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The Eton Fives Association

EFA Newsletter – January 2005

1. The Way Forward for Eton Fives

- The 2004 Review

In my first Newsletter as EFA Chairman a year ago I drew attention to “a worrying falling away in support for Eton Fives”, and reported that I had set up a Committee of the EFA to recommend a forward strategy which would strengthen the game in all locations and at all levels around the country. The Group consulted widely across the whole Eton Fives playing community, and submitted their recommendations to the EFA Board in August. After extensive discussion the Board has approved the key recommendations which emerged as the Way Forward for the game over the next five years. 

- The Strategy 

A summary of the plan is attached to this Newsletter. I would ask every single member of the Eton Fives Association to read this carefully. It sets out briefly:

· the concern which all players feel about the current state of the game and its shrinking player base; 

·  a clear Objective for our future strategy, namely:

To achieve a significant and sustainable increase in the number of people, both men and women, playing Eton Fives regularly wherever there are fives courts throughout the country

· and a very wide range of actions at schools, universities and clubs to achieve this.

Four simple things can be said about the plan which emerges:

(i) It is ambitious. Given the gravity of the current situation, I see little point in anything other than a plan which seeks to strengthen every aspect of the game. Very little is left out.

(ii) It is inclusive. It requires every member, and especially those who manage and play for our Clubs, to play their full part in achieving it. 

(iii) It is time-critical. The decline in players, the loss of courts and the challenge of competing activities is so great that I don’t think we shall see one more season in our present mode if we do nothing now to reverse the situation.

(iv) It is final. It is the last best hope of achieving something of really lasting value for our game across its entire playing base. There will not be another such attempt to revitalise our game under my leadership. 

- The Response

This is a programme of action to strengthen the sinews of our game from top to bottom. It is as radical as anything that has been attempted by the EFA in the past. How realistic it is will depend on the personal response of all fives players, current and retired, to put it into action.

Fives will only ever be what the people who play it want it to be; and I am taking it as common ground that everyone wants to see our game thrive wherever it is played. I’m told that there have been initiatives in the past to kick start the game which have petered out; and that Eton Fives players as a whole have traditionally been largely tone-deaf to clarion calls to re-vitalise our game. But I hope that every EFA member will feel that the Objective I’ve stated is worth going for, that these actions are the right ones to achieve it, and that ownership of the Plan belongs to every School, Club and member to do their bit to achieve. 

It will certainly require great effort, and it will certainly involve Change. But Change is Opportunity’s nickname – for people who really believe in it. So this is about believing in something as well as about action. And that ‘something’ is fighting to preserve the best court game in the world. Not a bad cause for which to stand up and do something. It is after all better to light a candle than to curse the darkness!
2. Fives in Schools and Clubs

Schools. There is no more important part of the Fives “constituency” to nurture than the schools, and therefore I intend to visit personally the Heads of every Eton Fives-playing school in the country over the coming year to discuss how the EFA can help to strengthen the game at all of them. In addition the EFA will be bringing together Masters in Charge of Fives for the first time for many years at a special dinner in February (see below). This year the HSBC Schools Championship moves to Shrewsbury (March 19th-24th), and I fully expect the event to be as vibrant and successful as last year’s at Highgate. HSBC’s sponsorship of this event is an enormously important vote of confidence in Schools’ Fives, and we are hugely grateful to them for their continued and invaluable support.

Clubs. Old Boys’ Fives Clubs have a huge role to play in the Strategy, and I am delighted at the unanimous support which Clubs have given to these initiatives. In particular, the Clubs are an integral part of the support system of fives at their old schools. It is one of the central elements of the Strategy that all Clubs should now actively strengthen their links with the Masters in Charge and with the young players at their former schools, both to help raise standards and awareness of Fives in the schools, and to secure the transition of many more fives-playing school leavers into the Clubs. 

