell, A Park; D Humphreys (captain), A Matchett; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, M Blair, G Longwell, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements - G Leslie for Irwin (54 mins), D Topping for McWhirter (73 mins).

STADE FRANCAIS: S Viars; A Gomes, R Dourthe, C Mytton, T Lombard; D Dominguez (captain), C Laussucq; S Marconnet, L Pedrosa, P de Villiers, H Chaffardon, D George, C Moni, R Pool-Jones, C Juillet. Replacements - S Simon for Marconnet, V Moscato for Pedrosa, M Lievremont for PoolJones (all 50 mins), (temp) F Comba for Lombard (75-77 mins).

Referee: J Fleming (Scotland).
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Ulster marches on Dublin for big match celebration

By KITTY HOLLAND

The scrums of Ulster could be observed even before they had marched beyond the station door.

As the 2.40 p.m. Belfast to Dublin train pulled in at platform 2 in Connolly Station yesterday a burly team of media hacks was waiting to tackle the alighting rugby fans.

"We're going to win," declared a robust Stephen Martin, from Kircubbin, Co Down. "Dublin is lovely, great crack. Oh aye, and we're all looking forward to it," he said, smiling towards his friends, who were waiting for him. "Everyone in Ulster is looking forward to it."

Seamus O'Connell, from Co Antrim, who was travelling alone, said that he had not been a club rugby fan until now. He had always been an Ireland fan, but he had never experienced the level of excitement which followed the Ulster team's victory in the semi-final. After all the hype, it was "super" to finally be in Dublin.

Hotels around Dublin are reporting brisk business with the mass influx of Ulstermen and women.

A spokeswoman for Jurys Hotel in Ballsbridge told The Irish Times that they expected the majority of their Northern guests to arrive today.

More than 30,000 rugby fans - many showing their first interest in the game - have arrived in Dublin from the North to watch their team take on the French side Colomiers. Some 28,000 of them have tickets, as do 4,000 visiting French fans.

Among the 50,000 Ulster folk who applied for tickets was Dean McDowell, from Lurgan. He was successful and was delighted his 21st birthday coincided with the final. "It's a great omen," cheered the Lurgan lad, who travelled to Dublin with seven friends. "We're starting the celebrating tonight. Our plans? Guinness!"

"Obviously, we plan to win and bring the cup back to Belfast, and that's what we're looking forward to doing," said Michael Reid, chief executive of the Ulster branch of the IRFU. If Ulster wins, Belfast City Council will be putting on an official reception for the team in front of the City Hall at 1.30 tomorrow afternoon.

Last night, the British Prime Minister, Mr Blair, sent a good luck message to the Ulster team.

In a hand-written note sent from his hotel in Vienna to captain David Humphreys, Mr Blair said: "Dear David, what an amazing job to get into the final. Well done - the whole country is behind you! Best wishes and good luck to all the players."
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Ulster set for their finest hour

By GERRY THORNLEY

The moment of truth. Ulster await their finest hour, and the possibility of sporting immortality to list among the pantheon occupied by the 1948 Irish Grand Slam team, and the heroes of the 80s. Only 80 minutes to go now.

How to put it in context? Maybe not to be ranked with Grand Slammers and Triple Crowners, but pretty much the next best thing - perhaps even putting Munster's 1978 win over the All Blacks in the shade. At the very least it would be the best day in Irish rugby for almost 14 years, and as an occasion nothing betters it since the 1991 World Cup quarter-final.

To start with the blindingly obvious, this is no ordinary rugby match. It's such a unique pairing, and such a unique occasion, with so many auxiliary factors, that you really couldn't envisage how it will pan out. A classic, or an anti-climax, culminating in either Ulster's name on the trophy, or Colomiers as party poopers?

Ulster have played out of their skins, both collectively and in nearly every case, individually, upping their level of performance with each passing game and challenge. You'd almost expect them to do so again. It's a once-in-a-lifetime game and so perfectly have Harry Williams and the players struck the right note between fired up aggression and self-discipline, that this special day could inspire a once-in-a-lifetime performance. These Ulster boys don't seem to be rabbits-in-headlights material.

Tactically, Ulster look the more predictable, if no less effective for all that. Allowing for an occasional exception, they have been eschewing the in-vogue tactic of penalties for touch with a simpler philosophy of when in the opposition half, have a pot at goal, whether through the talismanic Simon Mason or the little genius David Humphreys, be it penalties or drop goals, and then regroup.

This has been the case particularly early on, with Ulster striking first in all but one of their seven-game winning run en route to this final - and often inside the first three or four minutes. Borrowing a leaf from the old Jack Charlton manual, they seek to put the opposition under pressure early and often, both on the scoreboard and on the pitch.

The tackling and fast-up, four-up midfield defence has been exceptional, ensuring they've hardly even been tested out wide.

The line-out has been a reliable platform for front foot assaults, if not so much the scrum. Indeed, buoyed by the comforting knowledge that Mason is a peerless kicker, it's been extraordinary how often these Ulster forwards have augmented their work-rate around the pitch by taking the opposition on and spending so much time on the front foot.

The halves, and especially Humphreys, will probably play a mostly kicking game - territorially Ulster have been extremely cute so far. Beyond this quite patterned game, they'll have two or three moves which they might use. If they do most of this right again, especially the scoring first part, and if Mason and Humprheys are their accurate selves, then the favouritism tag might sit better than it generally does on Irish sides.

That traditional mental flaw, particularly when coupled with the additional hype which has surrounded this game, is still a concern. But it's justified for one simple reason, this is effectively a home final - with the Ulster camp perhaps only realising in the last 48 hours how much the nation is rooting for one province. And in every knock-out game so far, the home team has won.

Not that Colomiers aren't potentially dangerous. Disconcertingly, they seem to be especially strong in areas where Ulster are vulnerable. Stephane Graou is an old-fashioned tight-head, a specialist scrummager in a unit which gave Munster some considerable trouble.

Whether off a mightily effective driving line-out or scrums, their back row is their most prolific weapon - accounting for 10 of their 25 tries so far. The Colomiers flanker Patrick Tabacco was moved up and down the line on both throws to productive effect much like Munster use Eddie Halvey. Tabacco, along with Fabien Galthie, were declared fit to start yesterday afternoon, though centre Mickael Carre wasn't.

