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Welcome to the first ever edition of ‘Sub 

Please Ref’.  

Firstly, we hope that you all had a lovely 

Christmas celebration with your friends and 

family, and are all keeping safe and well 

through these difficult times.  

The 2020-21 season has already been one of 

real challenges, with postponements up and 

down the country, clubs having to play 

behind closed doors, season suspensions 

and more, and will undoubtedly continue to 

whirl on as the unpredictable beast that it is 

proving to be.  

As such, we wanted to bring you a reason to 

be cheerful this season, and so we have 

decided to launch a free online magazine – 

showcasing various people, clubs, 

communities and topics from throughout the 

EFL and non-league – to be released bi-

monthly.  

In our first edition, we speak to Cray 

Wanderers manager Tony Russell, Exeter 

City fans and brothers Tom and Jack 

Vickery, and Woking defender Ben Gerring. 

We sat down with them all to talk about their 

2020.  

Cray Wanderers manager Tony Russell hit 

the 250-game landmark in charge of The 

Wands, and so we looked back on his time in 

charge, discussing some of the key games 

that he has been a part of, some of his 

biggest achievements and his previous 

managerial experiences.  

We also spoke to Exeter City fans Tom and 

Jack Vickery. The Grecians have continued 

their fantastic fund-raising efforts this year 

for the Adam Stansfield Foundation, 

surpassing £85,000 to date. We got their 

thoughts on their achievements so far, their 

aims for their fundraising going forward and 

how you can get involved with the cause.  

Finally, we spoke to Woking defender about 

the fantastic work that he has been doing to 

coordinate and distribute food parcels for 

those most in need in the local communities, 

and the part he has played in coordinating a 

response from teams throughout the National 

League, National League South and North, 

and beyond, to get involved with similar 

support.  

We also review the Championship, League 

One and League Two, looking back on each 

sides’ start to the campaign so far and 

choose our Team of the Season so far for 

each division, and do similar for the National 

League and both North and South divisions.  

Also, Off The Line Lee gives us an in-depth 

look at Bolton Wanderers’ start to the 

campaign, looking at what has gone wrong 

so far and how they can rectify that going 

forward if they want to remain ambitious for 

promotion.  

We hope that you enjoy this first edition of 

‘Sub Please Ref’, and enjoy reading it as 

much as we have producing it. We have 

already got a number of guests and features 

lined up for future editions, and we can’t wait 

to bring them to you over the course of the 

year and beyond.  

All that is left for me to say is sit back and 

enjoy reading.  
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“I like working with people or projects that are under-achieving and then give them a 

platform and freedom to perform.”

 

Figure 1 Tony Russell celebrates with Rhys Murrell-
Williamson (right) after a win (PHOTO CREDIT - Jon 
Hilliger, HilligerPix.com) 

Cray Wanderers’ win over Bristol Manor 

Farm in the 3rd Qualifying Round in the 

FA Cup was the 250th game in charge for 

Tony Russell. With the season taking a 

short break due to the pandemic, we sat 

down with Tony – virtually of course – to 

look back over his time in charge of The 

Wands including leading them to the 

Isthmian League Division One South East 

title in 2018-19, as well as look ahead to 

what the future holds. We also look back 

on his time at Erith Town and VCD 

Athletic where he also won silverware, 

and reveal the best player that he has 

managed to date. 

Q: Your recent win in the 3rd 

Qualifying Round against Bristol 

Manor Farm was your 250th game in 

charge of Cray Wanderers. Looking 

back, how proud are you of that 

achievement? 

A: I am more pleased with how far the 

club has come in that time than I am with 

my own personal achievement. Cray 

have gone from a team who spent five 

seasons down the wrong end of the 

league and was a club with a planning 

application and a ground share 

agreement, and that was pretty much it. 

In the past five seasons we have got into 

the play-offs twice, won a league title 

and was 2nd with nine games to go 

before COVID hit. Plus, we now have 18 

youth teams and have had 20 players or 

so from that side to go on to play for the 

first-team. When we won the league, 

Freddie Parker was the top scorer and 

he came through the youth team; that is 

what I am most proud about. 

Q: Looking back on the 250 games, 

what would you say is the highlight of 

your time with the club? 

A: Same as the first question, really. I 

had a vision of how I wanted the club to 

look and with the help of a lot of people 

we are well on our way to doing that. 

There is still lots of hard work to do, but I 

am proud to have played my part.  

Q: You used to play for Cray 

Wanderers. How special is it to be 

able to manage the side you played 

for, and does that bring any greater 

pressure on you? 

A: I remember my first game against 

Tilbury, and it felt very weird! I 

remember walking to the dugout 

thinking Jenko my old manager is going 

to walk over in a minute and ask me what 

I am doing! It’s funny, as a few of my old 

VCD players came across with me and a 

few months in they said I had changed as 

manager. I think I wanted to do well, 

perhaps too much, because it was Cray. 

I have relaxed more now over the years 

though!  

TONY RUSSELL LOOKS BACK ON 250 

GAMES IN CHARGE OF THE WANDS 
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Q: You dropped a division from VCD 

Athletic to take over at Cray 

Wanderers. How difficult – or easy – a 

decision was that to make at the time? 

A: It was really hard. I had been at VCD 

for two and a half years, and we had 

gone from the Kent League to the Ryman 

Premier. So, it was an unbelievable ride 

and I had so many friends at VCD who I 

still class as friends, none more so than 

chairman Gary Rump. I think I could 

manage for another 20 years for 10 

different clubs and will never get on with 

a chairman as I do Gary. Him and I just 

hit it off, and he just got me as a person. 

But it was us being close that made the 

decision to leave slightly easier in actual 

fact! 

I turned up at VCD in the November 

when they were 4th in the Kent League 

and a long way off top, and we finished 

the last 19 games winning 17 and 

drawing two to get promoted. No one at 

VCD expected us to do it so fast. We 

were now in the Ryman North and the 

chairman said there wasn’t any more 

money and so we went into it with 

peanuts. We also went into it with a team 

of which most had never played at that 

level and a manager with no experience 

of playing at that level, and so we were 

rightly favourites to go down. 

Well, the unbeaten run extended to 34 

games unbeaten – winning 32 – and 

ended up winning the league on the last 

game of the season. So, going into the 

Premier with the likes of Maidstone and 

Dulwich Hamlet etc. was just silly with 

the money we had. We stayed up that 

year and I felt I could take VCD as far as 

I could and I didn’t want to keep asking 

Gary for more money all the time. Gary 

and I became friends and so I felt it was 

the right time to move on. We have 

spoken about it since and he felt I moved 

on too soon, and that the club could have 

coped.  

Q: You won your last six games to 

keep VCD in the Ryman Premier. How 

proud are you of that squad for being 

able to achieve that and how did that 

achievement compare to getting 

promoted? How did you manage that 

same group of players differently? 

A: That year I learnt the most I had learnt 

to be honest. You don’t truly learn about 

yourself or the people around you until 

things are not going well. Everyone 

wants to be your friend when you are 

winning, and every player is a good 

egg. We didn’t have money to bring in 

new players so we coached the life out of 

them. We were doing 2/3-hour sessions 

on the shape and how we wanted to play. 

Then, it just clicked and we won the last 

six games, keeping 5 clean sheets and 

finishing ahead of the likes of Tunbridge 

Wells in the end. That group of players 

was brilliant for me and we all trusted 

each other so much.  

It was sad to see the year after I left, they 

went down, and have struggled in 

Division One. But they have a new 

manager now and seem to be picking 

up, so that’s good news as it is a club 

close to my heart. 

 

Figure 2 Tony Russell with his son Henderson (left) 
(PHOTO CREDIT - Jon Hilliger, HilligerPix.com) 

Q: Your son has a YouTube channel in 

which he videos in the changing 

rooms. What is it like having that 

extra exposure and how does it affect 

the way you conduct yourself in the 

changing room? Also, how special is it 
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to be able to share the experiences 

with your son? 

A: From the age of 5, Henderson has 

always come to football with me. He just 

asked me whether he could start filming 

his day at football as his friends asked 

about it all the time. I don’t mind him 

doing it, but anything tactical has to be 

taken out, but apart from that he can 

leave it in. He is my son so I am happy 

support him in any way I can. I don’t 

really see it as exposure for me, and if 

anything, it may go against me, but I 

don’t really care if I am honest. He puts 

in a lot of hard work and sits on his Mac 

doing the editing himself, so me and his 

mum are proud of him.  

Q: You are a fairly young manager. 

Was management always something 

you thought about pursuing in your 

playing days, and if so, how did you 

get into management? 

A: Fairly young manager – haha! No, I 

had no plan to get into management. In 

fact, I never really liked many managers 

so the thought of being one was not on 

my radar. I was coming to the end of my 

playing days and went on a stag do for 

an old team mate that I had played with 

and I was put in a room with the then 

Erith manager, who I didn’t know that 

well. By this time, I have done some 

coaching badges and was player coach 

at Thamesmead for Keith MacMahon. 

Keith had let me do the pre-season and I 

got them passing the ball and was 

winning games of football. Then, six 

games into the season he said he didn’t 

want to play out from the back as you 

don’t win anything playing nice football 

(that aged well!) and so I wasn’t going to 

sit around watching crap football.  

So, I left and Steve the Erith manager 

had heard about me leaving 

Thamesmead as all the local managers 

drank up Bexley Village swapping 

stories about how good they are and 

dissecting the whole game to make it 

sound like Barcelona vs Real Madrid and 

that if they lost it was only because the 

referee or lino had a shocking game! I 

would sometimes pop in and would just 

end up moonwalking out of the pub.  

So, Steve said his number two was 

leaving and I would like to come in and 

help him. I had just left Keith MacMahon 

so I thought I would give it a go. Eight 

games into the season, Steve tells me 

him and the chairman have fallen out 

over the wage bill being cut due to a 

stand needing to be put up, so he was off 

as was so of his three best players. That 

left me with 12 players, no money and a 

chairman asking “Can you take it until 

the end of the season” and so that is how 

it started.  

 

Figure 3 Tony Russell (centre) celebrating with his back 
room staff after a game (PHOTO CREDIT - Jon Hilliger, 
HilligerPix.com) 

Q: You started out your managerial 

career with Erith Town. What was that 

first job like and what did you learn 

during your time there? 

A: I say this all the time; my job now is so 

easy compared to working in the lower 

leagues. Fair play to all the managers at 

Step 5-8 etc., as trust me them boys are 

doing the hard yards. At Erith, I had to 

get to the ground four hours before the 

kick-off. I had to replace all the divots 

from the athletics lot, hammer, shot put 

etc. The goals were behind the pavilion 

so I had to jack them up on trolleys and 

wheel them round. Then, I had to put the 

dugouts and the kit too. I wanted to give 
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some money to the players that took 

other players to away games to cover 

petrol, so I agreed to wash the kit too so I 

could get £60 a week to give to the boys. 

The trouble was I had three young boys, 

and so taking kit home to wash wasn’t 

great! I am very lucky my partner is very 

supportive and that she stepped up to 

help me.  

I learnt so much. We won the Kent Cup 

in my first year as manager. That was big 

for me as I had been told by many 

people that I wouldn’t win anything with 

players playing pretty football, and yet I 

had just won a cup with no money. I 

knew that I was then on to something. 

Back then, non-league was awash with 

dinosaurs, old managers who thought 

you should just fall in line and give them 

respect and also let them do and say 

whatever to you on the line or after. I was 

brought up in a council house and to 

earn respect on the estate you have to 

earn it.  

So, that was my mindset, and I didn’t 

care who you were or how good you 

thought you were, as I was coming to 

beat you and not only that I am going to 

do it playing with the ball and in areas 

that you say are “suicidal”. I just don’t 

listen to people. I have never brought a 

non-league paper in my life, I don’t read 

forums, and I don’t go to pubs that have 

football managers in. I don’t really talk to 

many managers outside of the game if I 

am honest. Don’t get me wrong, football 

has moved on a lot in the last few years 

and there are a lot of really good people 

in the game; I just prefer to stay in my 

little bubble.  

I know they say you can learn from other 

managers, but I don’t want to. I like 

learning on the job. I am getting better 

every year, because I am still learning 

and making mistakes. The journey is 

sometimes better than the destination.  

Q: You won the Isthmian League 

Division One South East with Cray 

Wanderers in 2018-19. What do you 

think was key to having success that 

year? 

A: We came off the back of a really good 

season before, and if I am being really 

honest, we should have won it that year. 

We got over the disappointment of 

losing in the play-offs the previous year, 

added a couple of new players, hit the 

ground running, went top from pretty 

much week one and never looked back 

from there. The previous three seasons I 

had been at the club there was a lot of 

hard work behind the scenes and it just 

felt that it all came together that season; 

really good training facilities, started 

videoing the games to give players 

feedback, the youth section was growing 

strong and as I said earlier a product of 

the youth in Freddie Parker; all the stars 

aligned.  

 

Figure 4 Tony Russell (centre) giving a team talk on the 
pitch (PHOTO CREDIT - Jon Hilliger, HilligerPix.com) 

Q: Cray Wanderers has built a 

reputation in non-league for playing 

good attractive football. Is that 

something you pride yourself on, and 

what do you think is the main strength 

of your sides? 

A: I think the style of play comes from 

the managers, not the clubs. Erith Town 

and VCD both played that style of 

football under me, but don’t play that 

style now. There is no right or wrong 

way to play football, it’s just that is the 

way I like the game to be played.  
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As for the main strengths of the side, I 

think it’s the fact we don’t have any 

superstars in our team. I’m a big 

believer in doing things as one, so 

everything we do with and without the 

ball is done as one. Everyone has a job 

to do and they have to do their bit to be 

the link in the chain. Playing against 

different formations, certain areas 

become more relevant to that game, so 

sometimes your job will be holding an 

area and making sure your man doesn’t 

affect that so that it allows us to attack 

from a different area. That can only be 

successful if everyone buys into it. 

Hence why we don’t have a high 

turnover of players, as you can imagine 

it takes a while for players to learn 

different formations.  

Q: What do you enjoy most about 

managing, and what do you think is 

the biggest challenge? 

A: The best way I can describe it is this. 

Imagine having an idea in your head of 

how you think the game should be 

played. Then imagine standing on the 

touchline watching people stand next to 

you in the dugout and 11 people on the 

pitch, owners, directors and fans in the 

stand all believing in that idea you had 

years earlier. I won the Kent Cup, 3 

promotions, winning the Isthmian North 

and South; the first person to do that. 

Two managers of the year trophies. 

Being at 3 clubs and winning silverware 

at all three and taking all three of them to 

their highest position in their history and 

watching all those sets of players, 

assistant managers, coaches, physios, 

chairman, owners, directors and stood 

there and watched them jump around in 

celebration just because I brought them 

together with a little old idea in my head.  

That’s what I like about football. 

There is a lesson to any young manager 

or coach out there. I lost count of the 

number of times managers or coaches 

shouted down the line at me or had a 

quiet word with me saying “tippy tappy” 

football won’t work, or you might get 

away with it at Step 5 but not Step 4. My 

personal favourite is you have got to 

have a Plan B. The answer to that 

question is when I start to see some good 

plan A’s, I will start to think of a good 

plan B.  

Q: What do you think is your key 

strength as a manager? 

A: I have a strong belief of how I want us 

to play. Self-confidence for a manager is 

so important. You are going to be 

questioned by owners, supporters and 

even your own players and management 

team at times, so you have to have that 

inner belief that what you are doing is 

the right thing to be doing.  

 

Figure 5 Tony Russell looking on in the rain (PHOTO 
CREDIT - Jon Hilliger, HilligerPix.com) 

Q: You were 2nd when last season was 

ended prematurely, seven points 

behind leaders Worthing having 

played a game less. Are you confident 

that you could have gone on to win the 

league, and how proud were you of 

how you did after getting promoted? 

A: We had cut that lead down from 16 

points to 7 with a game in hand. If you 

look at the form guide six games 

previous to it being cancelled, Worthing 
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were 15th and we were in 1st. So, you 

make your own mind up, and it is all ifs, 

buts and maybes. I am proud of not just 

the players but the whole club. I felt 

everyone stepped up and that’s the 

reason I joined Cray Wanderers all those 

years ago when I was at VCD and we 

went up to the Premier. Staying up was 

the aim. When I went up with Cray the 

club gave us an opportunity and that – as 

a manager – is all you want.  

Q: You’ve been with Cray Wanderers 

for over 250 games now. Where do you 

think you can take this Cray side? 

A: Honestly, I don’t know. We started the 

season late; we played a few games and 

then went back into lockdown. We are 

going to go back at some point and then 

it will be a mad rush to try and finish the 

season off and playing 3 games a week 

for the next 4-5 months. So, it’s just a 

normal season.  

It will come down to who gets lucky with 

injuries or who has the biggest pool of 

players to pick from. Training nights will 

be a rarity as players will need to rest 

and you will not be able to do a decent 

session, so that takes away a lot of what 

we do, so it’s a real hard call. We will 

just have to do the best we can whatever 

it gets thrown at us.  

Q: You lost to Canvey Island in the 4th 

qualifying round this year, but that 

equals your best FA Cup performance 

in the history of the club. How proud 

were you to get to that stage, and at 

the same time was there a sense of 

disappointment at missing out in the 

1st round? 

A: Mixed emotions really. The boys did 

brilliantly to get that far, but with the 

greatest respect to Canvey Island we 

know we should have beaten them and 

that it was an opportunity missed. Credit 

to Canvey Island and I wish them all the 

best with their campaign.  

 

Figure 6 Tony Russell gives a thumbs up to a fan (PHOTO 
CREDIT - Jon Hilliger, HilligerPix.com) 

Q: You recently broke the record for 

the best FA Trophy performance in the 

history of the club, getting into the 

first round of the competition 

surpassing your joint best 

performance in 2017-18. How proud 

are you of that achievement, and how 

much does that show how well your 

side has come on leaps and bounds 

under your management? 

A: Since we have been at the club, we 

have broken a lot of club records. 

Obviously, winning the league for the 

first time in their history at that level of 

football, scoring the most goals in an 

Isthmian Season, as well as getting the 

most points in an Isthmian Season, as 

well as taking them to their highest ever 

league place in their history. Equalling 

the 2 FA Competitions and we have a 

real opportunity against Uxbridge to 

break new ground in the FA Trophy and 

we are really keen to do just that. If we 

win our games in hands, we go three 

points off top, and so it has been a solid 

start for everybody. We just need to 

make sure we hit the ground running 

when the restart happens. 

Q: For anybody that hasn’t watched 

your side before, how would you 

describe them? 

A: A team fully committed to controlling 

the football, a team that scores lots of 

goals, playing expansive football and 

taking a backwards step for no one. We 
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are an honest group of players that work 

extremely hard with the ball and are 

calm with it.  

Q: Who would you say is the best 

player you have managed? 

A: In terms of natural ability, Michael 

Power – aka Shaggy. I first saw him when 

I was a player at Thamesmead and he 

was first coming through the youth team. 

