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Race has never
been this open

0 who is going to win the Northern Rail Cup
fthis year? Who is your money on? Not easy is y

it.

The knock-out competition has begun in great
style and a host of clubs who might not have been
strongly fancied have pressed their claims in the
first three rounds.

Obviously there is a long way to go and the
cream tends to rise to the top but for the likes of
Oldham, Dewsbury, Featherstone, Keighley,
Sheffield and York the dream could yet become a
reality.

The clubs from the lower divisions have been
the stars of the show so far with Oldham’s mighty
victory over the Vikings, the Knights’ demolition of
Whitehaven and the Rams’ victory at the Chris
Moyles Stadium, seeing off previously unbeaten
Featherstone.

| guess the smart money would be on Halifax.
Matt Calland and his team have a lot of momentum right now and with Leigh and Widnes
showing signs of fragility, the men from Calderdale must be favourites.

But their could be a few quirks in the quarter-final line up and one of the so-called lesser
clubs might sneak through, just like Doncaster last season.

Whatever happens there is certainly a buzz around and it has ensured a cracking start to
the year. With the weather getting milder it certainly really feels like the campaign is in full
swing.

| hope Game On has helped the match-day experience this season in some small way
and thanks for all the positive comments.

It is important you let us know what you think. Some of the changes we have already
made have come as a result of supporters emailing us or ringing in. The number and email
address, should you wish to have your say, is in the top left hand corner of this page.

MARK FLANAGAN, EDITOR

Barrow’s Gary Broadbent takes a well-
" earned rest after his side’s try against

Halifax, who eventually ran out 40-10

winners.

Many thanks to Michael Riley at

Halifax RLFC for sending in the picture.
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McCormack rolls

with the punches

Having enjoyed much success at Whitehaven and Widnes, it took only one game
for the Vikings hierarchy to dispense with the services of Steve McCormack, who

spoke to GAME ON in the wake of his shock departure

Steve McCormack is
welcomed back to
Widnes after a brief
spell at Hull KR

Steve McCormack was in a
philosophical mood this week
after becoming the first
coaching casualty of the new
season.

Widnes parted company
with McCormack after the
Northern Rail Cup favourites
opened with a surprise home
defeat by Oldham two weeks
ago, with chairman Steve
O’Connor having hoped for
more expansive rugby during
pre-season given their current
squacl,

McCormack had steered
the Vikings to the 2007 title
and reached four successive
National League One Crand
Finals - with Whitehaven in
2004 and 2005, and Widnes
in 2006 and 2007.

Yet the former Salford and
Whitehaven coach harbours
no hard feelings at being let
#O just one game into the
2009 campaign.

“I'm very disappointed,”
he said, “) felt we would cer-
tainly have a good season.

“But | don’t think anything
In professional sport shocks
me. You come into this pro-
[ossion with your eyes wide
open and you know some-
times these things happen.

“Il was up to Steve
O'Connor and Widnes to
make that decision and I've
J0t 10 abide by that.

“I've had a good relation-
ship with Steve since he took
over and we'll still continue
o have that, to be honest.

“Both Widnes and myself
move on, and hopefully it'll
ho o bigger and better
things.”

McCormack accepted a
conching post at Hull KR in
November 2007 before swift-
ly returning to Widnes after
O'Connor led the club out of
administration.
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While McCormack remains
involved with Scotland after
leading them at the World
Cup, there are no other club
roles available at present so
he is taking stock before
deciding where his future lies.

“It's how you react to these
things and I’'m not a bitter
person,” he said.

“| certainly don't intend to
mope about because | don't
think that gets you anywhere.

“Id like to stay involved in
the game, whether it be
coaching or youth develop-
ment, and | feel I've got a lot
to offer and a lot of experi-
ence.