Admittedly, beyond the line-out maul there wasn't a whole lot else to Colomiers' game in the semi-final, and repeated video viewings have led Ulster to believe they play a very structured game. Laurent Labit is hailed as a top-notch place-kicker, but he surely cannot be better than Mason, and in the quarter-final missed three eminently kickable penalties to put everyone out of their misery in a scoreless second half.

Indeed, it'll be interesting to see how Colomiers cope mentally. In that intemperate quarter-final, they were guilty of regular and costly acts of foul play. But they do have their leaders, a certain Jean-Luc Sadourny as well as Galthie, back in harness.

Furthermore, that could spark more of a return to the brand of 15-man rugby which Tom Kiernan yesterday hailed as the highlight of the Euro season last year when they overwhelmed Agen 43-5 in the Shield final. Against that, Sadourny probably isn't back to his best yet, and they seem to be carrying a few walking wounded.

Colomiers are something of a throwback to the French club scene of the 70s, and no less than Ulster, their esprit de corps has been a significant factor in an equally improbable fairytale. Only 1,200 will come from their dormitory town overshadowed by neighbouring Toulouse in support of this young club, along with 3,000 other French visitors.

Asked yesterday if he felt any sympathy for the outnumbered Frenchman at a thickly attended press conference, Humphreys smiled mildly incredulously, and remarked: "To feel sympathy is a bit strong. I've been to France a few times when the crowd's been fairly partisan so it's nice to have the tables turned for once."

Yes, indeed, the biter being bit is a salivating prospect. Rare indeed is the occasion when the heart so over-rules the head, but the uniqueness of the occasion, and an atmosphere which may make a Five Nations match akin to a tea party, must be a factor.

If Ulster are in touch with 20 minutes to go, then surely the crowd can help carry them home.
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Provincial Supporter

By JOHN O'SULLLIVAN

Jimmy Davidson should allow himself a wry smile as he sits in the BBC's Belfast studio watching the television pictures from Lansdowne Road this afternoon, analysing the greatest day in the history of Ulster rugby. A lone dissenting voice at the inception of the All-Ireland League at the start of the decade, he refused to take part in the love-in surrounding the IRFU's new brainchild.

He counselled against a structure whereby the clubs and not the provinces became the second tier and the stepping stone for the national side. Subsequent events vindicated his assertion but the former Ulster and Ireland coach is delighted at the way events have unfolded, albeit belatedly. "My only regret is that Ireland has had to endure 10 years of periodic humiliation on the international stage. Everyone now realises the importance of developing the provincial structure.

"I think the European Cup has added a new dimension."

The players attributed the midseason turnaround in the form shown by Ulster to an alteration of training schedules. Davidson contends that that the change from night-time to regular daytime training was vital. "The way to improve a team is not by playing more matches necessarily, but the regularity of training.

"The real benefit of training during the day is that it is easier to provide structured rest periods. It you are trying to squeeze a hundred things into training session a couple of times a week, it is impossible to concentrate on quality, quantity seems to take over. Professionalism advocates the importance of rest. Ten years ago there wasn't that facility for players. They worked all day, attended training and dragged themselves home to bed.

"It is one thing having high levels of fitness but the real test for players is the time that it takes them to recover. That is the attraction of anabolic steroids, they allow you to recover quickly. The switch in training, as I am sure Harry Williams would agree, has been pivotal to the improvement. I think that all four provinces have enjoyed some good moments this season."

Speculation within rugby circles suggests that next season the IRFU may contract the top 100 players irrespective of province. It would mean that contracts would not be issued on an equal basis. If Munster merited 30 and Leinster only 10 then that is the manner in which they would be allocated. Munster would then provide players to Leinster in positions in which they lacked depth. The upshot would be that the best players, as opposed to a certain number in each province, would be contracted.

Davidson would support such a move. "The theory is based on sound principles, but in conjunction with the new direction in personnel must be a re-think regarding the fixture schedule. There must be regular competition and the present quota of matches for provinces should be doubled, extending the season until May. Why should the top players be forced to drop down more than two grades - it's at least that to All-Ireland League rugby.

"Contract the top 100 players but give them regular competition pre and post internationals. The provinces should also go on tour. The model exists already, Auckland and Queensland being just two examples. Recently Queensland toured at the same time as Australia, and that simply meant that the regional side gave up their national squad players, thereby allowing them to develop young players in a competitive environment.

"If you look at Ulster they are currently playing without two Lions, Jeremy Davidson and Eric Miller, the Irish captain Paddy Johns and another international in Kieron Dawson. The bonus has been the performance of guys like Mark Blair, Ulster's most improved player, and Gary Longwell who has matured into a fine player. The IRFU recognise the way to go, they now have to negotiate regular fixtures for the provinces."

So why will Ulster win today? "Firstly they are on a roll, secondly they enjoy home advantage and the crowd factor will be significant and, finally, it is a well-balanced team with an intelligent and astute coach who will have analysed the opposition. The one thing that slightly concerns me is if they suffer an adverse reaction to the favourites' label.

"It appears unique to Irish sport that we are most comfortable when adopting the underdog mentality, which we view as an excuse for losing. I don't think that will be the case today. Ulster must continue as they have done throughout the knockout phases of the competition using an `in you face' defence, taking the game to the French. I think there will be a substantial points total with Ulster winning reasonably well. They must believe in their own ability.

"A primary confidence-building factor will be the phenomenal place-kicking ability of Simon Mason. He is a kicker who hammers the nails into the coffin of the opposition time and again. That helps a team to play to defined patterns knowing that there will be a tangible end result. "The line-out has been very good, moves have been thought through, adding subtlety to straightforward mauling. If David Humphreys is provided with a quick service then he possesses the ability control the match.

"Humphreys, at his best, reminds me of a composite of Ollie Campbell and Mike Gibson. He possesses the close skills and tactical kicking of Campbell and the deceptive running of Gibson. Jonathan Bell is coming back to form, it all augurs well.