I took him under my wing. I used to take 

him to football and bring him home as he 

was a shy lad back then. I honestly think, 

hand on heart, that if I was to work with a 

20-year-old Shaggy now I think he would 

go on to at a good professional level. He 

had everything back then; 6ft 3in, quick, 

2-footed, feet like a ballerina and strong. 

He just needed a bit of coaching and a 

manager to let his personality out more. 

People who knew him form 25+ onwards 

would’ve seen a confident and loud 

player, hence why people see he got 

better as he got older as all that 

personality was coming out as he got 

older.  

 

Figure 7 Tony Russell (centre) finding his inner Bielsa as 
he sits with his coaching staff and son Henderson before 
a game (PHOTO CREDIT - Jon Hilliger, HilligerPix.com) 

Q: For anybody that may not have 

watched your side would have almost 

certainly have heard of Joe Taylor, 

one of the best strikers in non-league. 

Just how good is he and how much of a 

pleasure is it being able to work with 

a player like that? 

A: I’m not sure it’s a case of how far he 

can go, as I have no doubt he can play in 

the National League. Most National 

League sides are full-time. Joe has a 

young family and a job so I am not sure if 

he could afford to go full-time. He had 

opportunities in the summer to go to 

various league sides and we had a chat 

about it and he agreed to give it a week 

to explore all options and at the end of it 

he decided it wasn’t for him at the 

moment. I honestly believe Joe believes 

in what we are doing at Cray Wanderers 

and Joe has bought into that and is keen 

to be a part of it going forward.  

Q: If you could manage any player in 

world football, who would it be and 

why? 

A: Ravel Morrison. I like going into 

projects that are under-achieving and 

then working with them to achieve. 

You’ve only got to look at Erith Town, 

VCD and Cray as examples. In your last 

question you asked about how good Joe 

Taylor was and how far he could go. This 

is the same Joe Taylor we got off Margate 

who was rotting on the bench kicking his 

heels in the Isthmian Premier. The same 

with Rhys Murrell-Williamson, the same 

with Mitchell Nelson, the same with Jay 

Leader; the list goes on. I like working 

with people or projects that are under-

achieving and then give them a platform 

and freedom to perform. Ravel Morrison 

is a talent who is just jumping from club 

to club doing nothing, and I would like to 

work with him.  

We’d like to give a huge thanks for Tony 

getting involved with us in our first 

edition of the magazine, and wish him 

and Cray Wanderers all the best for the 

season ahead, in whatever form that may 

be.  

We’d also like to thank Jon Hilliger for 

supplying us with the photos. Follow him 

on twitter (@HilligerPix) and check out 

his website (www.HilligerPix.com) if you 

haven’t already.  

 

http://www.hilligerpix.com/


P a g e  | 10 

 

Once again, we find ourselves with a 

truly captivating Championship season.  

Last year’s Premier League bottom side 

Norwich City currently find themselves 

at the top of the perch – with fellow 

relegated side AFC Bournemouth not too 

far behind – and Watford sit in and 

around the play-offs despite having 

already played the latest round of 

‘Managerial Roulette’ having dispensed 

of stern-faced Vladimir Ivic.  

Last year’s losing play-off sides Swansea 

City and Brentford have made strong 

starts to the campaign, with Cardiff City 

perhaps not hitting their groove of yet as 

they sit in mid-table.  

The three teams promoted from League 

One sit in the bottom-half of the table, 

with Coventry City the happier of the 

three as they seemed to have adjusted 

better to life in the second tier. The 

Millers and The Chairboys both have 

work to do as they sit in the relegation 

zone at present.  

Elsewhere, experienced manager 

Michael O’Neill and Neil Warnock have 

got their respective teams performing 

well – with both in with a realistic shot at 

getting into the play-offs – while there 

will be some serious head-shaking in the 

Birmingham City camp as they have 

struggled to get going under Aitor 

Karanka.  

 

 

 

Norwich City have adjusted well to life 

back in the Championship, with Daniel 

Farke doing admirably so far in the way 

that he has been able to galvanise and 

rejuvenate this Canaries side from last 

year. Relatively the same squad look a 

complete contrast to that which were 

relegated from the top flight at a 

whimper last year. Keeping hold of the 

enviable talent they have at their 

disposal has no doubt helped, as they 

are showing similar characteristics to 

that which they relied upon when they 

were last promoted under the German. 

They have coped brilliantly with the glut 

of injuries they had, currently sitting top 

of the pile, and you still feel there is 

more to come from the Canaries as the 

season goes on.  

AFC Bournemouth have also 

responded well to their relegation last 

year, and Jason Tindall has similarly 

shown good qualities to breathe new life 

into this Cherries squad which is in effect 

unchanged from last year. The flexibility 

in system and the rotation of a wealth of 

attacking options has seen them 

recapture the attacking vigour that we 

were privy to last time they were in the 

Championship, and defensively they 

have looked a great deal more difficult 

to break down. They have also been 

blessed with an array of quality players 

at this level, and they look well-placed to 

mount a charge for promotion this time 

around.  

Swansea City impressed last year in 

Steve Cooper’s first season, and they 

have once again made a fast start this 

CANARIES FLYING HIGH, HORNETS 

PUSH THE BUTTON AND TERRIES 

IMPRESSING UNDER CORBERAN  
Sky Bet Championship Review So Far 
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time around. Key to the Swans’ fine start 

to the campaign has been their 

defensive resolve, conceding the fewest 

goals in the league thus far and Cooper’s 

side has shown their ability to grind out 

key results, and that will stand them in 

good stead as they approach the 

second-half of the campaign. He has 

once again showed his willingness to 

give youngsters a chance, and this has 

allowed them to cope with some 

defensive injuries, and they have 

certainly started as they mean to go on. 

Brentford have also made a good start 

after suffering play-off heartbreak last 

term, and responded well to their slow 

start to the season by being impressive 

of late, including a late win over fellow 

promotion-contenders AFC 

Bournemouth of late. Thomas Frank has 

showed all of his qualities to be able to 

manage this hugely-talented and young 

Bees squad, as well as being able to 

cope after the loss of key players 

Watkins and Benrahma during the 

summer. Their start perhaps reflected 

this, but Toney has found his feet and 

their attacking form – and their form in 

general – has picked up most recently as 

they have put themselves back in the 

mix.  

After their blistering start, Royals 

manager Veljko Paunovic has also 

demonstrated his managerial resolve to 

steady the ship after they lost their way 

slightly, and their good run or form in 

the league lately has seen them cement a 

place in the play-offs at present. 

Paunovic has some work to do to keep 

the Royals defensively sound, as they 

have gone from being the best side 

defensively in the opening exchanges to 

one of the leakiest of late, and so if he is 

able to sharpen up this defensive 

showing then they certainly have the 

attacking qualities to be able to compete 

at the top end come the end of the 

season.  

Watford’s start to the season has 

certainly not been the free-flowing and 

attacking beast that we perhaps 

expected from this hugely talented 

Hornets squad, and their slightly more 

cautious and conservative approach 

under Vladimir Ivic cost the manager his 

job despite being in the play-offs, with 

Ivic given the boot and Xisco Munoz 

appointed as the new manager. They still 

sit in the play-offs, albeit hold on to the 

last place by their fingertips in what is 

becoming a congested top-end to the 

Championship table, and with the quality 

and wealth of options that Munoz has at 

his disposal and the usual raft of new 

signings to come through the door, it will 

be interesting to see how they fare in the 

second-half of the campaign.  

 

Figure 8 Watmore celebrates with his Boro team mates 
after scoring a brace to secure three points in a home 
victory over Millwall 

Middlesbrough have shown vast 

improvements already this year from the 

last, with Neil Warnock managing to 

make his side much tougher to break 

down and this defensive solidity that we 

have seen and, in some ways, become 

trademark of a Warnock team has been 

central to their good start, sitting just 

outside the play-offs at the moment. The 

often much-used criticism of Warnock’s 

sides not being as good going forward 

has not been the case thus far, with the 

form of Chuba Akpom and the 

introduction of Duncan Watmore has 

done wonders for their form, and they 

look a much more threatening outfit 

going forward than I expected. This will 
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be a welcome sight for Warnock as they 

battle for the play-offs.  

Stoke City have also showed marked 

improvement this year as Michael 

O’Neill continues to put his stamp on this 

Potter side, and they have looked like 

the hard-working and intelligent side 

that has become characteristic under 

O’Neill with the Northern Ireland team. 

Their more conservative style of play has 

at times shown them pull up slightly 

short, but the way that O’Neill has been 

able to maintain a push for the play-offs – 

especially with losing the services of the 

injured Tyrese Campbell – and the 

battling spirit that has been on show will 

certainly stand them in good stead. The 

additions of Matondo and Clarke will 

also help them battle for promotion. 

Barnsley were given a slight hurdle at 

the start of the campaign as they lost 

Austrian Gerhard Struber to the MLS, but 

he is now a distant memory for The 

Tykes as there is a new man in town, with 

Valerien Ismael already winning many 

admirers for the start he has made in 

Yorkshire. He has slightly strayed away 

from the free-flowing football that we 

saw under Struber and adopted a more 

direct build-up play, but that has not 

seen any drop off in results as they have 

actually gone from strength-to-strength. 

Ismael has seen them move to within just 

three points of the play-offs. Given their 

defensive record so far, this 

achievement is all the more plausible, 

and the way he has been able to get the 

best out of these young players at 

Barnsley and get results in the process 

certainly gives Tykes fans cause for 

optimism heading into the second-half of 

the campaign.  

Bristol City have managed to keep 

themselves in and around the play-offs, 

just three points off Middlesbrough. 

Despite their fast start to the campaign 

under Dean Holden, they have slightly 

waned since and their form has seen a 

drop-off, however the way that the 

Robins have managed to keep 

themselves in touching distance of the 

play-off will be a pleasing sight for 

Holden and give him the confidence 

they can still be in with a chance of 

pushing for promotion.  

 

Figure 9 Forward Adam Armstrong has once again been 
in fine goal-scoring form so far this season 

Blackburn Rovers have once again 

dazzled at times this season with their 

array of attacking options, with Adam 

Armstrong again amongst the goals and 

playing as big a part as ever in this 

Rovers side. They have at times failed to 

have the consistency to be able to put 

together a run of games to really make a 

push for the play-offs, as has been 

evident in previous seasons, and with 

Bradley Dack now back fit and back 

amongst the goals, Mowbray will be 

hoping that his side can find some 

consistency heading into the second-half 

of the campaign, as they sit just five 

points outside the play-offs. 

Preston North End are another side that 

have impressed at times this season, and 

yet at others have failed to turn up, and 

this has once again seen them sit in mid-

table as they continue to fall just short of 

getting the play-off push that this squad 

deserves with the talent it has in it. 

Scoring goals has not been the problem 

this year, instead their inability to stop 

them from going in their own net, and so 

Alex Neil will want to see a bit more 

defensive resolve if they are to push 

forward.  
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Huddersfield Town are one side that 

have impressed as somewhat underdogs 

this year in my opinion, as 

inexperienced manager Carlos 

Corberan was a relative unknown and 

untrodden path when he was appointed 

as the successor for Danny Cowley 

during the summer, but the Spaniard has 

certainly improved this Terriers team. 

Last year, the constant criticism of them 

was their toothless nature going forward, 

but the free-flowing and possession-

based football that Corberan is trying to 

instil in this side is beginning to come to 

the fore and improve as the season goes 

on, and the young side that he has at his 

disposal are certainly improving and 

making good strides week on week.  

Luton Town are another side in my 

opinion that fall into the inconsistent 

category, as they have been brilliant at 

times with the way Nathan Jones sets 

them up to be brave on the ball and 

aggressive in the way they assert 

themselves on the games, and yet in 

others they have looked short and thus 

have after a good start reversed to a 

lower mid-table position at the moment. 

Nathan Jones will be looking for his side 

to find more of a ruthless nature about 

them going forward, as despite the 

quality in their side – and the services of 

James Collins up front – they still look 

poor in the final third, with only 20 goals 

so far being the eighth lowest figure in 

the division. If they can find this, their 

results may see an upturn. 

Cardiff City have certainly not kicked 

on from their play-off finish last year, and 

while they responded well to a slow 

start, their form has once again 

plateaued to a more inconsistent feel 

about it, and the loss of Kieffer Moore 

has certainly not helped in their bid to 

push towards the play-offs. As such, 

Harris deserves credit for the way that 

he has still been able to get his side 

dangerous going forward, although the 

introduction of Harry Wilson into this 

already-talented side has certainly 

helped in that department.  

Coventry City finished top of League 

One last year, and are once again the 

best of the promoted sides so far this 

year, having adapted better to life in the 

Championship. They sit seven points 

above the drop zone, and Mark Robins 

has already showed so far that his young 

and fairly inexperienced side – certainly 

at this level – has what it takes to be 

competitive in this division and has the 

attacking quality to finish games off. The 

way that they have also been able to 

cope without the services of Marko 

Marosi due to injury has provided 

indication of their defensive solidity.  

Millwall have on the basis of the bare 

facts not really been that far away from 

last year, with The Lions still strong 

defensively and poor going forward, but 

the problem for Gary Rowett’s side so far 

has been their inability to grind out 

results in the same way that they did last 

year. That will be a worry for Rowett, as 

they aren’t showing the signs that there 

is going to be any major improvement I 

that department any time soon. If they 

are able to capture some good form in 

front of goal, then Rowett’s side still has 

the ability in my opinion to push for the 

play-offs given their defensive side.  

Birmingham City have certainly failed 

to get going so far this year under 

manager Aitor Karanka, with the Blues 

not only struggling to find their fluency 

going forward, but are also looking 

threadbare at the back. Karanka has 

seen a number of players through the 

door since he arrived, with a number of 

talented midfielders. However, Karanka 

is yet to have be able to find a consistent 

selection and while he may have good 

technicians in the likes of San Jose, 

Sanchez and Halilovic, the forwards have 

not offered any end product for their 

endeavours, and as such they find 
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themselves in the situation they are at 

the moment. Karanka is going to have to 

draw on all the experience he gained 

during his time at Middlesbrough, and 

also try to get the experienced 

professionals they have in this squad – 

with the likes of Clayton and Friend – to 

really come to the fore.  

Nottingham Forest is another team that 

have not made the starting they would 

have been hoping for after pre-season 

promise, with the raft of new signings 

through the door at The County Ground 

not gelling at all yet. Sabri Lamouchi 

departed not long after the start, and the 

arrival of an experienced manager in 

Chris Hughton has at least brought a bit 

of positivity to the camp, with five games 

unbeaten in the league. It seems as if 

Hughton is starting to find a bit more 

consistency in his team, and I feel that as 

he continues to find the aces in his pack 

they will continue to improve as the 

season goes on.  

Queens Park Rangers made a fast start 

last year and that ended up proving to 

be their saving grace as they escaped 

relegation, but they have had no such 

luxury this year as they have struggled 

from the outset, understandable given 

the loss of key player Eze. Dykes and 

Bonne have gone some way to helping 

the cause, but the key problem so far has 

been the defensive record for Mark 

Warburton and his side, with only four 

sides conceding more than The Hoops so 

far. However, the slight upturn in form of 

late with just one defeat in five will allow 

Warburton to sit a little happier, and the 

arrival of Charlie Austin will no doubt 

ease his fears for now. If Austin can 

continue from his goal against Luton, 

QPR will likely avoid relegation.  

Sheffield Wednesday was dealt the 

blow of having to start with a points 

deduction, although their start to the 

campaign did little to give them hope 

that they were going to overcome this 

and as such Garry Monk was given the 

boot. In came Tony Pulis in the hope that 

the experienced manager’s knowhow 

and nous would get them going, but he 

also failed to get the Owls spreading 

their wings as they remained in the drop 

zone and struggling, and this lead 

Dejphon Chansiri to make his second 

dismissal of the campaign. And, looking 

back in hindsight now, that seems to 

have been an inspired decision as four 

games unbeaten – with three wins in that 

period – seeing the move out of the drop 

zone, although still with work to do.  

Derby County’s season has certainly 

been a tale of two halves so far. With 

Rooney once again donning his boots in 

the midfield of the Rams midfield, they 

struggled by making a poor start to the 

campaign, and that run of form saw 

Phillipe Cocu given his marching orders. 

However, with Rooney taking over from 

Cocu at the helm, their form has seen a 

major upturn under him, and they now 

look in a much better position to be 

competitive in this division.  

Rotherham United have dropped their 

form off most recently in the league, with 

a slightly inconsistent start that saw them 

showing good battling qualities and at 

times some impressive performances 

being followed by a poor run of fixtures 

of late, and a glut of postponements due 

to COVID has seen them full below the 

pack, playing less games than those 

around them. With games in hand, they 

may well move themselves out of the 

drop zone heading into the second-half 

of the campaign and give manager Paul 

Warne cause for optimism. 

Finally, Wycombe Wanderers have 

struggled so far in adjusting to life in the 

Championship for the first time in their 

history. With goals in short supply, their 

poor defensive record so far has 

compounded the problems, and they 

have work to do this half of the 

campaign. 
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Swansea City have the best defensive 

record so far this year, and Woodman 

has once again proved a reliable pair of 

hands in net, with 13 clean sheets to his 

name already so far this year. Marc 

Guehi has also been another key part of 

the Swans backline, also with 13 clean 

sheets so far, and is another that has 

continued to flourish under the 

management of Steve Cooper in his 

second loan spell.  

Grant Hanley has been central to the 

Canaries defensive efforts, and his 

return to the team has brought about vast 

improvements from last term. Paddy 

McNair impressed towards the later-half 

of last season under Neil Warnock, and 

he has once again impressed so far this 

time around, contributing to their much-

improved defensive showing, getting 9 

clean sheets to his name so far. 

Emi Buendia has picked up where he left 

off last time he was in the Championship, 

with 7 goals and 6 assists so far and his 

Player of the Month award shows his 

return to form. David Brooks has also 

shined for the Cherries, with 3 goals and 

5 assists, and has been the key source of 

creativity for Jason Tindall’s side. 

Mbuemo has taken on the mantle from 

Benrahma and Watkins this year, with 3 

goals and 6 assists as he has progressed 

nicely from last year. 

Blackburn Rovers may have been 

slightly inconsistent, but Armstrong has 

impressed throughout, with 16 goals so 

far to see him top the charts alongside 

Bees forward Ivan Toney. The former 

Posh forward has adapted well to the 

Championship, and spearheaded the 

Bees’ attacking exploits so far. Lucas 

Joao is the final name on this list, with his 

13 goals key to Reading’s fine start.  
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League One continues to be as hard-

fought as ever, with the top-half of the 

table particularly proving to be a 

captivating watch. There remains a huge 

handful of sides that will be confident 

they can be competing for promotion 

come the end of the season, and so the 

second-half certainly promises to keep 

us entertained. 

