Craigieburn Eagles USA Tour – Match Reports

Dallas Lutheran Tournament – 4-6 December, Dallas TX

4/12/08 - Game 1 – d. Shelton School 46-22
An untidy first up game marred by some serious jetlag but even after we stopped running hard and suffered serious fatigue after half time, we had done enough in the first half to hold off our opponents.  After just hoping initially to get at least one win on tour, to win our first match was a credit to all the girls.  Nikita McDonald was the standout.
5/12/08 - Game 2 – d. Parish Episcopal School (Semi-Final) 53-29
Having heard how “tough” (aka “rough”) Parish would be, we knew we really needed to be at our aggressive and intense best and the game would not be as easy as the previous day.  Led by Shannon Woodward, we were too tough and fast in the early going, we ran away from our opponents early.  Parish went to their star big but a superb shutdown game from Kelsey Ryan put paid to any effect she could have had.  Despite a strong Parish comeback in the third quarter, we were again able to regroup and push away from them in the last to record a solid win.  We were now into the final against the very in-form home team, DLS.

6/12/08 - Game 3 – d. Dallas Lutheran School (Grand Final) 61-53
With a parochial crowd against us, and the knowledge of having made VERY good friends with all our opposing players over the preceding two days, this game was tough enough without considering DLS had cruised to their two wins in the lead up.  An extremely fast and attacking team, the Lions were led by their star point guard Gracie Turner who we knew we had to keep under wraps if we were going top have a chance.  Our back court weapons of Nikita and Haylee Cooper did the job well and consequently DLS just couldn’t get their running game going.  In the end, we were too intense and too polished and ran out to a solid 12 point win to take the tournament.  What a start to our tour!
Our girls had improved so much in three days and were playing some of the best team basketball we had played all year.  That said, Haylee’s 26 points and Shannon’s 15 points were huge for us in the final.  Nikita was very worthily named MVP of the entire tournament! (honourable mention to Kelsey who was also great over the three games).
8/12/08 - Game 4 – d. Rosehill Christian School 56-30
Our first game in Houston was our first stand alone game of the tour and the excitement was definitely noticeable in the girls.  Another group of people we had made great friends with as soon as we arrived became our opponents and even though they were down on playing numbers, Rosehill possessed some real talent.  But it was not enough to stop the Eagles run as our teamwork and intensity was just too much from start to finish.  All Craigieburn girls contributed well, especially Hayley Garvey and Renee Salvo.
9/12/08 - Game 5 – lost to Cy-Fair High School 23-58

It is strange to list our biggest loss on tour as a highlight but without doubt the experience of playing a school like Cy Fair will live in everyone’s memory forever.  This was an entirely different opponent – a public school (which are invariably tougher anyway) but not just any public school.  Cy Fair was ranked #1 in the entire state of Texas at it’s highest level (5A).  They were the reigning State Champions and their lineup included Chiney Ogwumike, a future WNBA player without doubt.

The night included local internet tv coverage, local radio and newspaper coverage, cheerleaders, half time entertainment and we were even slotted in to what they called “prime time”, in that their varsity boys team played as a curtain raiser to us!

Cy Fair could probably have beaten us by anything but the final margin of 35 was testament to a fight put up by the seriously undermanned and undersized Eagles late in the game.  Cy Fair was probably the most talented and best coached team I have ever coached against and even though we were never in their league, it was just an amazing moment to be a part of a big high school game like that.  Shannon and Haylee were our best while Liana Neri’s defence was again superb.
Durant Lions Classic – 11 to 13 December, Durant OK

11/12/08 - Game 6 – lost to Westmoore High School 51-55

We were beginning to learn that Public Schools are way tougher and play way harder than Private Schools (generally) and having made the trip north to Oklahoma for the Durant tournament, our first opponent, Westmoore Lady Jaguars from Oklahoma City, did exactly that.  A big, strong and skilled team, we were able to match them by out hustling and out running them.  But when push came to shove, we had no answers for their strength under the basket and fell agonisingly short of our 5th win.  Shannon was our best while Tahlia Prestia was also good but we couldn’t quite get the job done collectively.