"Colomiers boast a powerful pack and will focus on the Ulster scrummage. Fabien Galthie has good vision at scrum-half and fullback Jean Luc Sadourny is one of the great counter-attacking players. But Irish teams are the masters of the one-off performance, a trait fostered at schools' level where the emphasis is placed on that one-off occasion. "Consistency is almost a dirty word, certainly an alien concept. The national strength across a number of sports used to be getting to the final, we were not used to winning it. There is evidence that this changing, the Ireland under-19s and a couple of the underage soccer teams being prime examples. Hopefully today will provide another case study of success."
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Humphreys a humble hero

He's been described variously as moody, mercurial, gifted, a genius, supremely talented, a confidence player, flawed, brittle, enigmatic, and so on. Hey, not alone was he more fun to watch than anyone, he was more fun to write about. For a while there this season however, he was almost entitled to the sobriquet Mr Consistency. This, for David Humphreys? Is nothing sacred any more?

He would be "honoured" to be named so, though he self-deprecatingly admits: "some people would have heart attacks over their breakfast if I was called that."

Inconsistent would have been another adjective regularly used in conjunction with the name Humphreys, but this season it would have been more misplaced than ever before. He's played in all 17 of Ulster's games this season - captaining them in the last 13 - and though modesty forbids him from blowing his own trumpet he'll go so far as to observe: "Personally, if I look back (on this season) I can't say I've had any absolute howlers of games."

In this there is a tacit admission that perhaps there were a few in the past sprinkled in amongst the fair dollop of inspired ones. "I haven't had any absolute blinders either," he adds.

Surely you jest, David? What about the semi-final, that 80metre wonder try, the drop goal, and outdoing the little generalissimo Diego Dominguez? "Well, alright," he says modestly, "just because I scored a try that day."

It's been his and Ulster's best season ever though - hardly coincidentally. e, but maybe it's because I really am enjoying it now. Whether its for Dungannon or Ulster, even though I'm an absolute nervous wreck, I'm still looking forward to playing."

Two seasons ago, he was commuting from Belfast to London - where he was finishing his studies to become a solicitor - while playing for London Irish. Hardly conducive to playing his best rugby. Now he is playing for Dungannon, his coaches and his team-mates at Ulster and Dungannon say that Humphreys is quite simply happier within himself, and there's no great mystery to it.

He's married now, is surrounded by long-standing friends and team-mates, playing for the his favoured red hand of Ulster, and what's more, captaining them as well in his own quiet, unfussy, inspiring lead-by-example way. The cap fits.

"Again, whether it's co-incidental or not, I don't know. But when I look back over my career, probably some of the times when I've been playing my best, at schools, at university, I was captain then.

"Having said that, if you asked me at the start of the season, did I want it, I'd have gone `nope'. It wasn't something I was particularly interested in. To be honest captaining Ulster has been pretty easy with people like Wardy (Andy Ward), Allen Clarke and Jonathan Bell. It hasn't changed much of my game, because that's about decision-making anyway. But I have enjoyed it."

Winning, of course, helps more than anything. He has mixed feelings about London Irish, but he enjoyed and played well in a relatively successful post-Christmas run at Sunbury. "There was a time there when I played probably the best rugby I've ever played."

Though, on some of his bad days, when he appeared to let an early mistake get to him, Humphreys has looked a bit of a self-doubter, he's mildly astonished at the notion that he's sensitive to criticism. In fact, he generally tries to avoid reading the press, whether good, bad or indifferent, and dismisses critiques as mostly coming from people who aren't qualified to pass judgement.

"And as you get older, you realise there are going to be ups and downs, and it's how you cope with them which shows whether you are a good player." Like many an Irish player, he's been through the mill and has come through it well.

Nonetheless, Humphreys bristles a little when being easily tagged, and refutes the label "confidence player" (which suggests a certain flakiness) by saying that every player is a confidence player. "When you have confidence you obviously play better, and I'm no different than anyone else, but not to the extent that's made out."

His confidence couldn't be higher now, given a run of nine games for club and province. Compare that with the unfortunate Eric Elwood, the first choice of Irish coach Warren Gatland, but part of a depressed Galwegians team at the foot of AIL Division One. The winning feeling has only come for Elwood against Ulster, back in August, and the World Cup qualifiers against Georgia and Romania.

Surely, Humphreys has never been closer to a place in the starting line-up for Ireland since he was dropped after the opening Five Nations defeat to Scotland a year ago. "I would love to be playing for Ireland, but at the same time I totally respect Warren's decision. Eric has played very well for Ireland in the last year or so. I'll just keep playing away."

Humphreys maintains he didn't play that badly against Scotland. He admits he'd like to have played more than 11 times for Ireland, though honoured to have done so, and says he still wants it.

"I want it just as much as I ever did. The main reason I play rugby because I aspire to play international rugby. I want to play at the highest level I possibly can and until the day I retire that will always be my objective."

A very nice, pleasant and extremely polite fellow, a nondrinker and non-smoker, Humphreys remains an essentially private person who wouldn't exactly be shouting "yippee" at the thought of an interview. You sense that the less people know about him, the better he likes it.

Hence, it's all the more surprising to learn that he promised his team-mates the game of his life before the kick-off against Stade Francais, and less surprising to learn that he wishes that wasn't known.

"It's actually something I didn't think would get into the public domain. It was one of those things. It wasn't something I planned to say. We were just getting ourselves for a semi-final and it just seemed the right thing to say. I felt good going out. It could easily have been the worst thing I ever said if I'd had an absolute shocker but I didn't believe I was going to go and it worked out alright."

That it did. But no promises today, at least none for the public domain. Will you win? "We can win, and we will win if we play very well. But although people are getting carried away and despite what the press say, Colomiers are very, very strong up front and hard to break down. We're going to be in a battle. But at least we know we can win. Hopefully we can raise our level of performance to the same as before, and maybe higher."

Saturday, January 30, 1999

Colomiers

By JOHN O'SULLIVAN

Jean Luc Sadourney

Position: Fullback.

Age: 32.

Height: 6 ft.

Weight: 14st.

Occupation: Bank official.

International caps: 64.

Serge Blanco's successor, boasting a suitable talent to carry-on the mantle. Superb attacking player whose first option is always to counter-attack. Recently recovered from injury but should still be an important attacking gambit and an inspirational leader.