Lincoln City have certainly started the 

season well under Michael Appleton, 

and definitely surpassing my 

expectations. I thought the loss of some 

experienced faces would be at their 

detriment, but as it has turned out it has 

worked in their favour, with the young, 

exciting squad they have at Sincil Bank 

playing some lovely stuff so far and sit 

top of the table. The Imps are a marked 

improvement in front of goal, and they 

have also been far strong defensively 

too, bolstered by the addition of ‘safe 

hands’ Alex Palmer and a shrewd piece 

of business in Lewis Montsma. They had 

a slight wobble of sorts after their 

blistering start, but their return has seen 

them climb to the summit, and with some 

of the attacking displays they have put 

on, they will be confident they can stay 

there.  

Manager Grant McCann came into this 

season with a huge pressure on his 

shoulders after leading them to 

relegation last term, and although he 

hasn’t won over the Hull City crowd, 

their start has brought back some much-

needed optimism. There have been 

major improvements at both ends of the 

pitch, and given that this is relatively the 

same squad as which was relegated last 

year, huge credit has to go to McCann 

for the way he has been able to get The 

Tigers roaring again somewhat. The 

League One promotion race is going to 

be tight all the way, and so if they can 

avoid a poor run of form like they had 

the last month or so, they may stand a 

chance of being in the mix come the 

end.  

Portsmouth have responded well to 

their play-off defeat last year, turning 

around an underwhelming start to be 

competitive at the top once again. While 

they don’t lead the table, they are 

second in the scoring charts and 

conceded the fewest goals in the 

division, and so there are certainly good 

signs for Pompey. The improvement in 

the final third will be a particularly 

welcome sight for Kenny Jackett, and this 

much-levelled criticism of his side last 

year seems to have gone away slightly 

this. On the face of it, they seem to be 

performing at both ends, and so it will 

just be about finding that consistency 

week in week out heading into the 

second-half of the campaign. 

Doncaster Rovers have continued to 

build steadily under the tenure of Darren 

Moore, as they sit in the play-offs at 

present. Last year, they impressed at 

times, and then in others were below-

par, and that slight inconsistency saw 

them finish outside the play-offs. 

However, it looks as if Moore’s side have 

been able to find more of that so far this 

year. Offensively, they have been 

impressive to say the least, the joint-

APPLETON IMPRESSING, COLEMAN 

GETTING TUNE OUT OF STANLEY AND 

WORK TO DO FOR HASSELBAINK 
Sky Bet League One Review So Far 
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second highest scorers in the division so 

far. The recruitment has been very good 

from Darren Moore, and he has a young, 

exciting side on his hands. Given his 

coaching background, they will no 

doubt continue to improve as the season 

goes on and flourish under his 

management. Losing Whiteman will be a 

blow, but if they can cope with that, can 

continue playing in the same vein and 

keep hold of the rest of their fine array of 

attacking talent, they will no doubt be 

competing for promotion come the end 

of the campaign. 

Accrington Stanley – just how good are 

this side! John Coleman continues to 

impress with the work that he does in 

charge. I saw an article last week saying 

that they are a team of “no superstars”, 

and that mantle of just being a solid side 

that goes about their business has really 

worked wonders so far. Last year, they 

were good going forward, but just 

lacked the defensive resolve and 

consistency to be challenging, and they 

have certainly tightened up at the back 

this year. Defensively, they have been 

superb, with only Sunderland and 

Portsmouth conceding fewer thus far, 

and the way that Coleman is able to get 

so much out of this set of players is so 

impressive; the way that Bishop and 

Charles gone from non-league starlets to 

impressive League One players is 

testament to this. It will be so intriguing 

to see how they far towards the later 

stages of the season, and whether they 

can maintain their promise and translate 

that into a play-off place at minimum.  

Peterborough United have continued to 

build under manager Darren Ferguson 

this year, and they have coped well with 

the loss of prolific marksmen Ivan Toney. 

Offensively, they have once again 

impressed us with their free-flowing, 

attacking football that we have come to 

expect as standard from this Posh side 

under Ferguson. Ferguson has put 

together a young side, and so at times 

they have just lacked the consistency to 

make a real assent for the top spots, but 

nevertheless they are in a good position 

and if they can continue to attack in the 

same vein as they have done so far while 

remaining defensively-sound, they will 

stand a chance of avenging the 

heartbreak of last year.  

Lee Bowyer has made no secret of the 

challenges that his Addicks side face 

this year, and the difficulties of being 

expected to bounce straight back to the 

second tier, and that has been evident. 

At times, they have looked a real force, 

with the team going on a run of form 

whereby defensively they were superb, 

however that has waned in recent weeks 

and seen them slip out of the play-offs. 

That has proved to be the deciding 

factor between them being able to push 

into the play-offs and teetering on the 

outskirts, as despite the criticisms from 

Bowyer as to their quality in front of goal, 

they have scored the most goals; no 

doubt the addition of Schwartz will help 

them be even more threatening in the 

final third. If the Addicks are able to 

regain their defensive solidity, then they 

do have the quality to grind out wins. 

 

Figure 10 Jonson Clarke-Harris is the top scorer in the 
division at present, and has proved a good replacement 
for Ivan Toney 

Ipswich Town are another side that 

came into this campaign with 

expectation firmly on their shoulders, 

and another that have perhaps been 

below-par overall so far. They made a 

fast start to the campaign, and it was 
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looking as if perhaps this may be their 

year to be in the mix. However, injuries 

to key players since then has halted their 

progress somewhat, and the latest 

instalment of COVID postponements has 

certainly not helped matters either. 

Nevertheless though, the fact that they 

have kept themselves in and around the 

play-offs will now give them the 

opportunity and confidence they can 

kick on in the second-half of this 

campaign with key players returning 

from injuries. However, they are going 

to have to find something extra, as their 

performances have not been all that 

positive, and there is certainly a 

negativity still around the club and 

manager Paul Lambert.  

Crewe Alexandra continue to make 

huge strides under the management of 

David Artell. They were promoted last 

year in what was a coming-of-age for this 

youthful Alex side, and that fine crop of 

young talent has continued to improve 

so far this season. They made a slightly 

hesitant start as they adjusted to life in 

League One, but their form since has 

been good and they sit on the outskirts 

of the play-offs at present. They are 

unbeaten in six in the league, and in the 

same way that they got better as the 

season went on last year, they continue 

to gain more and more confidence as 

every week goes by. There is certainly 

no let-up in their attacking qualities, and 

if they are able to keep hold of the mass 

of young players they have in their side, 

they may well have a positive finish just 

round the corner.  

Fleetwood Town have by no means 

been the sort of impressive outfit that 

they were last year, sitting outside the 

play-offs at the moment, but they hardly 

find themselves miles off the pace, only a 

couple of points outside the play-offs. 

Regardless, this has seen manager Joey 

Barton dismissed from his role with the 

ownership sighting the need to go “in a 

different direction”, and they will 

certainly be hoping that this direction is 

up. On the face of it, they have been 

good at both ends of the pitch, but they 

just have not found the consistency to be 

able to ensure they are in the mix, with a 

couple of poor results against opposition 

that they should be beating, and they 

will be looking to shut out these errors as 

they go into the second-half of the 

campaign, as this squad definitely has 

enough quality in my opinion to maintain 

a push for the play-offs.  

Sunderland are another who are 

perhaps slightly below where their 

squad is capable of, and another who 

has decided to go for a change in 

manager during this season already. 

While the start wasn’t horrendous, such 

is the high expectation at the Stadium of 

Light that Phil Parkinson was 

relinquished from his role, with former 

Robin Lee Johnson taking his place. 

Defensively, there are certainly no 

questions as to their qualities, as they 

have one of the best defensive records 

in the division, but they have just been 

that little bit short in the attacking 

department. If they are to find more 

consistency in that area, then no doubt 

they will stand a chance come the end of 

the season.  

 

Figure 11 Oxford United have been in fine attacking form 
so far 

Oxford United will be far happier with 

where they are given their poor start to 

the campaign, with Karl Robinson 

showing his resolve and qualities as a 
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manager to turn around their faltering 

opening to the season and put together 

an impressive run of form of late in the 

league, with four straight wins and 

unbeaten in their last five. The loss of 

Rob Dickie certainly had an impact at the 

start, and with Robinson seemingly 

managed to have found a balance at the 

back now, their attacking qualities – 

which were still evident at the start – 

have begun to translate into points and 

wins. They are only five points outside 

the play-offs, and considering the head 

of steam they seemed to have built up, 

they will be confident that they can push 

forward and replicate a play-off finish 

like last season. 

Blackpool are another side who have 

seemingly turned around their fortunes 

after an underwhelming start, and this in 

my opinion has something to do with a 

“bedding in” period, and the fact that 

manager Neil Critchley had so many 

new players through the door in such a 

brief period of time. As the season has 

gone on, it looks as if they have been 

able to find more consistency in their 

team selection, and this has paid 

dividends. However, the key concern for 

Critchley will be the attacking record, as 

despite the attacking quality they have in 

their side and how complimentary I was 

of them when I watched them in pre-

season, they have looked poor in front of 

goal thus far, with only Northampton 

Town scoring fewer goals in the league. 

Critchley will be hoping that his 

attacking contingent find their shooting 

boots in the second-half.  

Gillingham have had a topsy turvy and 

inconsistent start to say the least. They 

made a good start, then went on a poor 

run, then made up for it by going on 

another good run of form and since then 

have reclined into mid-table 

inconsistency. Admittedly, I expected 

that the Gills would not have it all their 

own way this year and would struggle at 

times, as Steve Evans had to do a major 

rebuild during the summer, and 

unfortunately that is translating into their 

results and consistency in performance. 

They are another team that will be 

hoping that they can improve in front of 

goal, as their lack of goals has 

contributed to their failings thus far. 

Defensively, they have been quite poor 

and given away some really soft goals, 

and this combination of lack of quality at 

both ends has overshadowed moments 

of promise into a season which has 

underwhelmed. 

Plymouth Argyle have also been 

inconsistent so far, and they too have 

slipped down the table after making a 

good start to the season. The Pilgrims 

impressed last year as they were 

promoted from League Two, and their 

start – teetering on the edge of the play-

offs – suggested that perhaps they could 

be set for another season pushing near 

the top. However, defensive frailties and 

shoe-horning players into some square 

holes – notably Edwards at right-back – 

has seen them struggle for consistency, 

although they have been far from shy in 

front of goal – anyone with Luke Jephcott 

in their side is bound to be in with a 

chance of being a threat going forward. 

If Argyle are able to find their defensive 

solidity that perhaps they were finding at 

the start, they may well get results that 

their attacking qualities deserve.  

MK Dons, I feel, will be pleased with the 

start that they have made. While they 

haven’t been overly enthralling, there 

have been some good performances in 

there and they certainly don’t look out of 

games. Their attacking and defensive 

records thus far have them fairly in the 

middle of the pack, and that – barring 

slight inconsistencies – is where they 

find themselves. I feel that manager 

Russell Martin has done a good job so 

far, and I have talked on a number of 

occasions how they responded to losing 
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Healey and it will be interesting to see 

how their form fares after now losing 

Morris. Nevertheless, they have shown 

promise at times and will be looking for 

a bit more consistency if they are to push 

forward rather than be drawn into a 

relegation battle.  

Well, there is a definitely a different 

outlook about Shrewsbury Town. They 

looked underwhelming and toothless 

under Sam Ricketts, but there is a 

ruthless edge to The Shrews now under 

new manager Steve Cotterill. They have 

still not shown vast improvements in 

front of goal, but instead have taken 

advantage of playing under a better 

tactically-minded boss to be able to find 

a way to win games and shut up shop at 

the other end of the pitch, with 1-goal 

wins against Blackpool, Doncaster 

Rovers, Lincoln City and Hull City. 

Nevertheless, they have shown a marked 

improvement since Cotterill was 

appointed, and I for one am excited to 

see how they fare going forward under 

him. 

Bristol Rovers also decided a change of 

manager was needed after a below-par 

start to the campaign, with Paul Tisdale 

replacing Ben Garner. While they have 

been far from stern in defence, the 

attacking quality has been central to 

their shortcomings thus far, with only 

Northampton Town scoring fewer. The 

Gas still have a fairly young side, and so 

Tisdale – who has a record of working 

with and developing young players 

during his time in charge of the Grecians 

– will be excited for how he can get the 

best out of this side. Their form has not 

exactly seen a marked upturn since his 

arrival, and they still have work to do.  

Northampton Town have battled 

bravely so far after promotion through 

the play-offs last term, with the Cobblers 

sitting outside of the relegation zone at 

present. Keith Curle will be aware of the 

work that he still needs to do to ensure 

they don’t go down, notably bring about 

improvements in their offensive play, as 

they are the lowest scorers in the 

division at present. Admittedly, the 

faster turnaround in the season than 

usual did not help matters as he 

attempted to find ample replacements 

for key defenders Turnbull and Goode 

which they lost in the summer, and this 

has reflected in their poor defensive 

numbers. Given the expectations of 

them, their start is perhaps not all that 

bad, but they need to keep pushing in 

the second-half of the campaign. 

AFC Wimbledon made a good start to 

the season, but that has certainly a 

distant memory now as their poor run of 

form since sees them now sitting in the 

relegation zone. This is another young 

side who have struggled to maintain that 

sort of consistency they need to be 

competitive near the top end, or at least 

away from trouble near the bottom, as 

offensively they have had good moments 

and the goal-scoring exploits of Joe 

Piggott is key to this. No wins in their last 

five in the league will not be good 

reading for manager Glyn Hodges, and 

he will be hoping that his side can regain 

their confidence from the opening 

exchanges of the season in the not-too-

distant future, otherwise they may be in 

a for long second-half of the season. 

 

Figure 12 Joe Piggott has been the standout performer 
for AFC Wimbledon so far this season 

Rochdale have again struggled under 

Brian Barry-Murphy, sitting just outside 

relegation zone at present. Despite 
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having a number of experienced 

players, they are mainly relying on a 

crop of younger players, and this has 

sold them short at times. Defensively, 

they have not been good, and that will 

be work that Brian Barry-Murphy needs 

to do in the second-half of the campaign 

in making them much harder to beat. 

However, the slim ray of comfort for him 

will be the battling spirit they have 

shown at times – their comeback point 

against Crewe Alexandra a fine example 

– and the fact that for a side lacking a 

prolific centre-forward they have looked 

good going forward too. He will want his 

side to be a bit more streetwise and try 

and make themselves harder to break 

down. 

What a difference a couple of months 

makes. The Robins came into this year as 

the title-winners and full of optimism as 

to what they could achieve under Richie 

Wellens, but with a number of key 

players from last year exiting the club, 

the departure of Wellens compounded 

their problems. As such, it is a very 

different Swindon Town that we see this 

year. Considering who they have lost, 

perhaps their attacking record is still not 

that bad, but their defensive record has 

left a lot to be desired, and under a 

manager in John Sheridan who is not the 

most adventurous of coaches, they 

haven’t the defensive resolve to see out 

games when they perhaps lack the 

mentality to go and win it. Sheridan’s 

appointment has certainly not brought 

about an upturn in their form, although 

he will be hoping that the recall of a 

player in Scott Twine may be able to 

invigorate their attacking fortunes.  

Wigan Athletic – they certainly haven’t 

been dealt a great hand, have they? 

Cook left, so did almost all of their senior 

professionals – and some very good 

ones at that – and the responsibilities 

have been left to the crop of young talent 

they have at their disposal. To their 

credit, they have battled well so far, and 

so I have so much admiration for the way 

that this youthful side are approaching 

games and still exuding the confidence 

to go out and try to play. Huge credit has 

to go to Leam Richardson too – what a 

coach he is. Nevertheless, they are in a 

poor position, and although their form 

has improved slightly of late in the 

league, they are going to have to keep 

battling to their upmost if they are going 

to drag themselves out of the drop zone 

come the end.  

It has certainly not been a pleasant 

experience so far for Brewers fans, as 

Burton Albion sit bottom of the pile and 

having returned to an old tried and 

trusted boss in Jimmy Floyd 

Hasselbaink. Jake Buxton took over in 

the summer, but it was evident that the 

team was not performing under him and 

there were no real signs of 

improvement. In particular, their 

defensive displays under him left a lot to 

be desired, and the nature in which 

some of the goals were conceded would 

have been troubling viewing for the 

Brewers faithful. They have now 

dispensed of him, and in comes 

Hasselbaink in a much different situation 

to that which he took over last time. 

Despite only five points behind, the fact 

they’ve played a couple more games 

than those around them dictates that they 

could potentially mean they have more 

work to do. Their win against Gillingham 

would have been a welcome sight for 

Hasselbaink, and he will need more of 

those if they are to avoid relegation.  
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Alex Palmer impressed last year for 

Argyle as they were promoted, and has 

again proved a top keeper at this level, 

with his 10 clean sheets so far 

contributing well to their improved 

defensive record under Appleton this 

term. Fellow Imp Lewis Monstma has 

also proved a fine addition from abroad, 

a key part of the Imps backline and 

while he has also kept 10 clean sheets, 

he has popped up with 4 goals too, as he 

looks a quality, all-round defender. 

Stanley have also been strong at the 

back, with Mark Hughes central to this. 

Despite 3 fewer games than the Imps, he 

already 9 clean sheets to his name, and 

epitomises how well players improve 

under Coleman. Raggett continues to 

improve, meanwhile, under Jackett, with 

Pompey having the best defence so far, 

with the Canaries loanee central to this 

with 8 clean sheets to his name. 

Matty Lund and Callum Camps have 

been standout performers in their sides, 

with 17 goals between the two so far, and 

Lund’s exploits have been particularly 

vital to a struggling Dale outfit. Grant 

and Honeyman, meanwhile, have been 

key for two of the division’s fastest 

starters so far, with Grant registering 7 

goals and 4 assists already to bolster the 

Imps’ attacking exploits. Honeyman is 

the leading assister in the division with 8 

already. Sims has also impressed for 

Doncaster Rovers, with 6 assists and a 

goal helping them to a place in the play-

offs at present. 

Clarke-Harris also provided an astute 

replacement for Toney, with 12 goals for 

Ferguson’s side as they look well-placed 

to better last year’s finish, while Welsh 

forward Jephcott has also 12 as he has 

continued to go from strength-from-

strength for the Greens.  



P a g e  | 23 

 

The League Two season is once again 

proving to be a tight-run affair, with just 

10 points separating the top-half of the 

table and it is shaping up to be an 

interesting watch to the second-half of 

the campaign.  

Chris Beech has performed such a good 

job so far this year at Carlisle United. 

For a man who is only in his second ever 

season as a manager, I had my doubts at 

the start of the campaign as to whether 

he could get his side to gel after making 

so many changes during the summer, 

but those doubts have certainly 

disappeared. The Cumbrians have made 

a fantastic start to the campaign, 

currently sitting top of the table at 

present. The emergence of converted 

midfielder Jon Mellish has spearheaded 

their attacking efforts, and the imperious 

Rhys Bennett has certainly proved to be 

an astute addition at the back.  

