Long Road to Victory
By Hamil Angluben

After winning the Fritz Gaston Championship last year, our team was hopeful we could stay in our batch division as we felt that the level of competition was just right between the top five teams. This was pretty evident from the hard-fought games we had against Team Guidotti and AHS 4H 97 and the fact that almost all our games were decided by ten points or less. We also knew that our batch mates would be more than happy to have the chance to get their revenge on us. 

To be honest, we felt that we did not have enough talent to be highly competitive in the Ignacio Ramos division. We have been playing in our batch division for over five years and the thought of playing in an open division really cast doubts in our minds. We were the oldest team in the division and definitely one of the slowest. We did not like the odds stacked against us.

One good thing about Team Dalandan is that we always go all out in every game we play. In-your-face defense and a never-say-die attitude are staples of our team. We were also fortunate to acquire big men Raymond Yap, Marco Campos, Chico Manuel, and Bong Liwag. Whatever we lacked in speed, we made up for in height, heft, and veteran play.

The hard part of our journey to the championship began at the last game of the elimination round. From no expectations of making the semis, we were surprised to find ourselves fighting for the second position versus Team Irwin. It was one of the most controversial games we have ever played in as it ended in two overtime periods, 3 technical fouls, and one unsportsmanlike foul. We lost that game by one point but we also lost Jun Sanosa for the rest of season with an ankle injury.   
Team Genuino swept the elimination round and so we had to beat the 4th seed team, AHS 4C 01, before we earned our chance to face Team Irwin again. Despite the absence of Jun Sanosa and his 23 points per game average (during the elimination round), our team relied on solid defense to limit MVP candidate Alvin Libongco and the rest of their team below their scoring averages. It was an easy victory compared to the battles that lay ahead of us.
Our semis game versus Team Irwin was another classic. Jun Sanosa tried to play but could only do so for less than three minutes as he hobbled back to the bench. On the other hand, Team Irwin was without Cons Ong who was suspended for his second technical foul of the season during our last match. Yong Gregorio was in foul trouble early in the game while former AHS UAAP player, Mark Intal, was shooting the lights out. It was a very tight game with numerous lead changes. Yong Gregorio provided the clutch baskets late in the fourth quarter for us to secure a two-point lead with 17 seconds left. Mark Intal tried to go for the win with a contested long three-point shot which was way off. This was definitely one of our sweetest victories.
Our greatest challenge was the championship game versus Team Genuino. Again, we would be without Jun Sanosa who did his best to play but had to be substituted immediately as his ankle still would not hold up. We were also without Jang Moreno, our assist leader and best penetrator. Team Genuino also had its woes as JP Cabero did not play and Mythical Five Member, Raymond Lee, had a sprained ankle. In effect, each team was without two of its starters and this somehow made things even. 
Team Dalandan had an early six-point lead but Team Genuino turned things around and had built a 12-point lead by the latter part of the second quarter. The scoring barrage of Team Genuino was led by Division MVP, Louie Sinco, Mythical Five Member, Ian Tan, and the hot shooting of Erwin Genuino. 

From the start of the third quarter until the end of the game, we inched our way closer with stifling defense as we hounded Louie Sinco. Despite our efforts, he still finished with 29 points (five points below his previous average). However, we were still satisfied with our defense since one can only hope to contain a scoring-machine like Louie Sinco who once scored 51 points in a single game during the elimination rounds. 

Our team also stayed competitive by outrebounding Team Genuino 49-26. Raymond Yap and Joseph Quijano controlled the boards with 20 and 12 rebounds respectively. Scoring slack was picked up by Yong Gregorio (30), myself (15), Raymond Yap (12), and Joseph Quijano (9) as we all scored higher than our averages. We also had timely contributions from Marco Campos (5), Macho Nacario (3), and Tonton Carpio (2). 

Yong Gregorio was not even part of the Mythical Five but it was evident from this game that he stood out from all the other statistic leaders with his unwavering determination to win. Yong carried the scoring load again in the fourth quarter as he did in our game versus AHS 4C 01. In the final seconds, we were up by three points and Erwin Genuino launched a three-pointer which bounced off the rim. We failed to convert four free throws in the end but the offensive rebound by Raymond Yap was enough to take away precious seconds off the clock. Erwin again launched a desperation three-pointer from midcourt to tie the game but it did not even hit the backboard. Final score: Team Dalandan 76-73.

  Our second championship was sweeter than the first because of all the hardships and challenges we had to overcome. All the controversies, hard-fought battles, and injuries made this championship much more fulfilling. We could only hope to face the same teams again and they could only hope for the same. They were all tough and competitive opponents. However, we all know the reality of the ABL cycle of championship teams being moved higher and higher until it busts. Until then, we shall savor this championship.
