Round 3 of MK & District Junior League

On the afternoon of 10th September a team of 30 plus 9-12 year old swimmers from Wantage White Horses Swimming Club merrily set off from Wantage to the Magnet Leisure Centre – the home of Maidenhead Marlins SC, for what turned out to be an intoxicating evening of competition in the final round of the Milton Keynes and District Junior League. Having gained promotion from Division 2 last season the White Horses team had performed admirably in the first two rounds of Division 1 earlier in the summer against some strong team from the South East and were 14th out of 18 teams going into the final round. Like any newly promoted Premiership football manager will tell you, gaining promotion is easy, but staying up the following season is the hard part. 

So despite the excitement for the evening ahead, there was some trepidation knowing that we were in a relegation battle to try and keep out of the bottom 3 in the division. Stepping on poolside the swimmers eyed-up the opposition and with this came the recognition of the task ahead as there were strong teams from Maidenhead, City of Oxford, Linslade Crusaders, Chalfont Otter and St Ives. We had faced all but Maidenhead before but with the other four teams also in the mix for possible relegation this was going to be a mighty battle. With nerves frayed (mostly the coaches’) and the tension building it was a relief to finally get under way with the girls’ 12/U medley relay. 

And what a battle to start proceedings off – in what proved to be one of the closest races of the night. City of Oxford came comfortably first, but the tussle for second place between Maidenhead and Wantage really set the place alight with Maidenhead claiming 2nd spot by a mere 0.17 seconds. The roar from the stands gave a clear indication that for anyone in the gallery thinking it was going to be a quiet night with time to read a book or catch up with the newspaper, then you were clearly in the wrong place! It was game on. 
The next 7 relays did nothing to calm things down though and it was going to be a long tough night. Some great swims in the boys’ 9/U freestyle relay (3rd) and the girls 11/U freestyle relay (2nd) kept us in the hunt. After 12 events we lay in 5th place, but only a few points behind Linslade and Chalfont so needed to turn things around in the second quarter as the individual events got under way. Some brave swims from the youngsters, Caitlin Thomson and Edward Beaumont Dickety (25m freestyle), Eirlys Walters (who impressed everyone with perfect starts) and Cameron Fishburne (50m breaststroke) kept the points trickling in but with tension rising we were looking for someone to lift the spirits and give the team a boost. The turnaround began with 3rd place finishes from Ellia Black (50m backstroke) and Niamh Thomson (50m fly), superb 2nd places from Owen McDonagh (25m breaststroke boys U/9) and Ellia (50m fly girls U/11), but then Emily Nisbet delivered the boost with a storming 1st in the girls 12/U 50m freestyle in a personal best time of 31.73, beating the girls form Maidenhead by 0.23 seconds. 

This was the catalyst that the team needed – but it also had the effect of unleashing our very own candidate for the X Factor, Heather N (team manager and Emily’s mum!) who led a rousing rendition of ‘Oggy Oggy Oggy’ and re-affirmed our reputation as being the noisiest club on the circuit. At the half-way mark we had moved up into joint 3rd place with Chalfont Otters, with Linslade only 3 points behind in 4th place. By now it was clear thought that Maidenhead were clear favourites for the top spot in the gala and Oxford were edging further ahead in 2nd place, but the chasing pack were still battling it out for the all important 3rd place to guarantee remaining in Division 1. 
Into the third quarter and it was now getting serious as we approached business end of the gala. 3rd place swims from Owen (25m backstroke), Daniel Jenkins (50m fly boys 10/U) and Anna Soderstrom (50m freestyle 10/U) kept the momentum going. Strong finishes from Katie McDonagh (50m freestyle girls 11/U) and Anna Kirk (50m backstroke girls 12/U) produced two excellent 2nd places. Daniel Jenkins then bagged our second 1st place of the night in a really close race in boys’ 10/U freestyle - 0.05 close to be precise! At the time we did not know who had won so Mrs Oggy was held back (literally) from a second rendition, but results have since confirmed Daniel’s first place – so we owe you an Oggy Daniel! The awesome ‘DJ’ now remains unbeaten in his individual freestyle events over two seasons in the league!
At the next points tally after 40 events Linslade Crusaders had crept ahead in 3rd place by 5 points, so it was now or never going into the final relays and we needed every last bit of shout left from the many supporters in the gallery. 

9 races, 9 relays, 9 clean swims required. The team delivered on every level – no disqualifications, swimming with utter determination and pure heart. Linslade Crusaders 5-point lead for third place was wiped out with two disqualifications in the first two relays. Although it was impossible to tell on the night, looking back over the results shows that Wantage were in a royal battle with Linslade for that crucial 3rd spot, exchanging places with every race of the final relays. 3rd place finishes in the boys 9/U and girls 10/U medley relays and 2nd in the girls 11/U medley relay and girls 12/U freestyle relay in some extraordinarily close finishes. All that was left was the cannon relay involving a boy and girl in each age group. In a cauldron of cheering, screaming and shouting the final relay was another close affair for the places. Maidenhead stormed to victory, but the next 3 places were split by only three quarters of a second, Wantage coming home in 4th. 

The final points tally saw Maidenhead take the gala with 231 points, Oxford second with 196, but then to loud cheers and much relief Wantage took 3rd spot on 151 points, just a single point ahead of 4th placed Linslade on 150, with Chalfont 5th on 143 and St Ives on 128. 

An incredible night - competitive swimming at its best. Huge congratulations to all members of the team, including all swimmers in the early rounds who made important contributions to the overall results.

The team signed off with a final Oggy Oggy Oggy and headed off on the coach back to Wantage after a job well done and securing their place in Division 1 for next season. You know they say staying up in the first year is easy; staying up the next year is the really hard part…