Newport County have also surpassed 

my expectations of them so far, with the 

Exiles looking a shadow of the side that 

struggled last year and, in some ways, 

back to the battling best we have seen 

under Mike Flynn in seasons gone by. 

Heading into this new year, they 

surrendered their lead only by virtue of 

not playing, but Flynn will be pleased 

with his sides showing thus far. The 

slight concern for Flynn heading into the 

second-half of the campaign will be no 

wins in four, plus the added woes of 

losing five loanees – including influential 

defender Brandon Cooper – and so they 

will have to find their mojo again if they 

don’t want to negate their good start. 

If Carlisle United and Newport County 

have surprised me so far, Forest Green 

Rovers are certainly in line with 

prediction, as Mark Cooper’s Greens 

always start well and so perhaps, we 

shouldn’t be surprised with where they 

find themselves at present. While they 

often earn plaudits for their attacking 

fortunes, it has been their defensive 

resolve so far which has impressed me 

most, with only Salford City having 

conceded fewer. The test for Cooper’s 

side is whether they can sustain this 

good start for the duration, as if so, they 

may well stand a chance of getting the 

promotion they crave.  

Cheltenham Town have responded 

well to their play-off semi-final defeat 

last term, sitting in the play-offs as it 

stands, and while they aren’t proving as 

much the defensive juggernaut they 

were last year, they are still proving 

difficult to get the better of. Like the 

Exiles, the Robins’ form of late in the 

league may be of slight concern to Duff 

and his side as they look to consolidate 

their place near the top in a congested 

League Two top-half. However, the 

clever use of the loan market once again 

with some more experienced additions 

has allowed them to build on their strong 

first season form under Duff’s tenure.  

Cambridge United have also made a 

strong start to the came and exceeded 

my expectations of them thus far. They 

started the season on fire, with Mullin 

and Ironside in prolific form as they sat 

top for a while, and although their form 

has waned slightly with a couple of 

COOPER’S GREENS HITTING THEIR 

STRIDE, KEWELL STEADYING THE 

SHIP AND DE JA VU FOR REVELL 
Sky Bet League Two Review So Far 
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injuries in key areas, Mark Bonner has 

nevertheless been able to steady the 

ship well and keep his side competing at 

the top end of the pitch. The addition of 

Wes Hoolahan has proved an astute one, 

and so many of the talented youngsters 

in this side have really come to the fore. 

It remains to be seen if they can keep 

this form up, but they will certainly be 

satisfied with their start. 

 

Figure 13 Cambridge United striker has been in inspired 
form in front of goal so far this year, sitting top of the 
scoring charts at present 

Crawley Town have built as the season 

has gone so far, and John Yems – and the 

recruitment department for that matter – 

deserve a lot of credit for the way they 

have gone about their business. I have 

been so impressed with the Red Devils’ 

recruitment in season’s gone by, and I sit 

here smug in the knowledge that I 

backed Crawley Town to do well and 

recover from losing Palmer and Lubala, 

and they’ve done just that. Watters has 

proved an inspired addition, with his 

goals propelling them into the play-offs, 

and they look to have found more of a 

consistency and defensive solidity as the 

season has gone on. Yems will be 

hoping that they can keep this going, as 

offensively they certainly have the 

fluency and quality to be up there come 

the end. 

Another side that deserves huge credit 

for their start is Morecambe. Often 

overlooked and tipped for relegation, 

this is another that I expected to be much 

more competitive this year under Derek 

Adams and so it has proved so far. I’m 

not sure what is more impressive – the 

way Adams has made this Shrimpers 

side competitive end of the table or that 

they are in the mix still with a negative 

goal difference! Regardless, Morecambe 

look a different side than what they have 

been in years gone by, and their 

recruitment has been superb. They look 

a far more difficult side to break down, 

and good luck winning the ball of a 

midfield partnership of Yann Songo’o 

and Toumani Diagouraga – I think I’ll 

pass.  

Salford City have also failed to really 

get going so far, with so many of the 

players that they signed this summer 

doing well individually – notably Hladky 

and Clarke – and yet overall, they lack 

that overall cutting edge to kill games 

off, even create chances at times. That 

criticism ultimately saw Graham 

Alexander dismissed early into the 

season despite sitting in the play-offs, 

and while they are into the play-offs now, 

they don’t look anywhere near the free-

passing beast that the Ammies hierarchy 

would have been looking for. 

Defensively, they have been superb, but 

they have not shown the killer instinct to 

take advantage of this and win games at 

the other end, as if they managed to add 

that extra vigour in the final third then 

there is no doubt that given how good 

they are at the back they would be right 

up there. They are not at their best yet, 

and Wellens has yet to really his stamp 

on this team, and while they will get 

better as the season goes on, it will be a 

question of what translates into in terms 

of a finish. 

Leyton Orient are another that has built 

steadily as the season has developed, 

albeit the gingered assassin Johnson has 

continued to dazzle with his quality in 

front of goal throughout. Offensively, 

they have been as good as anything 

really in this league, and it has just been 
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the occasional lapse defensively that has 

seen this Orient squad lose some of the 

games they have. Ross Embleton 

continues to impress me with the way he 

goes about his job in an understated and 

unassuming manner, and while they 

aren’t a team of stars and big-name 

signings, the spirit and grit in this Orient 

side is to be admired and has translated 

into a play-off push at present.  

Exeter City – are they still in this 

league? All jokes aside, Matty Taylor has 

shown his resolve as a manager to 

galvanise this Grecians side again after 

yet another play-off final defeat last 

term, and the way that he has been able 

to integrate so many talented youngsters 

into this side instead of going out and 

spend big really speaks volumes of his 

qualities as a manager and a 

motivational one at that. A slight run of 

postponements has seen them out of 

action for a little while, and this has seen 

them drop back behind the pack, but 

that should take nothing away from their 

good start. They have been scintillating 

at times with their attacking displays, 

and with the youngsters they have in 

their side, they will no doubt continue to 

get better as the season goes on.  

Saddlers fans must be so frustrated with 

their side’s start to the campaign. They 

were dubbed by myself the “draw 

specialists” in the opening exchanges, 

but now they have plateaued into a side 

that seem to be as streaky as you like, 

with an impressive winning run followed 

by a similarly poor patch, and they keep 

flirting with the edge of the play-offs 

before reclining into mid-table. Darrell 

Clarke will want his side to find their 

consistency, and admittedly losing Rory 

Holden has not helped their cause, as the 

midfielder was a key cause of creative 

quality and invention. Three straight 

defeats in their last three is an example 

of just my point, with this coming straight 

after a good patch. Consistency is key, 

and if Clarke’s side can find that then 

they may well be in the mix come the 

end.  

Colchester United are one side that in 

my opinion may just be slightly 

disappointed with their start, not for the 

fact that Steve Ball has done a poor job – 

as I think the new manager has done 

well during his first season in charge – 

but because they were in the play-offs a 

few weeks ago and were looking as if 

they could repeat their fete from last 

year. However, a poor run of form has 

followed and they not sit in mid-table. 

The U’s are not that flashy or 

domineering the way that they go about 

their business, and so perhaps may 

prefer to go under the radar and build in 

the second-half of this campaign. With 

striking options limited, Jevani Brown is 

going to have the weight firmly on his 

shoulders to bolster their efforts.  

Tranmere Rovers have failed to get 

going as well so far this year, with new 

signings a plenty in the summer doing 

little to translate into a promotion push 

thus far. Inexperienced coach Mike 

Jackson was given his marching orders 

after a poor start, albeit Keith Hill has 

certainly not come in and changed their 

fortunes a great deal, sitting in mid-table 

and with work to do. What is clear is they 

are not scoring enough goals, and that 

despite the wealth of quality players 

they brought in during the summer, with 

only six sides scoring fewer than them so 

far. They will be wanting to see their 

summer additions come to the fore in the 

final half, and with their forward players 

in particular find their groove.  

One side that have certainly impressed 

and in some ways exceeded 

expectations is Oldham Athletic. The 

Latics hotseat has in recent years proved 

to be too hot to handle for some, with the 

Latics hierarchy not waiting too long to 

dispense of their boss, but Harry Kewell 

has – touch wood – looked to have 
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settled nicely into the role and although 

they sit in mid-table, Oldham Athletic 

have been impressive at times. Of 

course, the defensive resolve needs a lot 

of work, as their defensive record has 

left to be a lot to be desired. This has 

somewhat put to waste all their bright 

attacking play, and so Kewell be wanting 

his side to more of a balance 

defensively, as offensively there are 

certainly no questions over their 

abilities. 

 

Figure 14 McAleny and Rowe have been in fine attacking 
form thus far for the Latics as they have dazzled at times 

Off The Line Lee provides a more 

detailed account of Bolton Wanderers’ 

season so far later, but in short this has 

been a difficult period in charge of the 

Trotters for manager Ian Evatt, with the 

former Bluebird having his wings 

clipped as he continues to struggle 

fitting so many new players into his 

system, a system that worked so well at 

Barrow but appears to be contributing to 

their downfall somewhat thus far. I will 

leave Lee to comment further, but 

nevertheless there is work to do for Evatt 

and his side.  

Harrogate Town are in their first ever 

Football League campaign. Their start to 

the season was really impressive, and 

they carried forward the confidence of 

their promotion and sat in the mix at the 

top for a while. Their form has waned 

slightly since, and they now sit just 

above the relegation zone, but the way 

that they have acquitted themselves in 

their first ever season in the Football 

League is to be admired and is testament 

to the fantastic work that Simon Weaver 

and his backroom staff have done. 

Defensively, they have been good, and 

that despite losing impressive centre-

half Will Smith makes it all the more 

impressive, and it is just in the attacking 

department where they are falling 

slightly short at present. If they can 

capture this scoring form in the final 

third again, then they will no doubt 

climb the table.  

Port Vale have certainly disappointed 

with their start to the season, and have 

far underachieved on my predictions for 

the season. They have been a shadow of 

the promotion contenders that I 

expected, and although their start was 

solid, their form since has significantly 

dropped off and they are now looking 

over their shoulders as oppose to 

towards the play-offs, and this has seen 

manager John Askey dispensed of 

already. The problem has been their 

defensive record, has offensively they 

have been good despite not really being 

able to find a consistent partnership 

going forward. Defensively, there is a lot 

of work to do, and given the players they 

have – the likes of Brown, Legge and 

Smith – that does surprise me. They are 

going to have to seriously up their game 

if they want to continue harnessing 

ambitions of a promotion push.  

Bradford City have certainly 

underperformed by their expectations 

thus far, sitting in the bottom-half and 

only out of the drop zone by virtue of a 

drastic upturn in form that has been seen 

under Mark Trueman and Conor Sellars. 

The Bantams made a poor start under 

McCall, not particularly shipping goals, 

but by no means creating anything 

going forward. However, they are 

showing a marked improvement under 

their interim bosses and they look a 

much better proposition in the final 

third. They have been able to get 
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themselves out of the relegation zone at 

the moment, and they will be hoping that 

with one or two additions in the window 

they are able to build on this upturn 

going forward. 

Scunthorpe United are another that 

have picked their form up slightly as the 

season has gone on after a below-par 

start. After winning on the opening day, 

a 9-game winless run saw them 

struggling near the bottom, with many 

suggesting that inexperienced boss Neil 

Cox was out of his depth, but with 

players coming back from injury and the 

former Notts assistant seemingly finding 

more of a balance and consistency to 

their team selection, they turned their 

form around slightly. They are by no 

means over the hill having cracked it, as 

there is still work to do for Cox and his 

side as they are still extremely close to 

the relegation zone for their liking. 

While they have been far from free-

scoring to say the least, defensive 

problems haven’t helped matters, and 

Neil Cox will be hoping for 

improvements at both ends still to arrest 

their slide of late. 

Barrow have struggled more than their 

fellow promoted side to adjust to life in 

League Two, albeit there is only five 

points to separate the two which when 

you factor in Harrogate Town’s fast start 

and Barrow’s poor start, the Bluebirds 

have battled well. Especially when you 

factor in that they haven’t been able to 

call upon the services of Quigley in the 

large part and still score the number of 

goals they have, it points to a poor 

defensive resolve. Such form earned 

David Dunn his departure, and they have 

hit the ground running under Michael 

Jolley thus far, showing a marked 

improvement not only in results, but also 

the way they are playing. You feel that 

the way Jolley likes to set up will be 

better-suited to the system and football 

that served them well last year, and I 

think that under Jolley they should be 

alright.  

It is somewhat shades of De ja Vu for 

Alex Revell, with Stevenage once again 

struggling. They haven’t been as poor as 

last term – albeit that would have taken 

some beating – but Revell will 

nevertheless be disappointed with the 

start they have made and the way they 

have taken to their “second chance” 

lifeline. Defensively, they have been 

good, with only the top five and Salford 

City conceding fewer. As such, Revell 

will be looking for a real improvement in 

the attacking department – given they 

are the second-lowest scorers – as if they 

can find more of an end product to go 

with their defensive showing then they 

will no doubt climb the table. 

Grimsby Town will no doubt be 

underwhelmed by their start, and the 

hope of achieving something under Ian 

Holloway certainly dissipated with their 

poor start, and you would have to see 

that it was inevitable given how much of 

a rebuild he had to initiate during the 

summer and the lack of quality in the 

forward departments they have at their 

disposal. A shy offensive showing 

coupled with a woeful defensive 

showing – the joint-worst in the division 

– has seen them languish in the bottom-

half of the table throughout the table thus 

far, and seen a return to old manager 

Paul Hurst who you would think is best-

placed to bring about a response 

heading into the second-half.  

Lastly, Southend United. This season 

was always going to be a tough task for 

Molesley, and so it has proved. A month 

or so ago you would have made the case 

for the fact that there were no signs of 

them pulling themselves out of trouble, 

and although they still sit bottom, a good 

run of form recently has seen them close 

the gap. If they can continue this and find 

more threat going forward, they may 

well stand a chance this half of the year. 
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As per the documentary, the Ammies 

tried their damnedest to secure Vaclav 

Hladky in the summer, and that has 

certainly proved a fantastic addition with 

11 clean sheets already to his name in 17 

games as the Ammies have been the 

best side defensively in the division. 

Captain Eastham has also been key to 

this, as has Clarke, but we didn’t want to 

just put the entire Ammies back five in 

this team. 

Brandon Cooper was instrumental in 

County’s fine start, with the Welshman 

really impressing at Rodney Parade, and 

his impact will be highlighted as his time 

at Newport has come to an end. Aaron 

Hayden is the third defender in this side, 

with the Carlisle United captain playing 

every game for the table-toppers, 

keeping 8 clean sheets in the league and 

popping up with four goals as well. 

Wes Hoolahan has proved his worth, 

with 3 goals and 4 assists and just his 

general all-round interventions helping 

them maintain a good start. After a poor 

end to last year, Jake Taylor has really 

impressed so far this year, with his 6 

goals and 2 assists central to the 

Grecians’ strong attacking record thus 

far. Mellish has, well…need I say 

anymore? He has become quite the 

midfielder, with 7 goals already to his 

name for the leaders. While Vale have 

struggled, Worrall has continued to 

shine, with 9 assists making him the 

leading assister in the league. 

Mullin has really started the campaign 

well, with his 17 goals spearheading 

Cambridge United’s strong start. 

Johnson had been similarly instrumental 

with 14 goals, while Max Watters has 

proved a quality addition by Crawley 

Town, with 13 goals already. 
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Figure 15 Jack and Tom Vickery holding a signed Exeter 
City shirt 

Brothers Tom and Jack Vickery recently 

smashed through the £85,000 barrier in 

their fundraising efforts in aid of the 

Adam Stansfield Foundation, and so we 

spoke to Tom about their efforts and 

their aims for future fundraising, as well 

as their admiration for a Grecian legend 

in Adam Stansfield. 

Q: You have raised over £85,000 for 

the Adam Stansfield Foundation. How 

proud are you of these efforts, and 

how does it feel to raise so much 

money for such an amazing cause? 

A: I really don’t think that the money that 

the money my brother and I have raised 

has fully sunk in just yet. I think the 

minute we hand the cheque over to the 

foundation will be when it fully sinks in. 

The total creeps up more and more 

every day and the items just keep on 

coming. We haven’t really had a minute 

to sit down and think about the money 

we have raised. Depending on the items, 

we could raise £1,000 a week on a 

couple of signed memorabilia.  

Q: Can you talk us through the 

different ways you have raised money 

so far? 

A: The majority of our money has come 

through signed sporting memorabilia by 

tweeting players. We tweet them saying 

“please can you give us a follow so we 

can ask you something regarding the 

Adam Stansfield Foundation”. The 

response has been truly incredible, and 

has resulted in players, coaches, 

managers, golfers and jockeys etc. 

hitting that follow button and private 

messaging us asking what they can do to 

help out. Adam was such a well-known 

player that a lot of players remember 

coming up against, or have played in the 

same squad as him.  

 

Figure 16 Tom Vickery and brother Jack in a pre-season 
friendly against Torquay United 

Q: For anybody that doesn’t know who 

Adam was, can you tell us about Adam 

and why you are so passionate about 

raising money for his foundation? 

A: Adam Stansfield was a professional 

footballer that played for Yeovil, 

Hereford and of course Exeter City. 

Adam played as a striker and his work 

rate and passion he gave every club will 

never be forgotten. I am a huge Exeter 

City fan and have been for 20 years, and 

no other striker has got anywhere near 

£85,000 AND COUNTING: TOM 

VICKERY TALKS TO US ABOUT HIS 

FUNDRAISING EFFORTS FOR THE 

ADAM STANSFIELFD FOUNDATION 
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the work rate he gave. He would play 

with such a smile on face and win or lose 

he would always be the first to come 

over to the fans and appreciate their 

support. I have spoken to fans from 

Hereford and Yeovil and both clubs’ 

class him as a legend and every single 

Grecian would say the same.  

Q: The foundation was set up in 2010 

in memory of Adam. Can you tell us 

about the foundation and what it aims 

to achieve, and how special is it that a 

player is remembered in this way? 

A: The foundation was set up in 2010 by 

Adam’s family to raise awareness of 

Bowel Cancer – the cause of Adam’s 

death – and to provide youth and school 

football equipment to keep grassroots 

football going. It provides clubs that are 

less fortunate football kit to allow them to 

compete in leagues, as well as providing 

balls, bibs, cones etc. I think it is 

absolutely fantastic that the family set the 

foundation up, as not only does it raise 

awareness of bowel cancer, but it also 

allows youngsters to try and live the 

dream just like Adam did.  

Q: For anybody that doesn’t know 

about the foundation and in particular 

your efforts, how can people get 

involved? 

A: Our fundraising page link is found at 

the top of both of mine and my brother’s 

Twitter accounts. My Twitter handle is 

@Tvickers1, while my brother’s is 

@Jackvickery_.  

Q: The support for your fundraising 

has been truly amazing, with some 

key lots including a signed Chelsea 

shirt from former Grecian Ethan 

Ampadu and signed boots from 

former Grecian defender Jack Stacey. 