“I've had seven good years
really, with five finals in four
years, and I'm very proud of
what we achieved at Widnes
last year as far as getting a
team together from scratch

Steve McCormack celebrates
title-winning success with
Whitehaven in 2005

‘I've had seven good years real-
ly, with five finals in four years,
and I’'m very proud of what we
achieved at Widnes last year’

and making the play-offs.”

Widnes also made the
quarter-finals of the Northern
Rail Cup last year so it came
as some surprise when they
were beaten by
Championship One opposi-
tion in their group opener this
time round.

Dewsbury pulled off anoth-
er upset last week as they
won 28-22 at Featherstone

and McCormack is anticipat-
ing more shocks ahead as the
competition goes from
strength to strength.

“I've had a lot of experi-
ence at this level and I think
it's getting better every year,”
he said.

“The standard of players,
teams and coaches in the
Championships has really
improved.

“I don’t think these so-
called shocks are that much of
a surprise any more because
there’s quite a few that have
happened so far and | think
that'll continue to happen.

“The likes of Oldham and
Dewsbury are good sides, and
whoever you are and whatev-
er superstars you're supposed
to have, there’s no guarantee
you're going to win.

“Widnes and Halifax have
been tipped quite heavily to
win it, and Leigh and
Featherstone have looked
good, but there’s not that
many that are guaranteed of
qualification yet with one or
two more rounds to play.

“That shows you how good
the competition’s been and |
think we'll see some so-called
big sides miss out on qualifica-
tion.”
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’To order your kit contact Jason Barrie on

‘ Sales & Accounts (UK & France) Grays International, Station Road, Robertsbridge, East Sussex, TN32 5DH Email sales@grays-int.co.uk

the world according to

Paul Sculthorpe updates you on what he has been
up to since his retirement and his views on the
season ahead in his second instaliment for
Game On

y wife gave birth to our third child last week, a
M beautiful baby girl called Evie so I've been keep-

ing busy with that while trying to fit in all my
rugby commitments at St Helens and with the media.

| seem to be busier now in retirement than | was
with training and playing during my career!

This weekend I'll be in Leeds for the Worl Club
Challenge, which will be a good test 4
to see how the quality of our
game compares with the
Australians.

| hope Leeds win, being
patriotic of course, but it will
be good to see how we cope
with the Australian game. It
would be interesting to see
how all our teams in this
country compare to the
Australians, so for instance a
Co-operative Championship
team against a lower level team
over in Australia.

Let's hope for a good game which
will keep up the fast paced and exciting rugby league we've
seen so far this season. There is no better sport in my opinion
and we've had a superb start to the season with some great
spectacles for the sport and fans, whether that is the thou-
sands of people going through the turnstiles or those watch-
ing on TV.

With the Championship kicking off in earnest in two weeks
time, we are going to be building on this momentum in even
more communities across the country and hopefully sustaining it
throughout the season.

| think the Northern Rail Cup epitomises this spirit and fast
paced edge | am talking about.

The pooling style of the competition with teams divided into regions provides exciting occasions for fans, with plenty of derby
matches.

For example this weekend sees Batley and Dewsbury, and Sheffield and Halifax going head to head which are all locations steeped
in rugby league tradition and | know everyone connected with those teams would love a trip to the final later in the season.

| just hope that all the hysteria around coaches this season comes to an end. | don't think it is right to examine a coach’s position
and command over the players so early in the season before the squads have a chance to ‘get in the groove.

All the speculation just unsettles teams, especially when the media start to make claims about how a coach has lost the support of
the players, it just undermines his authority. | feel for Steve McCormack at Widnes, as he barely had a chance to catch his breath this
season before he was shown the door.

There’s obviously pressure to perform and the stakes are high now in the sport, however you've got to give coaches a fair go.

Even Scolari got more of a chance at Chelsea and they change managers like Wigan change sets and hand over possession at the
moment! Speaking of Wigan, Brian Noble is also under a bit of pressure. It's tough for him too but he has proved it at the top level
on many occasions and | think back to when he was in charge at Bradford and they came back from a poor run in 2005 to eventually
win the Grand Final — a perfect example of giving someone time to get things right.