Benjamin Lhande

Position: Right wing.

Age: 21.

Height: 5 ft 9 ins.

Weight: 13st 7lbs.

Occupation: Student.

International caps: 0.

The faster of the two wings, Colomiers sensibly try and put this young player in space. Not the biggest physically but his pace and balance mark him as a danger to Ulster's ambitions. Interesting contest with Andrew Park.

Mickael Carre

Position: Centre.

Age: 25.

Height: 5 ft 11 ins.

Weight: 12st 12lbs.

Occupation: Chiropodist.

International caps: 0.

THE bigger of what in the modern game must be described as a small midfield partnership. Good defender but blessed with excellent acceleration and quick hands. Might find Jonathan Bell a physically tough proposition.

Sebastien Roque

Position: Centre.

Age: 22.

Height: 5 ft 8 ins.

Weight: 12st 2lbs.

Occupation: Student.

International caps: 0.

Elusive runner whose timing of the pass and ability to create space helps others to score tries. The midfield playmaker with an eye for a gap. Not the biggest, physically but a capable tackler.

Mark Biboulet

Position: Left wing.

Age: 26.

Height: 6 ft 1 ins.

Weight: 13st 7lbs.

Occupation: Student.

International caps: 0.

Physically he will have a decided edge on his opposite number Sheldon Coulter but according to Munster sources is not nearly as dangerous as his team-mate on the opposite flank. His presence on the team states that he must be a decent performer, particularly in holding off David Skrela.

Laurent Labit

Position: Outhalf.

Age: 28.

Height: 5 ft 10 ins.

Weight: 12st 4lbs.

Occupation: Sales representative.

International caps: 0.

Has played for France at A level and possesses a fine rounded game. Equally at home pushing his team forward with the boot or looking for a more varied approach wider out. Crucial to see which outhalf will have more influence.

Fabien Galthie

Position: Scrum-half.

Age: 29.

Height: 6 ft.

Weight: 12st 12lbs.

Occupation: Bank official.

International caps: 23.

HIS last visit to Lansdowne Road in 1997 won't have too many happy memories as he sustained knee ligment damage that kept him out of the sport for eight months. Faced a race to be fit for this match but will provide quality, cunning and organisation.

Stephane Delpuech

Position: Loosehead prop.

Age: 24.

Height: 5 ft 10 ins.

Weight: 15st 12lbs.

Occupation: Council official.

International caps: 0.

THE more mobile of the two props and a big contributor around the pitch. In terms of the scrummaging should not cause too many problems for Rab Irwin. A prominent figure on the field.

Marc Dal Maso

Position: Hooker.

Age: 31.

Height: 5 ft 11 ins.

Weight: 15st 7lbs.

Occupation: Farmer.

International caps: 17.

Hugely influential figure in the pack. One of the French team's main ball carriers around whom others in the pack work. Accurate lineout thrower, good scrummager and excellent in the loose. A quality international.

Stephane Graou

Position: Tighthead prop.

Age: 32.

Height: 5 ft 10 ins.

Weight: 16st 13lbs.

Occupation: Sales representative.

International caps: 8.

THE rock upon which the Colomiers scrummaging is built. Huge reputation in France in the tight but his contribution elsewhere is not nearly as effective. Will provide a stern examination for Justin Fitzpatrick.

Jean Marc Lorenzi

Position: Second row.

Age: 26.

Height: 6 ft 3 ins.

Weight: 16st 13lbs.

Occupation: Sales representative.

International caps: 0.

SMALL by modern day standards for a second row but what he lacks in terms of height he more than compensates with his industry in the loose. Tough, uncompromising player whose style of play is more backrow than engine room.

Gildas Moro

Position: Second row.

Age: 25.

Height: 6 ft 4 ins.

Weight: 15st 10lbs.

Occupation: Student.

International caps: 0.

Similar build to Lorenzi but as a combination they made a big impact. Neither are used as a primary lineout source so their best work is seen in mauls and at rucks. Two genuinely hardy competitors.

Bernard De Giuisti

Position: Blindside flanker.

Age: 26. Height: 6 ft 1 ins.

Weight: 14st 2lbs.

Occupation: Professional player.

International caps: 0.

A FRENCH under-21 international he was a two-try hero last weekend despite his team's defeat to local rivals and neighbours Toulouse. Equally adept in the tight and loose. Always looking for work and an excellent support player.

Patrick Tabacco

Position: Openside flanker.

Age: 24.

Height: 6 ft 6 ins.

Weight: 15st 10lbs.

Occupation: Student.

International caps: 0.

THE primary source of lineout possession and a constant thorn on the throw-in of the opposition. Did a great deal to disrupt the Munster throw-in in the quarter-final. An under-21 and A international could soon make the senior grade.

Stephane Peysson

Position: Number 8.

Age: 28.

Height: 6 ft 2 ins.

Weight: 15st 3lbs.

Occupation: Student.

International caps: 0.

The playermaker in the pack, it is his direction and strong running that are a feature of his team's game. The responsibility on Andy Ward and Stephen McKinty to stop Peysson will be central to any Ulster victory. By common consent should have played for France by now.
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A united Ireland applauds as Ulster says wow

Alistair, Bobby and George were cracking open the beer cans as soon as the Translink train set off from Central Station. This was 8.30 on Saturday morning. Would they last the day? "No problem," said Alistair. As the train neared Dublin, Alistair, more animated now, was looking for a guide to the hotspots of the city.

Would Ulster win? "No problem," said Alistair. That was why the party was beginning so early.

The Northern invasion was by rail, road, and air; more than 30,000 people converging on Dublin for a day that will live long and sweetly in the memory. We in the trains were the lucky ones. Still only 9.30 and as we headed for Newry we could see the cars, buses and mini-buses bumper-to-bumper on the Dublin-Belfast road.

Connolly Station was like the Twelfth of July transferred to the Republic. An army of red and white decamped from the trains, took brief stock, sought directions for the south side, and marched benignly for Lansdowne Road, taking several comfort stops along the way.

And Dubliners, civil almost to a fault, warmly and generously welcomed them. At Toner's pub in Baggot Street the regulars paid no notice to a young man wearing a Red Hand of Ulster flag with crown atop, with a Union Jack in its corner, draped over a Glasgow Rangers jersey. "You'd never get a pint like this in Belfast," the loyalist said truthfully, if rather disloyally, as he sunk his Guinness.