How pleased are you to see so much 

support for this cause? 

A: The support has been amazing and we 

can thank everybody that has helped us 

enough. Players have been so kind in 

what they have donated and this shows 

what the players thought of Adam. Even 

local rivals Plymouth Argyle have been 

top notch with their support and most of 

the squad have donated shirts and boots. 

The Argyle fans that have been bidding 

on the items have complemented both of 

us for fundraising for such a fantastic 

cause, and we can’t thank them enough 

for their kind words.  

Q: Despite your initial fundraising 

aims, how have your efforts surpassed 

your expectations and what do you 

think has been key to this success? 

A: I think the key has been keeping 

going and not stopping at any time. Even 

with my brother now at Cardiff 

University, he hasn’t let it get in the way 

and continues to be as passionate as 

ever with the fundraising. We have both 

got so addicted to running the auctions 

that we don’t want it to end! 

Q: You have raised a substantial 

amount of money for the foundation. 

Other than continuing your efforts by 

auctioning off lots, do you have any 

big fundraising ideas down the line? 

A: We haven’t really thought or spoke 

about other fundraising ideas, but I am 

sure we will sit down and some stage 

and think about other ideas. A few Yeovil 

fans have organised a legend’s day at 

Huish Park, which unfortunately had to 

be put on hold with everything that is 

going on at the moment. It’s a mixture of 

players that have played with Stanno and 

played against him, and it is going to be 

a very special day for everybody and a 

huge well done to everyone involved 

with that. It will also be a special day for 

the family of Adam.  

Q: What are your aims and targets for 

fundraising now that you have 

significantly surpassed your aims at 

the start? 
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A: We are loving it that much we don’t 

want it to end. We got near the £50,000 

mark and thought that would be a nice 

point to finish on, but £35,000 later we 

are still going strong and we have a 

wardrobe full with signed shirts to 

auction off as well as bags full of 

goalkeeper gloves and boots.  

Q: You and your brother are life-long 

Grecians. How does something like 

this make your love affair for the club 

all the more rewarding, and does the 

efforts you have gone to just show how 

strong the admiration fans can have 

for players? 

A: Absolutely. I think that if you are 

happy to put the work in you can gain a 

lot of things in life. We are both huge 

fans of Exeter City, and we are both very 

fortunate to have watched Adam in a red 

and white shirt. He gave everything for 

us fans, and it’s just a little token to give 

something back and we really hope we 

are doing the family of Adam proud and 

to keep the legacy of Stanno going.  

 

Figure 17 Tom and Jack Vickery with their medals after 
their Great West Run efforts in aid of Adam 

Q: One of the stands was renamed 

after Adam Stansfield at Exeter City’s 

ground. How special was it to see this 

honour in his name, and does it 

provide that extra bit of sentiment and 

emotion on a matchday? 

A: I think the renaming of the stand says 

it all. I was absolutely delighted when 

the club came out and named the stand 

the “The Stagecoach Adam Stansfield 

Stand”. Every single home and away 

game Stanno are sung about, and the 

chant gives me goosebumps every time. 

The word ‘legend’ is overused, but 

Adam was an absolute legend and fully 

deserving of that title.  

Q: What is your proudest achievement 

so far with your fundraising efforts? 

A: The main aim of our fundraising page 

was to run the Great West Run in 2019. 

To complete that with my brother meant 

so much. To see our whole family 

cheering us on as well as Adam’s mum 

and dad was very special. We started 

the race together and crossed the line 

together wearing our Adam Stansfield 

Foundation tops, and that is a day I will 

never forget.  

Q: When you started fundraising, did 

you ever envisage that something like 

the amount of money that you have 

raised could be possible, and does it 

make it all the more rewarding? 

A: We set our target at £3,000 and 

thought we would be lucky to hit that. 

We could never have dreamt of this. As I 

said earlier, I don’t think it has fully sunk 

in yet as we haven’t had time to reflect 

on it as the fundraising is continuous, but 

I think that when it comes to an end we 

will have to celebrate with a beer or two.  

Q: Has the fact that you and your 

brother have done this fundraising 

together brought you closer together 

and made your bond even stronger? 
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A: My brother and I have always been 

really close, but I think this has brought 

us closer than ever. I don’t just look at 

Jack as being a brother, I look at him as 

being my best friend. We have so much 

in common and love all sports, including 

days out at the cricket and the darts. 

Even with Jack at university, we are in 

contact every day, whether it be talking 

about the foundation or having a good 

chat about our beloved Exeter City.  

Q: What do your friends and family 

make of your efforts to date? 

A: Our family and friends have been so 

supportive since the start and we cannot 

thank them enough. Huge praise has to 

go to our mum, who has packaged every 

single package for us ready to send, and 

done it with a huge smile on her face and 

it has never been a problem – thank you 

Mum! 

Q: Out of all the lots you have 

auctioned off so far as part of the 

fundraising, which were you most 

pleased to receive? 

A: We have had some outstanding items, 

including an Australian Squad signed 

Ashes shirt, a match worn Ethan Ampadu 

Chelsea shirt, a signed shirt from the 

whole Liverpool squad after they had 

just won the league – very kindly 

donated by former Exeter City manager 

Alex Inglethorpe – an England shirt 

signed by Gareth Southgate, a golf shirt 

signed by Matt Le Tissier, a golf flag 

signed by the legend Nick Faldo; that is 

only a handful of items that we have 

received.  

Q: We’d like to congratulate you and 

your brother on all your efforts. Would 

you like to give a note of thanks to all 

those that have supported so far and 

donated? 

A: Thank you so much for your kind 

words. We can’t thank everybody that 

has supported us enough. Without the 

items and the donating to our 

fundraising page, this wouldn’t have 

been possible.  

If you want to head over and bid on any 

of the items that Tom and Jack have on 

auction, then head to their fundraising 

page at the following link: 

https://uk.virginmoneygiving.com/Tom

Vickery2 

We also spoke to the Adam Stansfield 

Foundation to understand why the 

foundation was founded and the causes 

that it supports, as well as remember the 

player that was admired and revered by 

fans of Exeter City, Yeovil Town, 

Hereford and many more beyond.  

 

Figure 18 Adam Stansfield clapping the fans after a 
game for Exeter City 

They gave us this touching sentiment.  

 

“The unprecedented support following 

Adam’s death in August 2010 led to the 

creation of the Adam Stansfield 

Foundation. The foundation aims to raise 

awareness of Bowel Cancer issues and to 

help give young people the unique 

opportunity to develop life skills, through 

the power of football and to assist them in 

their goal of living their dream.  

https://uk.virginmoneygiving.com/TomVickery2
https://uk.virginmoneygiving.com/TomVickery2
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To enable us to continue we need to keep 

raising money and inspiring others to 

raise money in Adam’s name.  

 

Adam was picked up at the age of 23 by 

Gary Johnson at Yeovil Town, where Adam 

helped them win the 2002 FA Trophy final 

and then helping them win promotion to 

the Football League in 2003 as the top 

scorer.  

 

He moved to Hereford in 2004, where he 

helped them gain promotion to the 

Football League in 2006.  

 

When he moved to Exeter City, it was 

inevitable, as he would help them go on to 

win promotion to the Football League in 

2009. He was always a popular player due 

to his high work-rate and enthusiasm. 

‘Sing a song for Stanno’ can still be heard 

at all three grounds! 

 

He also featured five times in the England 

National semi-professional team in 2002 

as well as in 2005, in which they won the 

Four Nations tournament.  

So, our aim. One is the promotion of 

community participation in healthy 

recreation for the benefit of children and 

young people up to the age of 16 residing 

in Devon, Herefordshire and Somerset, by 

the provision of grants and facilities for 

playing football.  

The foundation is committed to providing 

charitable funds to young people and 

youth football teams who would benefit 

from such assistance.  

Adam always came home from matches 

and training with a smile on his face, and 

who wouldn’t if your dream was to play 

professional football. This is where the 

foundation’s strap line came from – 

“Living the Dream”.  

Adam was always very grateful that he 

had the opportunity to do so and our aim 

is to try and help young players get the 

same opportunities at some level. 

Over the last ten years, we have had 

hundreds of fans raise money to help us 

achieve the aims of the foundation. The 

family have led from the front completing 

skydives, half-marathons, ultra-

marathons, 2.5-mile sea swims and will 

continue to work hard in Adam’s name.  

Our supporters have walked, run, jumped 

and done all manner of things right across 

the UK, Europe and even in Australia. 

Exeter City, Yeovil Town and Hereford 

supporters’ teams and the Great Western 

Railway continue to play matches against 

each other and their commitment to our 

cause never ceases to amaze us.  

The three professional clubs that Adam 

has played for have also played a great 

part in fundraising and keeping his name 

in the headlines. We in turn have 

reciprocated by providing over 250 

grants, totalling over £130,000 to 

individuals and football teams in those 

three countries. 

One of our many initiatives is funding the 

FA Football Leaders Award. It is a 

coaching course for 12-16-year-olds. This 

is the first ‘rung’ of the coaching ladder 

and is ideal for all aspiring football 

coaches and those taking GCSE PE at 

school. Exeter City Community Trust tutor 

the 6-hour course for us. So far, over 180 

young people have attended and passed 

the course. Another 100 have completed it 

in Yeovil and Hereford. We are hoping to 

run these courses in local secondary 

schools to reach as big an audience as 

possible. 

We have supplied Primary and Secondary 

schools in all three countries with 

footballing equipment, totalling over 

£60,000 reaching over 56,000 children.  

Our other and equally important aim is to 

raise awareness of Bowel Cancer, a 
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condition which is affecting more and 

more of the population.  

We have worked in partnership with The 

Bobby Moore Foundation, Mr Brightside 

and Bowel Cancer UK. During Bowel 

Cancer Awareness month in April each 

year we are in involved in a campaign 

called ‘Know the Score’. All 92 Football 

League Clubs wear KTS T-shirts to raise 

awareness of the campaign. Football 

managers wear the ‘Star of Hope’ pin 

badges and social media goes mad for 4 

weeks as the football world join together 

for this great cause. This year Exeter 

Chiefs got involved too.  

We are keen to get involved in funding 

Bowel Cancer Screening, but presently 

the NHS would be unable to cope with the 

increased workload.  

Adam’s three children all play football. 

Cody and Taylor for Twyford Spartans and 

Jay who progressed through Exeter City 

Academy to Fulham FC. Jay was the top 

goal scorer for Fulham U18s, helping them 

win the U18 Premiership title. He also 

made his first team debut against Aston 

Villa in the FA Cup. 

 

Figure 19 Adam's son, Jay, clapping the fans after 
coming on to play for Fulham 

Eighteen months ago, two brothers, Tom 

& Jack Vickery started fundraising for the 

Foundation before running the Great 

West Run in October 2019. They set 

themselves a target of £3000. They 

continued fundraising after the run and 

have just passed the £85,000 mark!  

These guys are seriously motivated and 

have not only raised a shed full of money, 

but also raised the profile of the 

Foundation. More people are now aware 

of the Foundation, its aims and what we do 

than ever before.  

They have had support from all sports; 

horse racing, darts, football rugby and 

cricket etc. We cannot thank all these 

people enough for their support. Players 

and athletes have gone out of their way to 

help out and supporters have snapped up 

the auction items on social media.”  

Further details of our foundation and any 

future fundraising efforts are on our 

website at the following link:  

www.adamstansfieldfoundation.com 

 

Figure 20 An Exeter City disability football side playing in 
memory of the Adam Stansfield Foundation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.adamstansfieldfoundation.com/
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The National League is once again 

proving to be the tough and unrelenting 

beast that it often is, with just a couple of 

point separating sides in the lower-half 

of the table and in the play-offs. As such, 

the league is delicately poised heading 

into the second-half, with a number of 

sides still well in contention to make a 

push for the play-offs and potentially 

drawn into a relegation fight.  

Torquay United currently sit top of the 

table, and have shown vast improvement 

this year under Gary Johnson. Last year, 

they dazzled at times with their free-

flowing football, however their 

threadbare defensive record – the fourth 

worst in the division – hampered any 

ambitions they had of maintaining their 

fast start. This season, the addition of 

some more experienced players – 

Wright, Waters, Moxey and Warren – 

has allowed them to manage games far 

better, and their defence has 

unsurprisingly improved immensely. 

The continued improvement of many fine 

attacking players has helped to fill the 

void lost through the scoring exploits of 

Jamie Reid, and have been instrumental 

in their attacking displays once again as 

they are the highest scorers in the 

league thus far. With the way Johnson 

likes his side to play lending itself to 

injuries, if he is able to keep his squad fit 

then he stands a good chance of 

following in the footsteps of his Robins 

side.  

Hartlepool United have responded well 

to their slight blip earlier in the season, 

with Dave Challinor managing to find 

more of a rhythm and fluency from his 

sides attacking play of late. The addition 

of Luke Armstrong has answered their 

need for a mobile and prolific front man, 

and he has been in fine form, as have 

Hartlepool United most recently in the 

league. Big wins against fellow 

promotion contenders in the form of 

Notts County, FC Halifax Town and 

Stockport County has propelled them 

back into promotion contention, and if 

they can keep this side fit and continue 

with the same attacking vigour that they 

have done of late, then they will be 

confident of being in the mix come the 

end.   

Sutton United have certainly impressed 

so far, with this side showing real 

improvement under Matt Gray from last 

term. They made a fast start to the 

season, and have been able to maintain 

thus far, albeit have played slightly less 

than the chasing pack due to 

postponements. Nevertheless, there has 

been vast improvements at both ends of 

the pitch, with the form of forwards 

Ajiboye and Olaofe bolstering their 

attacking exploits, and the addition of 

Australian stopper Dean Bouzanis has 

done much to bolster their defensive 

rear-guard too. Gray will be hoping that 

this side can maintain this form 

throughout the second-half of the 

campaign.  

Stockport County came into this season 

as firm favourites for the title given the 

investment that they have made during 

the summer, and they will be fairly 

satisfied with the start they have made. 

NOTTS HITTING GROOVE, GULLS 

FLYING HIGH AND PARKINSON HAS 

ROBINS SPREADING THEIR WINGS 
National League Review So Far 
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Cup progression has seen them slip 

slightly behind the rest in terms of 

games played, and so they may well be 

a lot closer to the summit once they are 

up to speed. As such, Gannon will be 

pleased with his side thus far, who have 

begun to find their attacking fluency and 

end product in the final third more 

recently, and this is to be expected of a 

side who signed a raft of new players 

during the summer. Alex Reid has 

started to find his shooting boots in front 

of goal, with Rooney also hitting his 

stride, and they will undoubtedly 

continue to improve as the season goes 

on and this group of players get used to 

playing with each other better. With 

defeats against Torquay United, 

Hartlepool United and Notts County 

already, better displays against the top 

sides will be key, although a good start 

for now.  

Altrincham have definitely continued 

where they left off after their promotion 

last year, with Phil Parkinson’s side 

really doing well so far. To lose your 

main striker shortly before the start of 

the campaign could have dampened the 

spirits of many sides, but not this Robins 

side. They have shown grit and battling 

spirit in abundance so far, and 

responded well to a perhaps slower start 

with a fine run of form since, and they 

have shown they can mix it with the top 

sides, coming from behind to earn away 

points against Sutton United and 

Stockport County most recently too. 

Given that they have operated without a 

prolific forward, they will be pleased 

with the start they have made and there 

is so much to admire about this Alty side. 

Parkinson will be looking for his side to 

just find that extra bit of quality in the 

defensive third in the later-half of the 

campaign to maintain their spot near the 

top.  

Pete Wild has built on his good work 

from last year, responding to their play-

off defeat by rebuilding their side over 

the summer after the departures of a 

number of key players – notably Sho-

Silva, Duckworth and Brown – with a lot 

of new faces through the door at The 

Shay, and they have started to click of 

late. After a slow start, they have started 

to find their feet, in particular more end 

product in front of goal. The loss of 

forward Nyal Bell – who was on loan at 

the club from Stockport County – may 

see their end product just wane slightly, 

and Wild will be hoping that he can get 

Hyde back soon. However, the way that 

Wild has got this new look Town side 

playing already and their smart delving 

into the market is to be admired, and 

thus will be pleased so far. 

 

Figure 21 Luke Armstrong has proved an inspired 
addition for Hartlepool United since he joined on loan 
from Salford City 

Notts County also started this season 

with high expectation, and have work to 

do at present if they are to better last 

year. A slow start hampered their early 

assent for the top, and the loss of key 

player Cal Roberts to injury has certainly 

not helped matters either. The loss of 

Roberts and a player that offers the 

quality going forward that he does has 

been evident, as the Magpies – despite 

the services of Wootton leading the line 

– have looked slightly shy in front of goal 

and the criticisms from last year in them 

been slightly less adventurous and fluid 

going forward at times has surfaced 

once again. Defensively, they seemed to 

have regained their resolve of late in the 
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league, and with catching up to do in 

terms of games, they will need to pick up 

close to maximum points if they are to 

keep themselves in the mix for top spot.  

Alan Devonshire has done a good job 

so far this season considering the mass 

of new players that made their way into 

the club during the summer and the 

rebuild he had to do. They responded to 

three straight defeats at the start of the 

season with four wins of their own to 

close out the opening month to put them 

in the mix early on. While their form has 

slightly waned into a more inconsistent 

heading since, Devonshire will be 

pleased with how his side have started. 

They have scored as many as they have 

conceded, and so he may be looking for 

that extra refinement at both ends of the 

pitch. They, too, have games in hand, 

and so Devonshire will want his side to 

take advantage of this and then find the 

consistency to maintain a play-off push. 

Bromley are another that find 

themselves playing catch-up, and Neil 

Smith’s side have looked like – despite 

back-to-back defeats against Yeovil 

Town and Stockport County - they may 

be finding that consistency in 

performance most recently. In the past, 

Bromley have shown glimpses of real 

promise – notably leading the National 

League for a good while last term – but 

just lacked that consistency to be able to 

maintain that good start, and in the end 

they fell away. Such is the close nature of 

the league this year and how bunched 

up the sides are, they are going to have 

to ensure that consistency – as are most – 

so that the attacking promise that they 

have shown at times, and the defensive 

solidity too, is rewarded.  

Solihull Moors also made vast change 

in the summer, with the arrival of a more 

youthful contingent of players as Jimmy 

Shan looks to instil his philosophy and 

put his stamp on this Moors side, but the 

glut of postponements that they have had 

to contend with has hampered their 

chances of making any real progress so 

far. What has been impressive though 

has been the way that Shan has set his 

side up to play, as although they have 

played only 13 games, they have 

conceded the second-fewest goals in the 

league, and without the usual reliable 

figures of Gudger and Howe at the heart 

of their defence and the various 

combinations they have tried, this 

record is all the more impressive. Shan 

will be looking for his side to carry 

throat in the final third as – bar their 5-0 

win over Kings Lynn Town – have looked 

like they are missing that cutting edge to 

really push for promotion.  