The Kinnaird Cup. This is Eton Fives’ premier event, and I am therefore keen that the greatest possible number of players should participate in it. To this end we have decided this year to enhance considerably the facilities, catering and organisation of the Kinnaird week-end at Eton (5th-6th March) with the aim of attracting the largest gathering we can assemble of Eton Fives players of all standards - including students and school pairs - from all over the country for these two days at the heart of our season. I would strongly encourage as many players as possible to enter the Championship for what will undoubtedly be a superbly-organised and hugely enjoyable celebration of the game of Eton Fives. A separate note and entry form is enclosed with this Newsletter.

3. Rugby Fives

As part of the Strategy, we have reviewed our links with the other codes of Fives. After some years of very constructive dialogue with the Rugby Fives Association (which incorporates Winchester Fives), we realise that there is far more that unites than divides us, and have decided to strengthen this link by forming “The Fives Federation” to unite all three codes of the game under a single banner.

The Federation will be the public face of Fives, representing all versions of the game when dealing with public bodies, sponsors etc. in any matters affecting Fives generally. It will promote public awareness of Fives as a handball game with a number of distinct codes with benefits for the community as a whole; will seek greater sponsorship and funding of Fives tournaments and other events; will promote the development and funding of new or refurbished Fives facilities of any particular description; and will develop coaching skills to raise standards across all forms of the game.

 Within the Federation, the roles and constitutions of the EFA and the RFA will be unchanged. They will continue to be the governing bodies of their respective games, responsible for their development strategies, the laws of each game, subscriptions and finance, the development and refurbishment of courts, the organisation of championships and matches, and liaison with their members.
Both the EFA and the RFA Boards have approved the Constitution which underpins the new Federation, and this will be formally signed in February 2005.

4. Other Matters 
The League

The League currently represents 80% of all Club matches played in the country. Following various adjustments to the rules and divisional representation agreed last season, the League at the half way stage this season appears to be on a sounder footing.  All matches in the first two divisions have been played, with only four cancelled to date (albeit the number of two-pair matches has increased). While some 36 matches across the 3 divisions were not played last year, the best estimate for this year is 10, a 72% improvement in matches played. At the mid term point the Olavians are the front runners in Division 1, closely followed by the Edwardians.

The result of Division 2 is expected to be between the leaders Old Westminsters 1 and the Old Ipswichians, and of Division 3 between the leaders Old Reptonian/Stoics and Windsor & Eton.

EFA Dinners

(i) Masters in Charge: As part of the roll-out of the new Strategy, I shall be hosting a Dinner at Eton on Saturday 26th February at 19.30 to which all Masters in Charge of Fives at Schools are invited. This is the first time that such an event has ever been held, and I do hope that a very full attendance can be assured.

(ii) EFA Annual Dinner: this will be at Eton on 7th or 14th May. The date will be confirmed in a few weeks.

Subscriptions
You will recall that last year the EFA decided - for excellent reasons, carefully explained in my Newsletter of January 2004 - to raise subscriptions  from £15 to £20. But there are still far too many members who have yet to return their Direct Debit mandates so painstakingly sent out to all members by Martin Powell, our Treasurer. We are now introducing a comprehensive new strategy for the game, which depends crucially on the support of all current and former members. The EFA really cannot afford to lose any members at this vital time and I do earnestly appeal to all who have not yet completed their Direct Debit mandate to return this to me or to Martin Powell without further delay. £20 a year surely cannot be considered an extravagant subscription for a game we are all doing so much to sustain.
The History of Fives

The EFA and the RFA have decided to publish a History of the game of Fives – not just to tell the history of this ancient game, but to provide a platform for widening awareness and support for Fives across a much wider community.

The book will be a lavishly illustrated portrait of the game’s past, present and future in all its codes, and all fives-playing schools, clubs and associations will be asked to contribute articles on their histories and current state of the their fives tradition, together with numerous photographs. The book will be published by TMI, a publishing house with wide experience of this sort of book, and edited by journalist John Reynolds, one of the greatest exponents ever of Eton Fives, and author of the EFA’s Training Manual. 

I would ask all EFA members to consider:

· who should be asked to write the contribution to their school’s and club's history;

· what sort of thing might be written; and

· what photographs could be submitted?

We shall be in touch with members in the next month or two to tell you more about this project and to seek your support for it, and we hope to publish the book during 2007.






Richard Barber, Chairman – January 2005 
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