It’s better to focus on matters on the pitch than things off the pitch in my opinion. | can’t wait for the start of the Championship
season and am enjoying playing my part to raise the profile of the game at this level to ensure that the overall standard of rugby
league in this country keeps rising.

I believe 2009 has all the potential to be one hell of a season from top to bottom.

Paul is a Co-operative ‘Good for Everyone Ambassador’. For more information please visit www.co-operative.coop
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Paul Sculthorpe is a Co-operative
‘Good for Everyone’ Ambassador
www.co-operative.coop
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With the Australian champions in town RL
journalist Ben Collins saw them warm up against
Quins on Sunday. Manly coach Grant Mayer is one
that has rubbished our domestic leagues but Ben
argues there is a lot to be said for ‘our’ style of
play and there are guys playing in the Northern
Rail Cup this weekend who can make the step up

As well as another round of Northern Rail Cup action to savour this weekend we have the World Club Challenge to look forward

to, and Manly’s pre-match mind games have already got tongues wagging. The Sea Eagles are aiming to prevent Leeds claim-
ing back-to-back world titles and chief executive Grant Mayer has taken full advantage of the opportunity to put his name
back in the conscience of Northern hemisphere league followers after overseeing Catalans Dragons’ entry into Super League.

Mayer was quoted as branding Super League “a second-tier competition for NRL players coming to the end of their careers”,
which in particular caused quite a stir on Sky Sports.

Speaking to Mayer after Manly’s 32-26 warm-up win at Harlequins last Sunday, he insisted he “absolutely stands by” his com-
ments.

He felt Sky only referred to part of the full quote but no matter, it still had the desired effect, namely to stoke up the Ashes rivalry
and get a few more bums on seats at Elland Road.

A predictable marketing ploy it may have been by the media-savvy Manly supremo — he even admitted it was all a bit of fun.

But when you consider that the four men Manly have lost to Super League from their premiership-winning squad are Steve
Menzies (35), Steve Bell (32), Mark Bryant (27) and Luke Williamson (30), you have to accept there is some substance to Mayer’s
argument.

In fairness, he went on to admit that maybe “second-tier” wasn’t the most appropriate term to state his case.

Australia have had eight different premiers over the last eight years so it is hard to argue that the NRL is not the most competi-
tive league.

What Mayer was getting at, therefore, was that the British game is merely a different style rather than Super League necessarily
being a technically inferior competition.

Take some of the Northern Rail Cup games we’ve already
witnessed this season, for example.

Oldham held off a Widnes fightback te claim a shock 22-20
win against the favourites while Dewsbury pulled off a 28-26
upset at

Featherstone and Blackpool have also had two two-point
matches.

Contrast that to last season’s NRL Grand Final when Manly
cruised to a 40-0 win over Melbourne Storm — some show-
case event that was.

That Australian style was in evidence at the Stoop last
Sunday as Manly fielded an experimental line-up in the first
half, with the monotony of forwards battering the Quins line
when in possession and wrestling tactics deployed when on
defence.

Manly were devoid of invention and creativity, which all
changed of course when the big guns were rolled out for the
second half, but if that was the future of the NRL then count
me out.

Pride, passion, drama and no little skill - I'll take the
Northern Rail Cup every day of the week, thank you.

It is also worth considering that several of the Quins play-
ers that held their own against Manly cut their teeth in the
Championships, with Mick Nanyn (Oldham/Whitehaven), Luke
Gale (Doncaster) and Matt Gardner (Salford) featuring promi-
nently in the scoring charts last season.

If the current trend continues, those uninspiring Manly
squad players could well be bound for our shores in a few
years’ time so perhaps something can be learnt from Mayer’s
comments after all: give the Championships’ best prospects a
chance to transfer their talent to the top level.

_ oot ST h‘
Mick Nanyn, the ex Oldham and Whitehaven centre