Boreham Wood are another side that 

have looked strong defensively, but 

have at times looked goal-shy, and for a 

side that has Tshimanga, Rhead and 

Coulthirst to choose from that suggests 

that are just lacking that bit of 

confidence; the departure of Sorba 

Thomas won’t help matters either. 

Admittedly, they’ve played one or two 

fewer than those around them in the 

league, but only Dagenham and 

Redbridge, Barnet and Dover have 

scored fewer. The main plus from their 

start so far has been the defensive 

record, something that we have sort of 

come to expect under Gerrard, as they 

were also strong last year too. With 

Junior Morais joining lately, they will be 

hoping that their forwards can regain 

their shooting boots and consolidate on 

their upturn in form of late to help them 

push towards the play-offs.  

Woking have certainly fallen foul of the 

tightness of the league, as a month or so 

ago we were saying that perhaps they 

may have what it takes to battle for 

promotion, and yet now they find 

themselves outside of the play-offs by 

virtue of their poor run of form 

throughout December, culminating in 

double Derby defeat against rivals 
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Aldershot Town. Alan Dowson is another 

manager that has undertaken real 

change with this Cards side during the 

summer, with a number of key players 

from last year moving elsewhere, and a 

real shift this year for a more youthful 

look with adept use of the loan market. 

The plus for Dowson will be their 

defensive record, as even when they are 

getting beat, they aren’t losing by a lot, 

although you always expect a Dowson 

side to keep it tight. Dowson has put his 

trust in a more youthful-looking side, 

and so I expect the team to improve as 

the season goes on. Keeping his loanees 

for the duration of the season will be 

key. 

Aldershot Town find themselves in mid-

table virtue of the recent double-header 

brace over the Cards, and The Shots 

have continued to make progress this 

year under Danny Searle. I am a huge 

admirer of Searle and the unassuming 

way he goes about his business quietly, 

and he too is being able to get a tune out 

of a fairly young side. They are another 

side that have scored the same amount 

as they have conceded. I wouldn’t say 

they are overly offensive, or for that 

matter sitting behind the ball, and the 

way that Searle sets them up to have a go 

is – at times – just falling short. The 

signing of Ross McCormack has not only 

failed to impress, but even got going at 

all, and so they will be hoping that the 

addition of Ricky Miller may well 

provide them that extra bit of quality in 

the final third to push forward in the 

later-half of the campaign. 

Wealdstone may find themselves in 

mid-table at the moment, but that 

doesn’t do justice to how well – in my 

opinion – they have done after their 

promotion. They started the season 

really well, attacking with the same sort 

of vigour and confidence that they did 

when they were promoted from the 

National League South, but their form 

has waned and their outlook is looking 

far less rosy as they sit in mid-table. The 

key problem for the Stones is that they 

have been far from stonewall in defence, 

with only Barnet having conceded fewer 

goals in the league. As such, that has 

kind of outweighed their good offensive 

play and seen a downturn in their form. 

Offensively, I still think that there is 

enough in this squad to have a real go, 

as has been shown already this year, but 

Dean Brennan will need to find a formula 

to make the defence far more resolute. 

Eastleigh are a tricky one. I have talked 

so much about how much admiration I 

have for the Spitfires, manager Ben 

Strevens and his philosophy, but they 

are another side that has just dropped off 

the pace slightly after a promising start. 

Ben House has been hampered 

somewhat by injury and his form in front 

of goal has waned slightly. Defensively, 

they are very good, although Strevens 

will be wanting his side to regain their 

potency in front of goal in the same vein 

that they had near the start of the 

campaign. Strevens has a young side, 

and on their day are a very good 

footballing side; they are one of only two 

sides to have beaten leaders Torquay 

United so far. As such, they are perhaps 

sitting below where the quality in their 

side suggests, and Strevens will want his 

team to find their ruthless demeanour 

once again. 

Wrexham will be disappointed with 

their start to the season in my opinion, as 

even before their takeover they spent a 

lot of money during the summer, 

bringing in a raft of new signings, and 

yet that has translated into another poor 

showing so far under Dean Keates. They 

had an upturn in their form in the wake 

of their takeover, but has waned since as 

they find themselves in bottom-half of 

the table, but such is the closeness of the 

league this season they are only three 

points from the play-offs. The point of 
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interest for Keates heading into the 

second-half of the campaign will be their 

attacking play, as despite the quality 

they have in their side they are one of 

the lowest scorers in the division – with 

only four sides scoring fewer – and in a 

division which is showing itself to be 

tight to call, they will need that extra 

quality in the final third to able to edge 

out games and push up the table.  

 

Figure 22 Akwasi Asante has proved an inspired signing 
for Chesterfield since his arrival from Gloucester City 

Chesterfield started the season poorly, 

and it seemed every weekend that it was 

the latest instalment of ‘things just not 

going their way’ under John Pemberton, 

when in actual fact the squad looked 

beleaguered, and it was no surprise to 

see that they dismissed of him. Their 

upturn in form since then has been 

notable to say the least, with everything 

seeming far happier and that has 

translated into their performances. The 

players are playing with a smile on their 

face and their attacking fortunes have 

seen a stark improvement, and James 

Rowe has certainly won over admirers 

already. While they have made a good 

start under him, Rowe will be hoping that 

they can continue this and build up a 

head of steam, as I like the look about 

this Chesterfield squad with the 

additions they have made, and a couple 

of wins like they have done previously 

will have them in the mix in no time.  

Dagenham and Redbridge are another 

side that will certainly be disappointed 

with the start they have made, as a mass 

of exciting close-season signings had 

many – notably the BT Sport pundits – 

waxing lyrical about them and tipping 

them to be contention for promotion, 

however that has not materialised so far. 

Defensively, they haven’t been bad at 

all, but it has been the miserable 

attacking record that has hampered any 

aims they have to be pushing for 

promotion. Paul McCallum is at present 

certainly not the Paul McCallum that we 

have seen in recent National League 

campaigns, and despite having the likes 

of Jeffrey, Balanta and Weston – all 

decent National League operators – and 

a manager that has got into the play-offs 

before, I am slightly surprised not to see 

them in around the top, or at least in a far 

stronger position in which they find 

themselves. They need to find a formula 

that works going forward, as they just 

look goal-shy. I watched them secure a 

1-0 win over my team Torquay United, 

where they sat back on a win with 

virtually a single shot, so they can be 

effective, but they are nowhere near 

good enough going forward to be a 

threat. Only Dover have scored fewer, 

and they’ve played four less games. 

There is work to do for Daryl McMahon.  

Yeovil Town – oh, what a difference a 

couple of weeks makes. A month or so 

ago, it was a case of it being ‘final 

knockings’ for Darren Sarll in Somerset, 

with the Glovers at the foot of the table 

and winless. I’m by no means saying 

they have solved all their problems and 

completely turned the corner, but they 

seemed to have found a bit more of a 

spark and a swagger about their play, 

which I am putting down to one word; 

pace. I saw them labour to a defeat at 

Plainmoor, but the injection of pace in 

the likes of Neufville, Sonupe, Knowles 

and Bradley have provided them with 

much-needed mobility in their side, 

particularly in the middle of the park 

with Warburton instead of Lee. That 

seems to be the difference in my 
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opinion, as last year they had the likes of 

Tilley and Hippolyte, who provided 

them with outlets to complement their 

more experienced faces, and no doubt 

that these players has brought about an 

improvement in their performances in a 

somewhat return to last year’s form. 

They look far more like the Yeovil that 

got to the play-offs last year, and so it 

will give Sarll a platform to build on 

heading into the later-half.  

Kings Lynn Town have found life in the 

National League somewhat difficult, 

although for now have a little bit of room 

from the relegation zone. They have 

battled well at times, securing a point at 

home to leaders Torquay United a 

notable example, but in general they 

have just lacked that cutting edge and 

clinicality in the final third, and that is 

surprising for a team with the quality of 

Adam Marriott. Culverhouse has signed 

a new contract recently, and so they are 

clearly very much devoted to the Linnet 

in charge. Of course, they have work to 

do if they are to avoid going down, but I 

think he will actually be happy with the 

start they have made. Going forward, 

with them not finding their cutting edge 

in the final third, they need to sharpen 

up at the back.  

Weymouth have struggled so far, but 

they certainly weren’t dealt the best 

hand when Mark Molesley departed 

before the season start. Brian Stock has 

come in and it has definitely been a 

baptism for the young manager. The 

National League is notoriously a tricky 

beast, and he has finding that out of late. 

Having watch them, they play some nice 

stuff at times and Stock sets up them up 

to play positively on the ball, and this 

has at times been at their detriment, as 

they have given away some sloppy 

goals. In general, they have not been 

good enough defensively, and Stock will 

be keen for his side to stamp out these 

defensive errors if they are to reap any 

rewards from their good offensive play 

that they have shown at times.  

Barnet have certainly not had the best 

season thus far, with Peter Beadle failing 

to get going and ultimately was 

dismissed from his role. The Bees looked 

devoid of any sort of buzz under his 

tenure, with them looking threadbare in 

defence and shy in front of goal, and this 

has hardly picked up under new 

manager Tim Flowers. Flowers’ previous 

spells in charge of a team at this level 

was at Solihull Moors when they were 

challenging in the play-offs, and he will 

have to draw on all of his experience if 

he is to get The Bees out of the drop 

zone, as there is some real work to do. 

Defensively, they are so poor, 

conceding the most goals – 35 – in the 

entire division and they have looked 

poor in the final third too, with no real 

standout marksmen seeing them the 

second lowest scorers behind only 

Dover Athletic. They have been affected 

by COVID postponements too, and so 

that hasn’t helped them in their efforts, 

but Flowers certainly has a lot of mid-

season repair work to do.  

Well, what do we say about Dover 

Athletic? We have hardly seen them 

play! Having looked at the table, and the 

mounting number of postponements 

they seem to have week on week, I am 

surprised they’ve even played as many 

games as they have done. Nevertheless, 

it has been an underwhelming ten 

games for Andy Hessenthaler, and they 

remain the only side in the National 

League yet to win a game so far. While 

they haven’t been as bad as those sides 

directly above them defensively or in 

their games most recently, it is the lack 

of goals in their side that will be a major 

cause for concern for Hessenthaler, as 

even his leadership and knowhow to get 

them organised is not being rewarded 

with the ability to go and win the game. 

Hessenthaler has work to do.  
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Only one side has conceded fewer than 

Notts County, and while the Magpies 

haven’t been as good going forward, a 

strong defensive showing has been key, 

and Sam Slocombe has proved a reliable 

presence in goal while Rawlinson has 

once again been an outstanding 

performer at the back.  

Mark Kitching was one of many County 

signings in the summer, and has shown 

his qualities at both ends of the pitch as a 

constant threat down the left-hand side 

for them so far. Kyle Cameron has 

continued to show real progression into 

a top defender under Gary Johnson, with 

the Geordie putting in some fine 

defensive performances for the Gulls as 

well as adding some goals to his game 

this year. Joel Senior has been one of 

many impressive Robins so far, with the 

youngster really proving a steady 

performer at right-back.  

Beautyman and Rooney have once again 

shown their qualities at this level, with 

Beautyman central to Sutton United’s 

strong start this year, while Rooney’s 7 

goals have bolstered Stockport County’s 

ambitions for promotion like he did last 

year for Barrow. Sam Barratt’s return to 

York Road has gone as hoped, with 9 

goals so far for the Magpies.  

Ben Whitfield and ‘The Lemon’ have 

really impressed for the leaders, with 

Evans’ quality on the ball and eye for a 

goal complimenting Whitfield’s hard-

working and dogged endeavours on the 

flanks, contributing to their 38 goals thus 

far. Tom Denton leads the scoring charts 

for a Chesterfield side in the bottom-half, 

with 9 goals already. 
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The National League North is also 

proving to be a tricky customer so far 

this year; Darlington could move top of 

the table or at least into the play-offs if 

they win their games in hand, and they 

currently sit in 19th. There are a number 

of teams in the mix, and it promises to be 

a captivating watch for the neutral. 

Gloucester City have started well, and 

managed to maintain their spot at the top 

after the departure of James Rowe to 

Chesterfield. Offensively, they have 

been superb so far this year, and that 

despite losing the services of Akwasi 

Asante to Chesterfield. Paul Groves has 

a tough task on his hands to keep the 

momentum going and keep their spot at 

the top, with many players making the 

move away from the club – Whittle, 

Asante and Daly – and they will be 

hoping they can stave off any more 

approaches for their players so they can 

kick on.  

Chester have done brilliantly so far, and 

the way that so many are playing for 

nothing just goes to show the spirit and 

camaraderie that is in this squad under 

‘Bernard and Jonno’. They have coped 

well with the loss of Asante from last 

year, with the form of Anthony Dudley 

certainly helping their cause. They have 

recruited really well, and have a lot of 

players in their side with good 

experience of this level, and the signs so 

far is that they are well-placed to once 

again be in the mix for promotion come 

the end of the season.  

AFC Fylde have built steadily as the 

season has gone on, and while they 

haven’t always dazzled with their 

attacking play, the experience and 

leadership that Jim Bentley added in the 

summer is beginning to really prove its 

worth. Defensively, they have been 

really strong – with only three sides 

conceding fewer – and as they continue 

to build up a head of steam, the addition 

of Sam Osborne to their already 

illustrious band of attacking talents will 

bolster their push for top spot too.  

Despite a slight drop off in form of late, 

Kidderminster Harriers have 

progressed nicely under Russell Penn 

this term, looking good defensively and 

found more of a fluency and threat in the 

final third with the introduction of 

Sterling-James and former striker 

Morgan-Smith. They were lower mid-

table last year, and have continue to 

show improvements under his tenure. If 

they can continue with the same 

attacking vigour, they will be confident 

of sustaining a place in the play-offs. 

Brackley Town have certainly 

impressed as the season has gone on, 

with a poor start to the campaign a 

distant memory now after a good run of 

results has them sitting in the play-offs. 

They have regained their defensive 

nerve of late, and the form of Shane 

Byrne has done much to improve their 

offensive forays. They are perhaps not as 

free-flowing or potent in front of goal as 

they were last year – with Lee Ndlovu yet 

to find his form of last year – but they are 

well-placed to repeat last year’s play-off 

finish.  

Boston United came into this season as 

one of my favourites for the title, and 

although they haven’t been overly 

outstanding, it has been a strong start for 

Craig Elliott and his side. Key to their 

TIGERS STILL ROARING, FYLDE 

HITTING STRIDE AND HOLLERAN 

DOING STELLAR JOB 
 



P a g e  | 44 

 

strong form has been their defensive 

record – with no side conceding fewer in 

the division thus far – and that has 

complimented their perhaps more 

conservative attacking record. 

Nevertheless, with a number of new 

faces in the summer, they will get better 

as the season progresses, and they will 

be pleased with their start. 

 

Figure 23 Sean Newton has once again been a standout 
performer for York City so far this year 

York City are behind the chasing pack 

having been forced to miss many games 

through COVID postponements, and are 

another that come into this year with big 

expectations after failing by their high 

standards last year of not being 

promoted. They have been far from free-

flowing thus far, and Steve Watson has 

rung the changes during the summer, 

and so it may well take them a fair while 

to find their rhythm. There is still work to 

do by Watson to ensure they can still 

harness their ambitions of winning the 

league. 

Spennymoor Town sit just outside the 

play-offs, in the same position they 

ended last year, and will be looking to 

just find that extra bit of quality to make 

that push into the play-offs in what is 

becoming a tightly-contested National 

League North table. Defensively, they 

have been good, and they will be 

looking to just add that bit of consistency 

in the final third to aid the exploits of 

Glenn Taylor. The loss of experienced 

boss Jason Ainsley will provide them 

with a sterner test of their credentials, 

and they will be pleased with their start. 

Leamington have really impressed so 

far, and manager Paul Holleran has done 

a superb job to get the Brakes 

competitive at the top end so far. Their 

defensive record has just been that bit 

weaker than those teams above them, 

and so he will be looking for them to find 

that extra shut-capabilities in the later-

half if they are to reward their fine start 

with a push into the play-offs. The loss of 

instrumental midfielder Sam Osborne 

may – excuse the pun – put the 

handbrake on their ambitions slightly, 

but Holleran’s side have shown good 

battling qualities thus far, and I expect 

them to continue doing so. A good start 

for Holleran and his side.  

Chorley have grabbed all the headlines 

for their FA Cup run so far, and that 

upturn in confidence in their play has 

translated into an improved run of form 

in the league of late. While they have 

impressed, Jamie Vermiglio will be 

wanting his side to find more threat and 

cutting edge in the final third, with only 

one side – bottom-side Blyth Spartans – 

having scored fewer than them so far. If 

they can continue to translate their cup 

exuberance into good league 

performances, and find more of an end 

product in front of goal, they will be 

well-placed to kick on in the league.  

Gateshead got into the play-offs last 

term, and although they have done 

alright so far, they have slightly slipped 

off from their best from last year. They 

have just missed that extra bit of cutting 

edge in the final third, although in 

fairness they managed to get into the 

play-offs last year without being that 

threatening in the forward areas, and so 

Mike Williamson won’t be too 

concerned. Their form has slightly 

waned of late in the league, with a poor 

run of fixtures – no wins in their last four 

- seeing them just drop back into the 
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middle of the pack. Williamson will want 

to see his side to regain their mojo if 

they want to return last year’s play-off 

finish. 

Farsley Celtic adjusted well to life in 

the National League last year, and they 

have similarly performed well so far this 

time round. They sit in mid-table at 

present, and while they have impressed 

at times, manager Adam Lakeland will 

want to see defensive improvements 

from his side, with only four sides in the 

division having conceded more. 

Especially given how close the division, 

they will be hoping that they can find 

more resilience and resolve at the back 

if they are to avoid being drawn into a 

relegation battle.  

AFC Telford United are in a similar 

situation whereby they have impressed 

at times, but in general have lacked the 

defensive qualities to reward their 

glimpses of good play with a push 

further up the table, and this was the 

case last year too. Their form of late has 

really dropped off, with just one point in 

their last five league games, and so 

while they still remain in fairly close 

reach of the play-offs, they will want to 

turn their form around sooner or later.  

Hereford are slightly lagging behind in 

terms of games played due to COVID 

postponements, and so they will still be 

confident of making a push for the play-

offs. Their form has improved most 

recently in the league, with the mass of 

new players brought in by boss Josh 

Gowling during the summer beginning 

to gel more often and finding a bit of 

consistency in their game. The form of 

Lenell John-Lewis has certainly helped 

their cause, with the experienced 

forward finding his shooting boots, and 

Gowling will hope that he can continue 

to find the net with similar regularity if 

they are to kick on towards the play-offs.  

Bradford Park Avenue entered this 

season as one of the favourites to be 

struggling, but Mark Bower has done a 

fantastic job so far and deserves a lot of 

praise. He has set his side up to have a 

real go, and his players have similarly 

risen to the take; Lewis Knight in 

particular has been a revelation – what a 

good little player he is! The area of 

improvement for Bower will be their 

defensive record, as only the bottom 

side have conceded more. As such, if 

they are able to sharpen up their efforts 

at the back then their ‘no fear’ approach 

will start to reap the rewards it deserves. 