Across the road in Foley's pub the GAA Ulster flag, yellow flag minus the crown, flew proudly. Perhaps Foley's got their sporting codes mixed up, but it didn't cause any offence to the Ulster rugby fans who had to act like prop forwards to get as far as the bar.

In the lounge of the Waterloo pub another fan was suffering culture shock. "Two pounds forty for a pint," he said in disbelief. "I'm glad I'm going home tonight. I couldn't afford this place."

As the Ulster supporters filed out of the pubs ahead of kick-off, with their funny red and white hats, red wigs, red and white flags, scarves and inflatable fingers, one wag had to observe: "Ah, it's only Galway over for a GAA match."

While the majority of fans down from Northern Ireland would have been of unionist or Protestant background, there were plenty of Catholics and nationalists from the North, and all over Ireland, there as well to lustily cheer on Ulster.

Another encountered example of culture shock was one supporter, dressed and painted from head to toe in red and white, playing the bagpipes, and playing, almost surreally, Amhran na bhFiann. People thought it a hoot, and nobody took offence.

Some DUP politicians - ahead of another expected acrimonious day in Stormont today - were warning that people shouldn't get carried away by the occasion. Don't expect the goodwill and good humour of the day to transfer to the more rumbustious business of politics.

Fair point, but rather curmudgeonly. This was an important day. First of all, Ulster won and won perhaps too well (the day didn't quite live up to the glory and tension of the semi-final in Ravenhill). And secondly, Ulster - all of its nine counties - and all of Ireland rallied totally behind the team. It was a day of wonder, celebration, and great joy. Who could knock it?

Lansdowne Road was amazing. David Trimble and Seamus Mallon came on the pitch to acknowledge the crowd. Perhaps conscious of their First Minister and Deputy First Ministerships, they were a tad too statesmanlike watching the game, unlike the Dungannon alickadoo Ken Maginnis a few seats from them, who enthusiastically and spiritedly entered into the drama of the day.

In the men's at half-time one unionist supporter wondered would Gerry Adams get carried away by the occasion. Mr Adams enjoyed the day and issued a statement congratulating Ulster, and noting that "the best team won".

Of course it was Ulster folk adapting the terrorist tactic of intimidation wot won it. Colomiers could with justification take a case to the European Court of Human Rights. How could any team cope in such a cauldron of passionate and delirious support?

Stephane Peysson, the Colomiers captain, blamed the ref and expressed unhappiness with some of his decisions. "I am very unhappy with the referee. It was a political result. The Irish team had to win. It was like playing against 17, not 15, out there," he complained. Of course Jean Luis Stephane was wrong. It was like playing against 45,00.

Clare Murphy writes from Belfast: Deafening cheers and a red and white sea greeted the Ulster rugby heroes for their proud homecoming outside Belfast City Hall. "This is something I will never forget," the team captain, David Humphreys, told the crowd.

After a fashionably late arrival from Dublin, at 1.45 p.m. the team transferred to an open-top bus for the short journey to the city-centre. The European Champions were visibly overjoyed by their first glimpse of the 5,000 people assembled to welcome them. Team members held the cup high. Front-row props rocked the bus, chanting tunes.

Taking to the specially-erected stage outside City Hall, the team belted out victory tunes. A boy perched precariously on a street sign punched the air to the beat of the familiar anthems. An emotional father held aloft his baby.

With a final salute, the team left the stage to chants of "Ulster, Ulster" and slowly the crowd began to disperse. Inside, the Lord Mayor, Mr David Alderdice, awaited the team for a civic reception.
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Ulster Fries French

In the unsentimental world of modern day sport, it is easy to forget the positive influence sporting achievement can exert in bringing people together in a spirit of friendship and unity. Saturday's momentous victory by Ulster in the European Rugby Cup final at Lansdowne Road was one of those wonderful occasions when sport's ability to bridge social and political barriers was manifest.

Over 30,000 supporters from all parts of Northern Ireland converged on Dublin to celebrate Ulster's achievement in qualifying for the final of the most important competition in European rugby - outside of the Five Nations - and to urge on their heroes on their date with destiny. They brought with them a hope and fervour which was embraced by rugby supporters from the other provinces, turning Lansdowne Road into a cauldron of noise and colour more reminiscent of Croke Park on All Ireland final day.

Although the weight of expectation was immense, the character and unity forged by the Ulster team on their run to the final proved to be the province's greatest asset at Lansdowne Road. Unlike many Irish international sides, Ulster recognised their own limitations and devised a gameplan with which opponents Colomiers never got to grips. The rugby nous of coach Harry Williams and captain David Humphreys ensured that Ulster exerted dominance in critical areas, frustrated the French and, in turn, extracted penalty opportunities for the unerring boot of fullback Simon Mason.

The fact that the game itself yielded no tries or outstanding back-line movements did not matter a jot to the Lansdowne Road crowd, who were witnessing one of the great days in Irish rugby history. They roared Ulster home, giving Irish sport and particularly rugby a huge fillip.

As well as the benefits Irish rugby will reap from Ulster's victory, the troubled European Cup also received a boost, which should help to copper-fasten its future. In its brief but volatile history, the tournament has suffered a never-ending series of problems, principally this year's boycott of the tournament by England's top clubs.

However, even the absent English clubs would find it hard to argue with Ulster's achievement. In the knock-out phase of the competition they disposed of two of the most powerful sides in European rugby, Toulouse and Stade Francais, before their crowning achievement at Lansdowne Road. It is to be hoped that Ulster's victory will serve as a reminder to some of England's misguided and selfish rugby interests that there is a vibrant rugby life without their presence.

For Ulster and the 49,000 spectators privileged to be at Lansdowne Road on Saturday, the memories will be cherished. A fairytale came to pass and sport, stripped of its modern baggage of financial greed and cynicism, was again captivating and joyous.
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Sweet dreams are made of this

By GERRY THORNLEY

As an addendum, nay an afterthought, the Ulster players each received £2,000 for reaching the final of the European Cup, as well as their regulation £500 win bonus for their 21-6 triumph over Colomiers at Landsdowne Road on Saturday - Bath's players made £15,000 last season. Then again, no-one had dared to think of writing such fantasies into seasonal contracts, and besides, no amount of money in the world could buy this.