12/12/08 - Game 7 – lost to Paris High School 49-55

Our only real blemish from a basketball point on tour.  We played poorly and didn’t do the many things we had done so well the previous week and deserved to lose, despite it being clear to all we were a better team than our opponents.  Trailing by 11 late in the second quarter, some great shooting from Renee saw us back in the game at half time but  Paris’ lightning fast point guard’s 25 points by the end was the difference.  Some poor decision making also hurt us in what was a disappointing loss.  Tahlia’s 13 points was a highlight.
13/12/08 - Game 8 – d. Denison High School 58-47
We were able to finish the Durant tournament with a win at least and our first win over a Public School.  The way in which our girls regrouped after a poor game the day before was a great sign.  The job was made all the tougher after Nikita turned an ankle in the third quarter and with Haylee in foul trouble, the girls lifted and a solid team performance was good enough to get the W.  Haylee’s last quarter was important while Suzan Doganay and Shannon both shone in the win.
Durant was an interesting experience to say the least but the quality of basketball was improving and we were improving with it.

16/12/08 - Game 9 – lost to Ursuline Academy 32-35
Our only loss to a Private School on tour was to a very smart and well drilled Ursuline Bears team.  Ursuline played some of the best read and react basketball we had seen and had an answer for everything we threw at them.  For us, a three day break between games saw our shooting touch just leave us and for three quarters we just couldn’t get anything to fall.  Enter Tahlia in the 4th and it was game on.  Tahlia had 10 points in the final quarter to drag us right to the brink of an amazing victory but with no shot clock and an opponent that was superb from the foul line, coming from behind is near impossible in the American system and a three point loss was heartbreaking.  Mia Feery was our best four quarter contributor in a superb game while Liana and Kelsey were also solid.

17/12/08 - Game 10 – d. Community High School 55-49

Our final game on tour (on Shannon’s 17th birthday!) was also our final game together as a group and while we knew emotions were high, we knew we had a job to do.  Community HS were ranked #18 in Texas 3A (we knew by now we were probably a 3A level team) and had two very talented players to base their team around.  Before we knew it we were down 9-20 at quarter time and despite not playing too badly, we were getting smashed on the rebounds and subsequently the scoreboard.  The Community lead grew to as much as 16 before we finally began to find our feet in the contest.

The second half was stuff dreams are made of as the girls made the commitment to each other to leave everything on the floor in our last game.  Inspired by Mia’s determination and hustle, our comeback was amazing as we clawed and scrapped our way back into the game, grabbing the lead late and managing to hold off a seriously shattered opponent to record a stunning, come from behind, fighting victory.  The Community team was devastated which showed just how badly they wanted the win and therefore just how serious they played.  It just made the win all the sweeter.  Mia was best ahead of a true team performance which saw all girls play about equal playing time.
The US High School system is an amazing setup.  Teams’ practice schedules embarrass us (Cy Fair for example practice for 2 hours every night of the week PLUS an hour during each school day – that’s 15 hours a week minimum compared to our 3!) and consequently the individual skills of the players, especially shooting, outstrip our kids by miles.  But their reliance on individual brilliance goes against our more team-based structure and as a result, our intensity and ability to hurt them with more than two or three different weapons, made us very competitive. Every opponent on tour commented on how good our ball movement was (which is something I have always believed we could do better!  Go figure!)

The referees allowed the games to go and the kids to play.  They allowed a lot more contact than Australian referees and didn’t overblow the games (like a lot of ours do!) which made for some fantastic basketball.  It was real tough stuff where unless a really obvious disadvantage to a team occurred, contact in the contest was all fair game!  I loved it and wish our referees could see how the American’s do it!