Nevertheless, a good start for Bower.  

Southport are another side that are 

winless in their last five in the league, 

and they find themselves in the bottom-

half. Defensively, they haven’t been that 

bad – with the top two having conceded 

more – but it is the lack of goal threat 

that is costing them. Only 16 goals so far 

in the league, they will be looking to find 

that extra bit of cutting edge and 

potency in front of goal, as that may well 

see their form improve, as they certainly 

haven’t disgraced themselves so far.  

My tip at the start of the season to be the 

potential dark horses was Curzon 

Ashton, but they have certainly not lived 

up to my high praise so far. Steve 

Cunningham has perhaps a slightly more 

youthful side on his hands, and he saw a 

high turnover of players in the summer, 

and this has at times seen them just fall 

short, especially in the defensive 

department. Cunningham sets them up 

to play with a set philosophy, getting 

them to get the ball down and have a 

real go, and that has at times backfired, 

but not that it will deter his side. He has 

some really good young players in his 

team – the likes of Waters, Flowers and 

Cowan – and I am still pinning my hopes 

on them to improve as the season goes 

on and make progression under 

Cunningham. 
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Kettering Town have picked up their 

form lately. They may not have 

registered any wins in their last five, but 

they have lost only once in that period 

too. I wouldn’t expect anything else from 

the Poppies in all honesty, as they have 

an experienced manager in Paul Cox 

who regardless of whether they are 

looking good going forward he will keep 

his side in games and make it difficult for 

the opposition. The physicality he has 

put into this side has been key in being 

able to manage games of late, and they 

have actually been far better in front of 

goal and more adventurous than I 

expected from this Cox side. Not to say 

that his sides aren’t good going forward, 

but they have always seemed to be more 

effective as oppose to overwhelming in 

their offensive dominance. As such, Cox 

will be looking for his side to find a bit 

more sharpness at the back, as their 

defensive record seems to be the only 

thing at the moment which is holding 

them back slightly.  

The side that are by far and away 

playing catch-up due to the number of 

games fewer that they have played less 

than everyone else is Darlington. Just 

the ten games for them so far, they are 

certainly in a false position, and their 

play at times this season has definitely 

not been representative of a side that 

fourth from bottom and a point off of the 

drop zone. They have shown good 

defensive resolve so far, and that has 

given them the platform to be 

expressive in the final third, and this is 

paying off. We will be able to judge their 

abilities once they have played catch-up, 

but a good start for now.  

Alfreton Town are another that certainly 

haven’t kicked on from last year. They 

were lower mid-table last year, but this 

time around they have struggled. There 

is work to do at both ends of the pitch, 

with the loss of Morgan-Smith certainly 

not helping their cause as they look 

quite shy in front of goal, and their 

defensive stabilities – or fragilities for 

that matter – haven’t helped things 

either. They are winless in their last five, 

although such is the close nature of the 

league this season, a couple of wins may 

well see their outlook far rosier, and so 

Billy Heath will be looking for his side to 

start this year afresh.  

Guiesley are another side that have 

perhaps looked better in patches than 

their standing suggests, although in truth 

it is this patchy outlook about their form 

that is the reason why they find 

themselves in the position they are, as 

they haven’t had enough of those good 

days. On loan goalkeeper Brad Wade 

has certainly been a busy bee in net, but 

his efforts have seemingly not been 

good enough to stop their slide. They 

have won once in their last five, drawing 

one too, and joint managers Marcus 

Bignot and Luke O’Neill will be 

demanding more from his side.   

It has certainly been a difficult campaign 

so far for Blyth Spartans. They find 

themselves bottom of the table, having 

conceded the most goals in the division -

35 – and have scored the fewest too with 

just ten; there is definitely work for 

Michael Nelson to do as they approach 

the later-half of the campaign if they are 

to stay up. In a close league, they are 

somewhat adrift at the bottom, and they 

are going to have to find that extra bit of 

quality, but at the same time that bit of 

acuteness in the way they apply 

themselves to grind out results. A tough 

start for Blyth, but certainly not all over 

yet.  
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Boston United has the best defensive 

record in the division – conceding just 

10 goals – and central to this has been 

the form of goalkeeper Ross Fitzsimons, 

who has proved a reliable stopper once 

again.  

AFC Fylde have also been strong 

defensively, and Alex Whitmore has 

proved a key performer, with some 

standout performances from the centre-

half helping them to being the fourth 

best defence in the division. York City 

have conceded the same amount as AFC 

Fylde – albeit having played 2 games 

fewer – but has once again been 

impressive, looking strong defensively 

but also popping up with an impressive 

six goals already.  

Leamington have impressed with their 

battling performances thus far, with Jack 

Lane and Kyle Morrison forming a strong 

partnership, and Lane gets in the side.  

AFC Fylde have an array of attacking 

talent, and Ben Tollitt has been key to 

their offensive exploits, contributing with 

six goals. Shane Byrne also has six goals 

to help Brackley Town turn around their 

slow start, with his range of passing and 

creativity again coming to the fore. Sam 

Osborne has been the key source of 

creativity for Leamington so far, with his 

nine goals sealing him a move to AFC 

Fylde. Spennymoor Town have looked 

shy going forward, and so Ramshaw’s 

five goals has been key to their side 

again. George Glendon has been the 

standout performer so far for 2nd-placed 

Chester. 

Matt McClure is the top scorer at 

present, with his 12 goals helping the 

Tigers to being highest scorers with 35 

goals. In an otherwise average start, the 

form of youngster Lewis Knight has been 

impressive, with his eight goals 

bolstering their attacking exploits. 
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Dartford missed out on promotion last 

year in the play-off final on penalties to 

Weymouth, but they have certainly 

responded well to that so far. They have 

a proven manager at this level in Steve 

King, and he has got them well-drilled 

and organised as I expected form them. 

King has drawn on all of his contacts to 

recruit really well during the summer, 

and they just look like a solid and hard-

to-beat side. The only criticism of them 

so far this year is their offensive record, 

as they have at times just lacked their 

extra bit of quality in the final third, 

albeit no side – other than Dorking 

Wanderers – have really set the world 

alight in that department. The Darts are 

sitting in a strong position. 

Dorking Wanderers also recruited well 

in the summer, and so it has proven with 

the start they have made. The additions 

of Fogden and Fuller have provided 

experience and leadership to an already 

talented crop of players, and allowed the 

side to build on the progress they made 

last year under Marc White after their 

promotion to the National League South. 

They narrowly missed out in the play-

offs last term, but have responded well. 

They have once again been a real force 

going forward, and they have put 

themselves firmly in the mix. 

Hungerford Town would have entered 

this season as one of the favourites to be 

relegated, but my word has Danny 

Robinson done a good job so far! 

Defensively, they haven’t been as strong 

as those sides around them, but that 

does not mean there haven’t been 

outstanding performers in that 

department, with Cairney and Rusby 

proving key operators. The 

improvement they have made from last 

year has been remarkable, not only in 

the way that Robinson has made them a 

more competitive outfit, but the way they 

look going forward; the goals of Seager 

have been central to that. The Crusaders 

will be happy with their start, and so 

they should be.  

If Hungerford Town have made a 

noticeable improvement, then so have St 

Albans City. The loss of Joe Iaciofano 

seemed a huge loss, but not for a 

manager of the quality of Ian Allinson. 

They may have lost goals, but they have 

certainly found defensive solidity by the 

bucket load. They have conceded just 7 

goals so far in the league, with the Saints 

backline superb in the way they have 

applied themselves thus far. Last year, 

their defensive record was key to their 

poor season, and the fact that they have 

address that has seen their results 

improve significantly this term. Allinson 

has once again shown his qualities to 

find good young talent from throughout 

non-league, and it is a good start for the 

Saints. 

Hampton and Richmond have also 

been strong defensively, and that has 

also seen them look a much tougher 

outfit to beat. They narrowly missed out 

on the play-offs last year, and they seem 

well-equipped to go one better this time 

around. They have a good depth to their 

squad and an experience with it too that 

will serve them well, and I think that we 

are seeing a much stronger Hampton 

now. I feel they perhaps do just lack that 

prolific front man, but nevertheless it’s a 

promising start for McCann’s side.   

ALLISON PROVING A SAINT, REBELS 

BEING TAMED AND ROBINSON 

PROVING A PRIZED APPOINTMENT  
 



P a g e  | 49 

 

Havant and Waterlooville’s start to the 

season has been hampered somewhat 

by COVID – having played just 10 games 

– although Paul Doswell may still be 

satisfied with their start, averaging two 

points a game at present. Like York City, 

they are a side that perhaps were 

expected to make an instant return last 

year after relegation, but similarly 

crashed out in the play-offs. They 

invested heavily in the summer, and 

after losing Ayunga during the close 

season, the form of Tommy Wright has 

been central to their play as Iaciofano 

has struggled to find his scoring boots so 

far. The pressure and expectation will 

stay remain on the Hawks’ shoulders, 

and so it will be interesting to see how 

they approach the remainder of the 

season. 

 

Figure 24 Tommy Wright has stepped up to the plate 
well after the departure of Jonah Ayunga in the summer 

Oxford City finished mid-table last year, 

but have showed good progress this 

year under David Oldfield. The former 

Brewers assistant has made The Hoops a 

much stronger defensive outfit so far – 

with only St Albans City having 

conceded fewer – and this has seen them 

become competitive at the top end of the 

division. Oldfield just won manager of 

the month for their good form throughout 

December, and they will no doubt 

continue to make good strides under his 

tenure as the season continues to 

progress. As such, it will be interesting 

to see whether this improvement is 

rewarded with a play-off place come the 

end of the campaign.  

Danny Bloor has also done well to turn 

around the fortunes of an Eastbourne 

Borough side that performed well 

below-par last term. There have notable 

improvements at both ends of the pitch, 

with the addition of experienced 

midfielder Chris Whelpdale from fellow 

National League South side Chelmsford 

City doing much to provide them more 

threat and quality in the final third. With 

a number of experienced professionals 

in their side – the likes of Whelpdale, 

Walker and Cox – Bloor has been able to 

integrate a number of talented 

youngsters into his side, and this has 

provided them mobility and exuberance 

in their attacking plays. Such 

improvements have seen them move to 

the outskirts of the play-offs, and this 

represents a positive opening to the 

campaign for Bloor and his side.  

Maidstone United have made a solid 

start to the season, and with one or two 

games in hand of those sides directly 

above them, they will be confident that 

they can push into the play-offs. They 

have a manager in Hakan Heyrettin who 

has previous of getting success in non-

league – notably as an assistant to John 

Still at Luton Town – and this experience 

will be key if they want to be competitive 

at the top end in what is an open and 

hard-fought division this year. 

Offensively, they have been strong, and 

that is no surprise with the array of talent 

they have in their side. They continue to 

make good progress under Heyrettin, 

but with a poor run of form in the league 

of late, they will want to find more 

consistency and game-winning cutting 

edge.  

It has been an odd season so far for 

Ebbsfleet United. They brought in 

highly-rated German manager Dennis 

Kutrieb during the summer, with visions 

of attacking football and a raft of 

impressive new signings backed up this 

vision of battling for promotion, but they 
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have certainly not been anywhere good 

enough for that. In fact, they have 

actually been quite poor in front of goal, 

and while they have impressed in 

glimpses, Kutrieb will want his side to 

show more threat going forward and be 

more adventurous, as they definitely 

have enough quality in their side to be 

scoring on a more regular occurrence.  

Dulwich Hamlet made a poor start to 

the campaign, but their upturn of form of 

late in the league has seen them move 

themselves into mid-table and things are 

looking much rosier for Gavin Rose’s 

side. Their form in the league has been 

the epitome of inconsistency, with four 

wins, draws and defeats so far, and so 

after showing of late in the league that 

they are capable of being a match for 

anyone in this division, Rose will be 

looking for his side to continue their 

head of steam and find that bit more 

cutting edge in the final third to be able 

to turn some losing results into winning 

ones and ensure greater consistency.  

Tonbridge Angels have impressed at 

times and flattered to deceive at others, 

and they are the sort of side under Steve 

McKimm that goes out and has a really 

good go. They have only drawn once in 

the league so far, and so they either win 

well or fall well short, with no real in 

between. If they can find that bit more 

consistency, then you feel that they 

definitely have the attacking qualities to 

push towards the play-offs.  

Lee Burcham has done a good job at 

Hemel Hempstead so far this season. 

Although they have not really made any 

major improvement on last year’s 

showing, I have been impressed with the 

way he has been able to add to his side, 

with some fantastic recruitment in the 

likes of Carruthers and Mantom, who 

themselves are experienced at a higher 

level. Burcham will want his side to find 

that little extra to be able to push 

towards the play-offs after their 

promising start, and key to this will be 

sharpening up the defensive records, as 

only Braintree Town have conceded 

more goals. If they can find that extra bit 

of resolve at the back, then they can 

reward the good signs they have so far.  

Chippenham Town have once again 

been middle of the park, sitting in mid-

table at the moment. The key area of 

improvement for Mike Cook’s side will 

certainly be their attacking qualities, as 

despite having players such as Zebroski, 

Ash and Jackson to choose from going 

forward, only six sides have scored 

fewer than them so far. If they are able to 

find this extra bit of quality in the final 

third, this will allow them to push ahead 

of those sides around them and put a bit 

of parity between them.  

It has been a learning curve so far for 

Robbie Simpson. The Clarets have 

made an alright start, but they have 

scored as many goals as they have 

conceded so far in the league, and so 

that tells you how inconsistent they have 

been at times. They didn’t have the 

ability to go out and make any major 

additions or changes during the close 

season, and so Simpson will perhaps be 

pleased with the start they have made 

and the way in which the side has 

progressed nicely under his tenure thus 

far. They have been much better 

defensively than those sides 

immediately around them, and so he will 

want his side to find that extra bit of 

quality to win games now.  

Concord Rangers recruited well in the 

summer, with the return of a number of 

their old players – notably Alex Wall - 

however the Beachboys could be 

accused of being on the beach at times, 

as they have just been that bit laidback 

in the league. As shown last year, give 

them a cup competition they are fine, but 

they have just lacked that consistency in 

the league to really reward the promise 

they show. Goals have not been in a 
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plentiful supply, while defensively they 

haven’t been that strong either, and 

while they play some nice stuff and have 

a real go under Danny Scopes, he will be 

looking for them to just find that extra 

consistency heading into the later-half of 

the season if they can build on last year’s 

similar finish. 

Things have once again not turned out as 

planned at Billericay Town this season 

so far, with a mass of promising close 

season signings doing little to harness 

their ambitions for promotion. Jake 

Robinson has once again been one of the 

division’s outstanding performers, but 

that has done little to spearhead their 

efforts as they have again fallen short. A 

poor start to the season saw Jamie 

O’Hara depart, and they haven’t been 

much better since either. Kevin Watson 

has been appointed at the helm, but he 

inherits a side that is defensively 

nowhere near good enough to be 

challenging at the top end as they would 

like. Only when they address that can 

they think about pushing for the play-

offs. 

Bath City are one side that have 

certainly dropped well off the pace from 

where they were last year, and it seems 

as if the mass of loans and the more 

youthful look they tend to go for may just 

have started to wane in its effectiveness, 

although they have picked up their form 

of late slightly; they certainly aren’t 

bottom of the pack anymore. The 

exploits of Tom Smith have once again 

been key, and the improvement from 

Donovan Wilson of late has also given 

them more spark, but they have still 

lacked that continual threat in front of 

goal. They will be looking to add that to 

their game if they want to stand any 

chance of equalling last year.  

Braintree Town are another side that 

have a tough task on their hands, and 

despite out of the relegation zone at the 

moment they have played a couple more 

games than those below them, and so 

they still have some work to do to ensure 

they are safe. The pausing of Step 3 and 

below have allowed some good players 

from that level to be brought into the 

club, and they have looked a more 

threatening and complete side of late in 

the league, although it is clear that 

defensive improvements are needed. 

They have conceded the most goals in 

the division thus far and so Ryan Maxwell 

will want his side to reward the extra 

promise they have shown of late with a 

better defensive showing. 

We haven’t seen a lot of Slough Town so 

far this season, but from what we have 

seen of them they certainly aren’t 

anywhere near the side we have seen in 

and around the play-offs the last two 

seasons. They have looked poor in front 

of goal, and you do think that they are 

missing that prolific front man or even a 

consistent goal scorer for that matter, 

and they haven’t been as stern at the 

back as we usually see from them too. 

With the postponements they have had 

too, they certainly aren’t settled and 

consistent in their approach so far. They 

will be fortunate for only one side going 

down, as they seem to be missing that 

same vigour that we have got to expect 

from this Rebels side, and will be 

wanting to add some goals to their game 

when they do get back playing. 

Welling United have certainly found 

things tough so far, with new manager 

Steve Lovell with a tough task on his 

hands to get his side competitive given 

the budget they have at their disposal 

and the players they have lost. Usual star 

player Anthony Cook was allowed to 

leave, and they have seemingly lacked 

that quality in the final third; no side in 

the division has scored fewer than them 

so far. Admittedly, they have played far 

fewer games than most, and so do have 

catch-up to do, but nevertheless they 

still have work to do.  
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St Albans City have been superb 

defensively under Ian Allinson, and key 

to this has been the performances of 

goalkeeper Michael Johnson. He has 

proven to be a reliable pair of hands, 

and has marshalled the Saints backline 

well. James Kaloczi has been an integral 

part of this backline too, with some 

equally impressive displays. 

Hampton and Richmond Borough have 

also proven difficult to breakdown, and 

Dean Inman has been a key part of 

McCann’s defence with his leadership 

and organisation. Tom Bonner has also 

provided similar assurances at the back 

for Dartford, with his calm and 

composed performances seeing them 

have the second-best defence in the 

league – conceding just 13 goals - as 

they sit top at present.  

Tommy Wright has been in fine form so 

far this year, with his 8 goals in ten 

games bolstering Havant and 

Waterlooville’s attacking exploits. James 

Roberts has been similarly key for 

Oxford City, also with 8 goals to his 

name.  

Wes Fogden has proven to be an astute 

addition to the Dorking Wanderers 

ranks, with his leadership and knowhow 

key to their fine start, and he has 

chipped in with 4 goals too. Tom Smith 

has been a bright stark in an otherwise 

struggling Bath City side, with goals and 

assists and all-round invention for a goal-

shy Romans. 

Jake Robinson has provided the key 

source of end product for Billericay 

Town, with 10 goals to his name. Jason 

Prior and Ryan Seager both share the 

lead at present as the top scorers with 12 

goals each, with Prior profiting from fine 

Dorking attacking forays while Seager 

has spearhead Hungerford Town’s start. 
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Towards the end of last year, we saw so 

poignantly in the news the work that 

Marcus Rashford has done for tackling 

the stigma about food hunger and 

poverty, and the support that has been 

seen throughout the nation for this cause. 