"That wasn't about money, that was about giving back something to Ulster and to Ireland," said hooker Allen Clarke after the historic victory. Nor can the real worth of this victory be measured in pounds, shillings or pence. Michael Reid, the Ulster Branch's chief executive, was not even able, never mind willing, to put a precise figure on what the run had been worth financially to the branch, suffice to say that it is a six-figure sum. At a stroke, Saturday's win had at least doubled that tally, and the branch might conceivably be thinking in terms of a £400,000 windfall now.

"The spin-offs will hopefully be quite big now because, as you've seen out there, now people love Ulster rugby. I do believe very strongly there are two big benefits here. One is in pure financial terms - and yes the figures will be an awful lot bigger now than they were - but almost as important it has regenerated the game in Ulster."

As to where the cash will be invested? "We'll probably use it partially for game development and partially for general branch funds which are at a very low ebb. Last year the branch was effectively insolvent by £8,000. The remainder will be looked at to help strengthen our playing staff."

For someone who had been to the old ground 30 or 40 times, like all of us Reid had never known an atmosphere quite like it. In the pubs and streets of Dublin, the build-up to the game was unique, too, carnival like. An Ulster invasion certainly, and no-one gave a fig. Ireland united behind Ulster, this day encapsulated how sport, uniquely so, can transcend politics.

It also reminded you what a partisan place the spiritual home of Irish rugby could be before the gin and tonic corporate set took over. Mind you, Ulster still seems to need an identifiable anthem, it was a pity that Spirit in the Sky wasn't played over the tannoy a la the memorable semi-final win over Stade Francais.

On a highly charged, emotional day, the players' tears had begun to flow when they were backslapped and roared through the lobby of the Berkeley Court hotel.

"For me that was the moment of the day," revealed the mighty Gary Longwell. "There were hundreds of Ulster fans, and from Limerick, Cork and all over Ireland. There were Gaelic players, everything; patting us on the back, screaming and singing. It was a special moment for all of us getting on the bus. It totally took my breath away."

The mood in the dressing room before kick-off was subdued compared to previous big games in Ravenhill.

"In the other ones, we were so pumped up we were bursting to get out," said David Humphreys. "This one was more calm and composed because we consciously made a decision to walk around the pitch during the warm-up." As it happened, they did so to the backdrop of one of sports' adopted anthems: We Are The Champions by Queen. Premature? Hardly.

The offering over the tannoy was actually co-incidental, while the idea of the walkabout, according to Humphreys was to reduce the impact of the noise of the crowd on the players while ensuring the crowd were right behind them from early on.

"You could see the pride and the hope in people's faces, and to generate that as a rugby team, and as a player, was something special," said Clarke. "It was as much their day as it was our day."

"People won't remember whether we played brilliant open rugby or not. It's about winning," said Simon Mason. Having hung on for dear life against Toulouse, twice, and Stade Francais, it seemed those games would never end, whereas on Saturday Mason conceded: "When the final whistle blew, I thought there were still 15 to 20 minutes to go, and once that whistle went it was almost an anticlimax."

"I'd love to have played," said Mark McCall, his voice creaking and his eyes watering slightly. McCall was almost in tears before the game, and when a shattered Tony McWhirter came off after 75 minutes "we all started crying on the bench as well. It really was an amazing day. Unfortunately I dropped the Cup, which was the one bad moment on the day, but hopefully nobody noticed."

The corridor outside the dressing rooms was eerily quiet. The more sought-after interviewees - Mason, Humphreys and Longwell - were still filing back to them ages after the end of the match. Others emerged dressed, in dribs and drabs. Once in a while a song started up from the showers. But nothing too showy, and all very private. These were their moments, and theirs alone.

"I think everybody feels a bit funny now that it's over," said Mark McCall. "People are a bit lost and don't know what to do, talking dead fast and stuff. But I think when they reflect on it they'll realise it was one of the happiest days of their lives. The sea of red and white everywhere, it was fabulous."

"It's a strange feeling," said Clarke. "There's tears, and various emotions, and laughter. You're pinching yourself. To some degree it still hasn't sunk in. Absolutely surreal. After the semi-final it was total joy, because you were in Belfast. "That's it for us now. That's our season for us. We knew ourselves that this was our last 80 minutes together, and to a degree there's a lot of sadness. The 22 may never be together again."

So, all of a sudden, this incredible odyssey is over. But the memories will live for ever.
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Weary Mason is honoured for his craft

By JOHN O'SULLIVAN

Simon Mason cut a rather dishevelled figure as, bootless, he hobbled to the front of the media tent 50 minutes after Ulster's momentous victory at Lansdowne Road on Saturday. Still clad in his match gear, Mason clutched an ice pack to his knee. He greeted his interrogators with a weary smile.

His entrance came a half an hour after Ulster captain David Humphreys and coach Harry Williams, with the European Cup in tow, had graciously fielded a plethora of questions. Both were visibly drained, putting some perspective on an emotional afternoon was providing a problem.

But neither encountered difficulty in singling out Mason for special praise. Williams maintained: "He (Mason) is an absolute machine, he's a brilliant lad. You can't coach kids like that, anyone who tries is an absolute ass. He's just a natural, beautiful kicker."

Humphreys pointed out: "I don't think that (Mason's kicking) was unexpected. he's been doing it all season, so this was just another day for him."

Six kicks from as many opportunities, a record points tally for the European Cup, were the main statistics to hand, but it was one that Mark McCall would later reveal that best illustrates Mason's ability with the boot.

In limbering up for the match Mason "enjoyed a little kicking practice." His words. McCall fills in the blanks. "He kicked 40 out of 40. The guy's just incredible. He does that and then goes out and kicks another six in the match, 46 out of 46 on the day, it's phenomenal."

Mason preferred to deflect attention from his kicking exploits. "We just didn't want to let anyone down, there was such expectation. The crowd has been a huge factor in all our recent performances and they were magnificent again here."

