GIANTS + HOBBITS: MY ULTIMATE GB EXPERIENCE

ALLY XIANG

GB JUNIOR WOMEN #19 and KCL THROWN
Playing Ultimate? Yes. Playing Women’s Ultimate? Damn yes. Playing GB Junior Women’s Ultimate on Swedish soil? HELL YES! I was ecstatic to have been selected to represent my country in the European Junior Ultimate Championships (www.ejuc2005.tk), held in Gothenburg, Sweden in August 2005. Our fourteen “Let’s kick Scandinavian arses” girl-shaped team, headed by Sally Cannon and coaches Gemma Taylor and Catherine Moore, was formed. It was our commitment, ability and teamwork in Frisbee, which we had demonstrated in training days and tournaments, which made us a GREAT Britain team. We had to be less than 20 years old (and to not turn 20 anytime in 2005) to be eligible to play as a Junior (making us the squad with the most amount of Uni students and the only year to play Junior in. Young yet mature!). 
How did I get into Frisbee? Having never touched a flying disc at school, I boldly decided to sign up for my University team, Thrown, during my first year. My disc skills were abysmal and I realised very soon that Frisbee involved too much of one thing, running! My first tourney was the Indoors Mixed held in the UEA in Norwich and we had a blast. I decided to keep with the sport even if my legs were telling me otherwise. So I went, along with Jen (our women’s captain), to the invaluable Women’s Skills day held in Clapham. The day gave us the opportunity to learn from Iceni the proper techniques involved in hucking, cutting, laying out and different plays such as Junk and Iso. Having never played on a women-only team, it was a new insight into how we can play a different game from men! This was also the first time I started playing for my GB team, where we put in motion what we had practised. Asking Sally one time when we would train together, she said “At tournaments!” Indeed, tours at Chester, Mansfield and York were perfect places for us girls from all around the country (West London to Birkenhead and all in between) to mould together to become THE Junior women’s team. 
I remember how poorly structured we were at Tour 2 and how much we had improved by Junior Nationals at York. Sausage and Mash pairs were born (a method for cutting), V-cuts were indoctrinated in us and our dump options were perfected (whilst picking up Frisbee lingo along the way). We had played some good games against the top women teams at home, and we looked hot for the coming Europeans! Furthermore in preparation for Sweden, our helpful buddy system originated during Tour 3 in Birmingham. We paired up with another of our team mates and watched for each others backs on and off the pitch. Big thanks to my buddy, Corina, who improved immensely and gave me great support! 
For my part, in preparation for the Europeans, I trained a couple times a week with Flump and my home team, Oxford Ultimate. Playing with such experienced players made me more aware of how the game works. The track sessions were invaluable. My speed and stamina improved and I was more confident in my cuts and running also. My disc skills still needed some work on the pitch and I remember my team mate Louise saying in surprise before a game “You can throw well off pitch but not on pitch!” to which I nodded sheepishly to. Anyhow, I’ve learnt to panic a lot less now when I have the disc! 
GB sent four teams to Sweden: two Open teams, one Women’s team and one Under 16s team. We were the loudest and proudest country present! The three day tournament commenced when we played against the Swedish U16s. Being our first game, we scored a few points but lost to the taller and faster boys.  Nevertheless, it felt amazing to see our near-perfect plays down the pitch, our S1/S2 and M1/M2 pairs working marvellously together, culminating in great one handed catches in the end zone. We had fought well against the Swedes, and we felt confident. The later game against our own GB Under 16s was less fun. We momentarily lost the ‘GRRR’ we previously had. Perhaps, it was the torrential Friday rain and cold wind we had to endure during the game (which the Finnish girls had given up their game against the Swedish boys); or perhaps because they were simply too strong. After defeating us, they went on to become Under 16s European Champions on Sunday. Of course, our “Eye of the tiger” singing and constant support at the sidelines gave them that Gold…! 
Some particular disc skills that we worked on were ‘Show’ and ‘Layout’ practices. In ‘Show’, we would get into groups with team mates of roughly the same height (‘Giants versus Hobbits’) and learn to read the disc. There were more scurries and painful elbow collisions, however unfairly, in my Giant division! With bruised limbs and in the setting of the beach volleyball area for our layout practice, I had the embarrassment of not diving properly for the disc. My knees were somehow always in the way...although not my forte, I focused on catching the disc and pushed the thought of the evitable fall out the way. It was great fun for us to loosen up before our Finnish game, and there were fewer turnovers as we were more earth-loving in the game! 