We took on five private and five public schools for ten games over just fourteen days!  A hectic schedule but I wouldn’t have wanted anything else.  For us to be so strong against the private schools and then so competitive against the public schools (Cy Fair the obvious exception) was even more than I could’ve wanted!  From a basketball point of view, the tour was a runaway success and our girls should be duly proud.

Awards

Tour MVP:  Haylee Cooper

Haylee was by far our most consistent player over the three weeks barely putting in so much as an average game.  Her DLS tournament final was a standout but more than anything, Haylee was a key in our ability to stop the point guard dominance of our opponents while her scoring was vital the whole way.  Honourable mentions to Shannon, Kelsey, Tahlia and Nikita.

Most Improved: Renee Salvo

Renee’s commitment to the game plan and ability to spark olur group when things weren’t working was a major bonus for us on tour.  Renee went from strength to strength over the three weeks with her performance against Rosehill a highlight.

Most Determined: Mia Feery

We felt this was an important award as our determination was the barometer of our success as a team.  Mia was outstanding in this and led our team in passion and intensity, providing the spur we needed many times over the ten games to kick up a gear.  Her final two games on tour were two of her best as an Eagle and her tenacity will be missed at the club.

The girls had an absolute ball on tour.  Outside of the basketball, the girls saw the inside of three different schools, including attending classes at Rosehill (private) and Cy Fair (public) schools which was an amazing memory.  The girls also spent two nights with families from Rosehill and another night with families from Cy Fair – what an experience!  Also, we saw the Dallas Mavericks play in the NBA, the Johnson Space Center (NASA) in Houston, a real NCAA Division 1 College Women’s game (SMU v North Texas in Dallas), Disneyland, Universal Studios, Santa Monica Pier and Venice Beach.  Some girls even saw a rodeo in Fort Worth!

The girls took over the NBA game, becoming honorary “Maniaacs” (a designated group of crazy fans of the Mavericks) and dancing their way through the night in a supporters box with them, and on the big screen!  Another highlight was seeing some of our girls playing pick-up (or “street”) ball on the famous courts at Venice Beach against the locals!  We even celebrated Shannon’s birthday for all of her Australian birthday then all of her American one – something like 40+ hours!  Good for her!
To finish with a 6-4 record is amazing.  When three of those four losses were by 6 points or less is hard to believe.  For me, the dream of coaching in the American system (remember, every game we played counted to each school’s actual season record) has been lived and if I ever have the chance to go back and become a more permanent part of a school program, believe me I will do it in a heartbeat.  But if you ask any of the girls, it will be the life long friendships made with the girls from Dallas Lutheran, Rosehill and Cy Fair that will be the legacy of this trip and for that, I couldn’t be happier with what we have achieved.

A massive thanks must go to a number of people – to the Craigieburn Eagles committee and community for their support of our venture over the past twelve months, to the sponsors who became a part of the tour, to the parents who allowed their kids to experience the trip, to the parents who helped out while on tour – John, Tony, Jason, Paul, Jamahl, Rodi, Pete and Sonia for driving, Delene and Sonia for yet again excelling as team managers, to Pete and Jason for their assistance and support to Brad and myself in the games – you are all to be congratulated and your contributions were imperative to the trip’s success.  Personally, as coach of our girls, an extra thank you to Pete whose passion and enjoyment of the whole basketball culture really rubbed off on the girls and I!
To Chris, Julian and everyone at Horizon Sporting Events, a huge thank you.  A trip like this was a huge undertaking and it was organized so well that all we could do was enjoy it.

And finally, the biggest thank you is to Brad for all of the time and effort he has contributed over the past twelve months to see the trip become reality for our group.  We all owe him a massive thank you – we would never have been able to board the first flight without Brad steering the planning effort from day one.

I hope Craigieburn as a club see this tour for what it was – an amazing experience for every player involved.  I hope this can become a regular event in years to come with boys and girls teams all enjoying what we have just enjoyed.

Warren Taylor