And as for his kicking: "It was a big relief to get the first one. I had been kicking well all week. In fact it's the best that I have ever kicked before a big game. The danger though is that you leave it on the training park."

Mason spoke of the elation, Humphreys described the success as fantastic, Williams tried to remain measured. "It mightn't have been the prettiest game of rugby, but we picked their weak spots and worked on those. The end justifies the means."

But even he succumbed to the magnitude of the occasion. "To think that the Ulster boys are responsible for what happened, it's absolutely fabulous. This game was not just for the people of Ulster but for the people of all of Ireland. We are one of four feeder teams to the national side and we hope that they do next week what we managed."

Ironically it was a Frenchman who perfectly encapsulated the atmosphere at Lansdowne Road. Colomiers flanker Patrick Tabacco marvelled at the noise provided by the crowd and far from being intimidated, he admitted to revelling in the pomp and pageantry of the occasion.

"No, I didn't find it intimidating, it was quite motivating. You are in the tunnel outside the dressing-room and you hear this great noise. It sent a shiver down my spine and I could feel the adrenaline surge. But once you get on the pitch all you think about is rugby."

The French were magnanimous in defeat, not looking for excuses despite the verbal bait tossed in their direction but on the subject of the referee, Welsh official Clayton Thomas they bit momentarily. The fact that Thomas had ventured in an interview in the match programme: "When I am refereeing my aim is not be noticed," would have been construed as a particularly cruel aside.

The main topic of conversation at the Colomiers press conference was quantifying just how bad he was. Assistant coach Philippe Ducousso suggested: "I did feel that at certain strategic moments, the refereeing went against us, especially when we were taking the ball from the base of the scrum. The Ulster back-row were not bound as they should be.

"I think the referee probably cost us 10 to 12 points but I don't want to be over-critical of his performance." A bit late for backtracking but in mitigation Ducousso then added: "I wish to salute Ulster and their triumph."

He added: "We studied Ulster and saw that they had a simple effective gameplan. On the day we needed to be more rigorous. We reacted badly to their kicking game, we were nervy under the ball. There were two or three opportunities to move the ball wide.

It is a pity that those did not work.

"Ulster showed good organisation, did not panic and moved the ball forward well. I knew that if we gave away penalties that they had a very good kicker."
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Ulster complete European odyssey

By GERRY THORNLEY

Great occasion and great result. Not a great match but then, who cares? Certainly Ulster and Ireland didn't. Keeping Colomiers in a vicelike grip from start to finish, Ulster carried out Harry's game to the letter without needing the moments of inspiration from earlier matches. If it ain't broke, don't fix it.

Credit again to Harry Williams, for if the truth be told Ulster's whole adds up to more than the sum of their parts. The occasion consumed the match but it didn't consume Ulster. They are on such a roll now that they had utter belief in their ability to carry out the gameplan even more rigidly than before.

Competitive and well-organised in the tight, fired up in the loose - the pack scavenged relentlessly. It merely remained for the utterly assured David Humphreys to keep the game on the end of his right boot like a puppet, and create the field positions for Simon Mason to do the rest.

"I had 100 per cent faith in him every time he (Mason) took one," said Gary Longwell, no doubt speaking for all his team-mates. Talk about a comfort factor.

The affable adopted Yorkshire-man must have nerves of steel.

Mason had made sure of acquiring the same room he had shared with Simon Geoghegan on his international debut, and at practice on Saturday morning had taken 40 place-kicks. He landed all 40 of them.

Once Mason landed his first penalty, the outcome was never really in doubt. Masey's kicking his goals again; all was right with the world. However, this game was as much about desire as about tactics or technical ability - maybe more so. Ulster simply wanted it more, way more. The red hand suppressed the white dove (Colomiers' emblem) and hardly allowed it to even flutter.

Breaking the habit of the season, admittedly, Ulster did concede three early penalties to turn an early territorial foothold into a three-point deficit. Mark McCall ran on to the pitch under the guise of bottle carrier and beseeched the backs to stand back a yard. They weren't going to be breeched anyway, not with Jonathan Bell playing one of the games of his life.

Humphreys pulled them together and reinforced the need for discipline. Thereafter it was quite comfy really, save for one or two moments. Humphreys put up a couple of pinpoint up-and-unders, discovered the French weren't all that keen on it and kept on doing it pretty much non-stop thereafter. Colomiers, in classic French mode, were up so quickly that he didn't have too many options half the time anyway.

The first-up tackling, around the fringes or in midfield, was mighty - as you'd almost expect from these Ulster warriors by now.

After early travail, the scrum held up very well, Allen Clarke cheekily even taking one against the head which led to a very handy three points, and so too did the line-out.

Adhering to the pepper-the-posts on sight philosophy which has served Ulster so well against the French outfits on this glorious odyssey, Humphreys and Mason had six attempted drop goals between them in addition to Mason's six penalty shyes at goal. What with the aerial bombardment from Ulster's two principle weapons as well, Lansdowne Road was almost like a step back in time.

Probably not since Ollie Campbell was directing Ireland's old warhead of a pack with his trusty right boot has Lansdowne Road seen so much boot on ball. For all the game's evolution toward more running rugby and ball retention, it just shows that high intensity kicking, coupled with high intensity tackling, can still win matches.

When a groggy Benjamin Lhande was helped off at the end of the first quarter, you half expected the stretcher to be brought on for the battered ball as well, and a new replacement one sought.

And just like those good old, rose-tinted days - half imagined - of yore, not only was it playing to Irish virtues but to French vulnerability as well. Them French don't like it when it's put up to them like that.

Nor, much the same as anyone else, do they like it when the opposition place-kicker keeps the scoreboard ticking over three-pointers unrelentingly. Mason's final tally of 18 points, for a record of 46 out of 46 on the day, set a benchmark of 144 points. From just nine games, at a staggering rate of 16 points per match, presuming the format stays the same it will take some beating.

The game's longest longeur came around this juncture, the two sides nervously trading one turnover for another until Gary Longwell's line-out drive laid the platform for Mason's third penalty and if there was a key moment in the match it probably came when Clayton Thomas correctly if surprisingly penalised Colomiers at a close-range penalty for deliberate obstruction in front of the ball carrier. Placing their bodies accidentally on purpose in front of the ball was something they were particularly cute at although in this instance it's probably fair to say they've used the tactic 10 or more times in domestic fare and never once been blown for it.