As we watched the Swedish girls against the Finnish girls, we all felt able to play and win against them. We were structured and focussed too. During our Swedish game, Coach Gem decided to use my ‘hugeness’ against the Swedish handler, occasionally letting me play ‘The Hawk’ Chaser during our fabulous zones, and forcing our opponents to the line. The Swedish handler ‘accidentally’ fell during the game but I hope it was my beastly force that put her off! Our half-time talk gave us the kick we needed to play better, but unfortunately, we didn’t manage to win against the lucky Swedes. It was a delight, nevertheless, to see our team coming together so well in the last few months of training. Even though we were unable to train together every week, we had trust and spontaneity. The boys even remarked from the sideline “How did the girls get so good and aggressive?!” Suppose we should take that as a compliment! 
During our stay, we were allocated cabins to fit sixteen of us into for the four nights we were there. Despite the hard cold floor for beds, communal character-building showers and the occasional snorer (you know who you are!), we had a fun time living out of our suitcases and waking up to the smelly socks aurora! In comparison to us, the Swedes lived in cabins complete with bunk beds, a kitchen and private showers. No wonder they won the Open and Women’s! Outside games, we had time to throw discs around, visit the city, play mini and disc golf, and socialise with the other teams. Breakfast buffet provided our packed lunches, but dinner was never enough, which led to me pleading ‘More mash potatoes please??!!’ in the Swedish canteen. 
We were certainly psyched up for the game on Sunday against the Finnish. Our 11pm curfew the night before helped get us some worthwhile rest before the game. We went into it determined to do our best. Although my ankle was hurting like mad due to the strain of the weekend, my ‘popping’ worked against the Finnish zone. We had some marvellous plays by everyone including fabulous Ds from our MVP (most valuable player- GI Jane) and awesome first-time layouts by our MIP (most improved player- Woody). Our team gelled together brilliantly, and I was moved to see how much we wanted it. However, the Finnish were too strong and their layouts proved better than ours. Although disappointed with Bronze, we were rapturous to receive the Spirit of the Game Award. How could we not receive the award? After all, our singing, fair play and determination during the games proved we had the greatest spirit!
I will never forget how much I have learnt from playing with the GB girls. The training at times was intense, and I pushed myself as hard as I could. I feel a lot fitter and I do not ache as much as I used to after tournaments. My participation has helped me become a better Frisbee player and I cannot believe how much I have improved. Meeting other women players makes me think how proud I am to be the future of women’s ultimate! I would like to thank my Student Union for helping me fund my GB dream. I look forward to becoming Freshers’ Captain at Uni in September. 
I would like to thank all the coaches, tour organisers and my team mates for what we have achieved at European level. I have made great friends and we will continue to stay in contact. Although I will not be able to participate in the World Junior Championships next year in Boston, if you are eligible for Junior, give Frisbee a go! As Thrown once persuaded me to do it, I say go to the trainings and try-outs, Junior Women want girls of all-levels, I never thought I would be suitable, but I was so you never know! Think of the pretty kits you will get and the fun time you will have playing for your country at world level. Trust me, GB giants and hobbits conquered so much this year!

The girls that worked hard and played harder:

Trina Bevan, Sally Cannon, Rosie Chiltern, Andi ‘Woody’ Georgiou, Jenna ‘Hobbit’ Halesworth and Mum, Nicki Higgins, Lou Kittow, Helen ‘Fish’ Martin, Cath Moore, Rachel Punch, Corina Sampson, Gemma Taylor, GI Jane Towey, Steph Walker, Ally ‘Huge’ Xiang and Zoe. 
I am happy to be contacted if you have any questions about GB and Ultimate: allyxiang@msn.com. 
For more information: www.ukultimate.com/juniors. Thanks. 