Instead of a potential 9-10 deficit, Ulster went 12-3 ahead in injury time courtesy of the masterful Mason once more. Again Humphreys' up-and-under had been right on the money, and from the Bell-McWhirter scissors off the scrum which saw Jan Cunningham held up, Colomiers had killed the ball.

As Humphreys admitted afterwards, Ulster have been acutely conscious of Irish sides starting the second half sluggishly. Ulster's post-interval whirlwind wasn't quite of their semi-final vintage against Stade Francais - and that try - but it was vintage three minutes and three kicks from Humprheys all the same.

First the 60-metre line kick, then the up and under, and then the drop goal. Andy Ward, immense as ever, did the groundwork for Mason's next penalty and after Michael Carre's penalty Colomiers opted for catch up from the restart - fully 20 minutes from time.

Invariably, this played into Ulster's red hand. Sadourny countered along the touch-line inside his 22, Sheldon Coulter nailed him and after barging through the line-out, Colomiers saw Mason put Ulster further out of sight.

The climax was almost too easy. There wasn't the threat of a French comeback as in the earlier knock-out matches. But for all that, the almost un-Irish refusal to concede a late try was one of the day's most satisfying sights. As the crowd chanted for Ulster, the Ulster players said "no way".

As it transpired, following that pre-match lap by the players, Humphreys revealed that they had said "there was no way we were going to lose this." Stade Francais and Toulouse would have struggled to cope with Ulster again on Saturday. In fact, though it wasn't a vintage game or display, it would have taken a damned good side to deny them, even the absent English ones. Except, maybe, London Irish.

Scoring Sequence: 5 mins: Labit penalty, 0-3; 10: Mason penalty, 3-3; 15: Mason penalty 6-3; 36: Mason penalty 93; 40: Mason penalty 12-3; 42: Humphreys drop goal, 15-3; 52: Mason penalty, 18-3; 59: Carre penalty, 18-6; 67: Mason pen 21-6.

Ulster: S Mason; S Coulter, J Cunningham, J Bell, A Park; D Humphreys (capt), A Matchett; J Fitzpatrick, A Clarke, R Irwin, M Blair, G Longwell, S McKinty, T McWhirter, A Ward. Replacements: S McDowell for Cunningham (half-time), G Leslie for Irwin (72 mins). D Topping for McWhirter (75 mins),

Colomiers: J-L Sadourny; M Biboulet, S Roque, J Sieurac, B Lhande; L Labit, F Galthie; S Delpuech, M dal Maso, S Graou, J-M Lorenzi, G Moro, B de Giusti, S Peysson, P Tabacco. Replacements: D Skrela for Lhande (21 mins), M Carre for Labit (52 mins), P Pueyo for Peysson.

Referee: C Thomas (Wales).

Monday, February 1, 1999

Humphreys exerts complete control

Team Ulster is just that, a team, though not entirely one without stars. For starters, there is the immense Andy Ward, Jonathan Bell and, of course, David Humphreys. He especially would hate to be thought of as a star, so we'll just have to go with Harry Williams' verdict of his petit general: "He's a superstar."

When a contingent from the Ulster squad visited Aras an Uachtarain on Friday, the joke went as to how much an honour it was to finally meet the great person in question. First Minister David Humphreys. Oh, and President McAleese was there as well.

He hated that, too. Humphreys has had enough brickbats over the years to treat the bouquets as an equal impostor. He is essentially a very modest and private person, who is very conscious of how he is interpreted in the public domain, and detests having a fuss made over him.

Such as the nicknames. Jackie, in reference to a certain Dr Kyle, still sticks. But he knows there's worse things he could be called, and amid the slagging dressing room nature of all these sobriquets, there's an undeniable affection and respect among his peers for an innate talent. Pound for pound, he's still probably Ireland's most gifted rugby player.

Too flaky countered the detractors, but right now though, he's on the crest of a wave. "I hope that answers David Humphreys' critics. He can play any game you want him to play. He's got control, he's got composure," ventured Williams. Last Saturday it was a kicking game, and bang on the money pretty much every time. In the swirling wind, granted some of the ceaseless aerial bombardment may have come up a little shorter than he would have liked, but it all contributed to the unrelenting psychological pressure on Monsieur Sadourny and Co.

"We knew that we were going out with a gameplan and we knew that a lot relied on whether I kicked the ball well," Humphreys said matter-of-factly regarding the tactics he employed. "So we got into position and Simon did the rest."

The line-kicking was immense, especially once he had the bit of a wind behind him after the turnaround. His first return off Colomiers' deep kick-off went from inside one 22 to the other.

His ensuing up-and-under was perfectly placed for a full throttle Stanley McDowell to nail Sadourny - setting up the ruck ball and driving over the next one as well - here was a substitute centre chomping at the bit after five months' enforced idleness.

Cue to Humphreys' almost regulation drop goal. "Thankfully it was an easy one after missing a couple before," he said. But there's no such thing as an easy drop goal in a Euro final, and this was his fourth of the knock-out stages and fifth of the Euro campaign to go with his three tries. He has a sweet drop kick.

After an early penalty for offside, Humphreys realigned the fast up, four-up defence, so there were few thereafter. His tackling was solid, and he was always nimble on his feet, enabling him to weigh up his options.

Save for one kick-out on the full going left to right in the first half, when he was possibly weighing up too many options, until the decision-making moment, he invariably made the right one: such as when weighing up a first-half counter-attack after covering for Mason at full-back and sprinting across field, or cutting through midfield to create more time and space for another raking line-kick. And there was a trademark double skip pass as well, all of which were clear signs of a man in utter control of his game.

Yet, with a resigned air, he said afterwards: "No, I don't think I'll be playing next Saturday. No I don't expect to play next Saturday," he repeated. "I'm just going to relax now and enjoy the whole few days," he added, as if consolation.

Humphreys or Elwood? Ulster will say it has to be Humprheys, and not only as out-half, but as place-kicker, taker of restarts and penalties to touch, and captain as well. Sure he may as well drive the bus, give the team talk, conduct the post-match conference and feed the ducks while he's at it.