A number of clubs, organisations and 

individual personnel have provided 

meals for those most in need as part of 

this campaign, one of which is Woking 

defender Ben Gerring.  

Inspired by the efforts of Marcus 

Rashford, Gerring set about lending his 

own support for those in need, with the 

collection and distribution of food 

parcels throughout various parts of the 

country, and has captured the hearts of 

many clubs and people throughout the 

country with his generosity.  

We caught up with Ben – again, virtually 

of course – to talk about his efforts and 

why he felt inspired to get involved with 

organising the food parcels.  

Q: You started an initiative called 

‘Non-League Football vs Child 

Poverty’. Just tell us about that, and 

what it aims to achieve? 

A: It is obviously off the back of the work 

that Marcus Rashford has done and his 

initiative, and it got me thinking about 

the level of help non-league clubs and 

people can give to their local 

communities.  

Q: How overwhelmed have you been 

to see the support for your initiative so 

far? 

A: It has been top drawer. I knew though 

that once people got wind of what we are 

doing that they will want to help. It is 

how non-league clubs survive, with help 

from fans and volunteers, so I knew that 

the support was there, and it was just 

about pulling everyone together under 

one umbrella.  

Q: What persuaded you to start this 

initiative? 

A: I think it was due to reading how 

Marcus Rashford was getting on to be 

honest. I think reading it and just how 

big the demand is just brought it home. 

It brought the dad out of me and I 

wanted to help them all.  

 

Figure 25 An example of one of the distribution stations 
Ben has organised as part of the initiative 

Q: How proud are you of being able to 

put together something like this to 

support such a fantastic cause? 

A: I am so proud, and it has not gone 

unnoticed. I am proud it is bringing 

people together, especially in Torquay. 

It is not about being me proud of myself 

or taking the limelight – I do that enough 

GERRING “PUTTING IT ON A PLATE” 

FOR THE LOCAL COMMUNITY IN 

FANTASTIC WORK FOR THOSE IN 

HUNGER 
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on Twitter retweeting my Team of the 

Week’s. I just want to create, help and 

support via our superb non-league 

circle, from volunteers, supporters, 

players and staff.  

Q: The initiative is part of a bigger 

project by Feeding Britain. Just tell us 

about them and the work that they do. 

A: They have a lot of coordinators all 

over the country that do amazing work 

and work closely with local food banks. 

However, there are not any football 

clubs, and Nottingham for example 

doesn’t even have a local coordinator, 

and so with the closest being 

Leicestershire it is quite a big gap. Now, 

with Notts County buying into it, that will 

be another contact for Feeding Britain to 

communicate with to ensure we don’t 

miss any areas.  

Q: Does using your platform and 

profile to give back in such a fantastic 

way make your role all the more 

rewarding? 

A: I guess so. I talk a lot on social media 

and engage with the good and the bad 

after football. It is so encouraging to see 

players, supporters and local non-

league papers help promote and spread 

the word.  

Q: What more would you like to see 

being done not only in non-league, but 

throughout football to tackle the 

problem of child poverty? 

A: It is just about spreading the 

awareness between people connected 

within football and their communities. 

It’s clear to see how much support is 

available within the football pyramid and 

I have no doubts in the future non-league 

football clubs will be a hub for places to 

go to not only for food, but for education 

and courses etc. I think there’s huge 

potential there.  

Q: How proud and humbling has it 

been to see all the fabulous work that 

Marcus Rashford has done? 

A: What a guy! He took on the 

government like a champ and stood up 

for what he believes is the right thing to 

do by those in charge. He has given 

children and families a voice. Incredible! 

 

Figure 26 An example of the food parcels that Ben 
Gerring delivers to families 

Q: What would be your message to 

clubs and players about getting 

involved with this initiative and about 

what they can do? 

A: Ask questions, take time to listen and 

see the work being done by some 

National League clubs and our 

campaign. Reach out and support 

communities in every way possible.  

Q: Lastly, tell us how people can get 

involved with the initiative.  

A: Clubs can email me at 

b.gerrring@yahoo.com to find out how 

they can come on board or to find out 

more details about the campaign. 

Supporters or anyone looking to donate 

to a particular club/area can do so by 

reaching out to me on any of my social 

media platforms.  

 

 

 

mailto:b.gerrring@yahoo.com
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Did Wanderers’ new gaffer’s 

overwhelming achievements at Barrow 

lead to a false sense of invincibility and 

an absent mindedness in overlooking 

some pivotal issues with his squad 

planning? Or is it more of a case of a 

myriad of factors beyond his control 

have meant the methods he enjoyed so 

much in Cumbria have spectacularly 

failed to be replicated at this Old 

Lancashire Club? 

As always with these situations, the 

answer lies somewhere in between.  

When Bolton’s returned to the third tier 

was confirmed after a 30-year hiatus, the 

club’s new owners felt that a new broom 

was exactly the medicine that was 

needed. The now long-suffering fan 

base, weary after a diabolical debacle of 

mismanagement on a pure footballing 

level, and also on a much grander scale 

in terms of financial dereliction, called 

for a modern manager to replace the 

eccentric and increasingly disliked Keith 

Hill and his fellow Boltonian assistant, 

David Flitcroft.  

There were various names linked, as is 

expected when such a prestigious 

position for this level of football 

becomes available. Steven Reid, a young 

progressive coach with all the necessary 

badges was one, another was David Lee 

– who had worked wonders with the now 

defunct under-23 side – and had hefty 

weight behind his claims from the more 

sentimental factors of the support. 

Yet one that really stuck out was a no-

nonsense centre-half from Derby, who 

rose up the leagues to play Premier 

League football under Ian Holloway. 

Someone who’s move into management 

had gone as well as a rookie boss could 

expect and gained a lofty reputation for 

his work up the M6 at Barrow. 48 years 

had passed since the Cumbrian side had 

played football at any level above non-

league, this after being voted out of the 

league in 1972. 

Evatt had established Barrow in his first 

full season and then propelled them to 

the heights even the locals at Holker 

Street hadn’t envisioned when he had 

joined. The Bluebirds romped to the top 

of the table, playing an expansive and 

enjoyable brand of football. The PPG 

ending to the season meant they would 

live up to the tongue-in-cheek moniker 

the local media gave them of 

‘Barrowcelona’, as they matched their 

illustrious namesakes in being promoted 

to the EFL as champions. 

This was an exciting and refreshing 

appointment in the eyes of a fanbase so 

tired of a certain type of football, namely 

a losing one. The deal was thrashed 

about in reasonably hasty fashion, with 

what once could have been considered 

peanuts now termed a ‘sizeable outlay’ 

of around a quarter of a million pounds, 

a figure certainly haggled over as 

Chairwoman Sharon Brittain got her 

man. 

A huge task lay ahead for the new boss, 

as a squad decimated by Ken 

Anderson’s failure to pay wages and 

rebuilt in 24 hours by Hill with one-year 

contracts and 6-month loans, had 

dwindled down to a handful of 

serviceable players. The quickly-injured 

ex-Stoke City man Liam Edwards and 

Irishman Ryan Delaney were joined by a 

group of raw academy graduates – 

midfielder Graham, defender Senior, 

goalkeeper Alexander and winger King-

Harmes – all who had been thrown in at 

the deep end the season previous and 

WAS WANDERERS’ CONTINUED FALL 

FROM GRACE IANEVATTABLE?  
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showed enough promise to warrant a 

stay. 

19-year-old midfielder George 

Thomason had been brought in from 9th-

tier Longridge Town after leaving 

Blackpool’s youth set-up and had yet to 

feature, while Muhammadu Faal – a 

striker signed from Enfield Town in 

January - was the only contracted 

forward player and he hadn’t started a 

single Football League game.  

Amongst the rest of the squad were 

some promising players with EFL 

experience in technical and explosive 

Romanian winger Dennis Politic, and full-

back-come-central defender Harry 

Brockbank. Another, the slight and 

creative Ronan Darcy, was persuaded to 

stay on for another two years as an 

opening fillip and another bright light 

from the previous season’s disaster – 

Scottish midfielder Ali Crawford – also 

put pen to paper on a 2-year contract.  

 

Figure 27 Ali Crawford signed on for another two years 
with The Trotters 

As fans excitingly contemplated a return 

to meaningful football after six barren 

months without their passion, the initial 

wave of optimism running throughout 

social media became a tsunami, as the 

first two proper incomings were very 

much in the category of marquee 

signings. Admittedly, compared to the 

likes of Nicolas Anelka, Jay-Jay Okocha 

and Youri Djorkaeff, the names that 

greeted Wanderers fans as the club 

announced the signings through the 

now-customary medium of Twitter were 

hardly mind-blowing but in Irish striker 

Eoin Doyle, easily the division’s top 

marksmen at table-topping Swindon last 

campaign, they had snapped up a player 

who almost every manager at that level 

would’ve given their right arm for. 

That was followed by goal-scoring 

midfielder Antoni Sarcevic, a 

Manchester lad returning home who 

waxed lyrical over joining the club on a 

number of podcasts. Here was another 

player promoted from the league last 

season, whilst also picking up the player 

of the year award at Plymouth Argyle. 

The calibre of this early recruitment 

drive created a sense of tongue-in-cheek 

entitlement amongst fans. Memes and 

GIF’s were posted and retweeted in what 

was in the main jocular overtones, that in 

slightly less cerebral terms, suggested 

Bolton would find this league rather easy 

indeed. 

Despite rumours of signing Jamal 

Blackman, we were instead greeted with 

the news that England under-20 keeper 

Billy Crellin was to join us on a season-

long loan from Fleetwood after featuring 

in our early pre-season friendlies. Only 

the most knowledgeable of EFL 

observers were aware of Crellin’s 

credentials and his signing as 

undisputed number 1 was seriously 

questioned. With only 18-year-old 

Alexander, who had performed so 

manfully in the ‘Bolton babes’ side, as 

back up, with Gilks considered as an 

emergency option, this set alarm bells 

ringing amongst the support. Was 

entrusting someone with such little 

experience to the goalkeeping jersey 

without a senior reserve option a 

mistake waiting to happen? 

Further experienced League Two 

operators were to arrive though, on 

permanent free transfers; the only 

avenue, along with loans, that 

Wanderers were able to go down with 
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the club unable to pay fees due to the 

EFL transfer embargo that expires after 

this January’s window. 

They came in the form of left footed ex-

Leicester academy graduate centre-

back George Taft from Cambridge 

United, another particularly tall recruit at 

6ft 4in and former QPR midfielder 

Brandon Comley, taken from a 

Colchester United side who apparently 

couldn’t afford to keep him on owing to 

the pandemic, but someone with the 

highest passing accuracy stats in the 

league. Both penned deals until the 

summer of 2022. 

 

Figure 28 Brandon Comley - one of last year's best 
passers in the division - signed for the club during the 
summer 

The head of football operations, Tobias 

Phoenix, appointed in January with just a 

similar stint at-then EFL crisis club and 

now-expelled Macclesfield Town on his 

CV, was clearly having a big say in some 

of these deals, as data analytics was 

often referred to in interviews with Evatt 

when the story behind the new signings 

was told. It was clearly playing a big part 

in the decision-making process at this 

point. Perhaps understandably too, with 

no recent football having been played in 

the bottom two divisions to enable good 

old-fashioned in-person scouting.  

Yet many still felt uneasy at such an 

approach, feeling that this supposed 

‘Moneyball’ philosophy towards the 

transfer market was folly at our level. 

Any number of fans also questioned the 

wisdom or indeed necessity of having 

this structure in place at all at this level 

of football and also whether we had the 

right man at the head of it all. Phoenix 

had only done one interview since 

joining, despite being pretty much the 

only member of staff not to be placed on 

furlough during the early throes of the 

pandemic. To say he was an untrusted 

figure would be an understatement. 

The speculative signings began.  

Tom White joined on loan from 

Blackburn Rovers. He’d played a pivotal 

part in Evatt’s midfield three at Barrow, 

so at least we had someone who ought to 

be able to have a good handle on how to 

implement Evatt’s philosophy and game 

plan. Young left-back Liam Gordon was 

signed on a 2-year deal from Dagenham 

& Redbridge, clearly earmarked for the 

left wing-back role. Videos were 

optimistically shared of a mightily 

impressive highlight reel of a game he 

had played against the USA for Guyana, 

where he showed electric pace and a 

real fearlessness. Stories were found 

online that Wolves had been monitoring 

him previously. Something of a coup 

then, we thought. 6ft 6in centre-back 

Ricardo Santos, formerly of 

Peterborough, but another one who’d 

spent the past few seasons in the 

National League at Barnet, was the next 

acquired on another 2-year deal. 

The remaining signings were a mixed 

bag of players Evatt knew and clearly 

rated from his playing days, mainly from 

his most memorable spell with Blackpool 

in the guise of the returning veteran 

defender Alex Baptiste, vastly 

experienced support-striker Nathan 

Delfouneso and player/goalkeeping 

coach Matt Gilks, all players with some 

Premier League experience. 

 

They were supplemented with some 

arrivals that certainly had the hallmarks 

of huge gambles, with Phoenix’s 
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fingerprints all over them. Right-back 

Gethin Jones had the most pedigree of 

the next quartet, having spent the 

previous season at this level with 

Carlisle United after loan spells at 

Plymouth and Barnsley before moving 

onto Fleetwood Town from Everton’s 

under-23 side. The others were 

decidedly less experienced, or at least 

EFL match-hardened, in ex-Wycombe 

left-back Jamie Mascoll and much-

maligned young right full-back Jak 

Hickman. He’d been released by 

Coventry, not helping his case to be 

kept on by the Sky Blues after a well-

known social media clip that went viral 

of him talking in rather disparaging 

terms about the club that paid his wages, 

whilst on a foreign bender with friends.  

Pre-season friendlies against Atherton 

Colleries, Bamber Bridge and 

Loughborough’s University side were no 

real barometer for the quality of Evatt’s 

side of course, especially as it was very 

much work-in-progress, with what 

seemed like a new signing being made 

every day. Irrespective, the way that his 

emerging new-look squad seemed to 

swat away the challenges of these 

relative minnows with a swaggering 

nonchalance was encouraging 

nonetheless, with a 16-goal haul 

achieved with zero in the goals against 

column. The loss of Politic at 

Loughborough, looking like he was in 

the groove after scoring in the previous 

two games, to what was described as a 

season-ending ACL knee injury the only 

major blot on an otherwise pleasing 

copybook. 

A 3-0 win over an Accrington Stanley 

side, who’d given Wanderers one of the 

most chastening results in their entire 

history when handing out a 7-1 pounding 

the previous season, raised expectation 

level to fever pitch as Delfouneso and 

Doyle both netted their third goals of 

pre-season. This despite the old adage 

that friendly results mean nothing, as 

fans, only really able to go off the match 

reports from long-serving and trusted 

local journalist Marc Iles, really bought 

into the hype surrounding this newly 

assembled unit. 

 

Over 8000 season tickets were 

purchased, despite no real end-game 

coming into view in terms of when fans 

may be allowed back into stadia, with 

October being mooted in some circles, 

showed the strength of feeling in this old 

Lancashire mill town for their football 

club, despite the lowest of ebbs it had 

been reduced to. 

That period felt like a crescendo of hope 

and positive vibes that we’ve never quite 

revisited, except maybe for the false 

dawn that was November.  

 

The next arrival was Reiss Greenidge. 

Another defensive behemoth, at the 

same height as Santos, his academy 

pedigree at Arsenal then West Brom was 

of at least some comfort. That he’d been 

playing Norwegian lower league football 

after seemingly unsuccessful stints in 

English non-league posed serious 

questions as to his quality and suitability 

for the trials and tribulations of League 

Two. Yet a 2-year deal was handed to the 

left-sided Enfield-born defender, with 

both Greenidge and Evatt referring to 

his turn of pace as a huge asset. 

 

The tide began to turn with a heavy 5-1 

defeat at a demoted, deflated and 

depleted Wigan Athletic. Joe Garner’s 

hat-trick putting a strong enough Whites’ 

side to the sword. Its only pre-season 

isn’t it, we reassured ourselves. Wigan 

had a number of Championship players 

in their side. No worries, we muttered. 

 

A 3-0 defeat to an admittedly quality 

Crewe Alexandra side three days later 

on Friday night at the UniBol seemed to 

highlight a worrying tendency to gift our 
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opposition avoidable, often simple 

goals. 

Despite these recent concerns, the 

season still started with an air of 

optimism amongst the thousands of 

Wanderers supporters sat expectantly 

by their laptops or tablets trying to 

figure out how to log onto iFollow, 

awaiting the dawn of a new era after so 

many false ones.  

Bradford City came to town in the first 

round of the Carabao Cup and despite 

some neat patterns of play and a 

willingness to take the game to the 

Bantams, two lapses in concentration 

cost Wanderers, as Antoni Sarcevic’s 

strike just after half-time proved nothing 

but a consolation in the end. 

Veteran journeyman striker Shaun Miller 

was signed on the eve of the season, as 

was central midfielder Andrew Tutte, 

someone well versed in the travails and 

traverses of League 1 and 2 football at 

local sides Rochdale, Bury and 

Morecambe, having come through 

Manchester City’s youth set up. The fact 

that both had seemingly been discarded 

by a Shrimps side who tended to be in a 

permanent battle to save their EFL 

status, was considered another concern 

though. 

The real action began with a tough 

League Two opener at an empty UniBol 

stadium against Mark Cooper’s Forest 

Green Rovers, where a bright start that 

Bolton certainly should’ve capitalised on 

then descended into a scrappy, turgid 

affair with Forest Green taking 

advantage of hesitant and incoherent 

play to grab a stranglehold of the game. 

Carl Winchester’s daisy cutter from 

almost 30-yards just after half-time 

settled the game, as Evatt’s men huffed 

and puffed without ever really testing 

Green Devils keeper Luke McGee. 

 

This deflating start quickly turned into a 

nightmarish one, with firstly a much-

changed eleven losing narrowly 3-2 to 

Crewe in the latterly-named Papa John’s 

Trophy, with at least a smart goal from 

new recruit Miller to cheer. Worse was 

to follow though, with Wanderers going 

down 2-0 at Colchester United. They 

were undone by a completely free 

header from a corner as half-time 

approached and as they pressed 

forward desperately seeking an 

equaliser, a misunderstanding between 

Baptiste and Crellin allowed Jevani 

Brown to steal a march on the ageing 

Bolton defender and lob the stranded 

young stopper. 

 

Figure 29 Lloyd Isgrove joined the club shortly after the 
start of the season 

 

Newport County were next up at the 

UniBol, with an unbeaten start in tow and 

the scalp of Watford convincingly taken 

in midweek Carabao Cup action. Fans 

were treated to another two arrivals 

before kick-off as we hoped to kickstart 

our season. Former Southampton and 

Swindon right-winger Lloyd Isgrove and 

striker-cum-winger Arthur Gnahoua 

were signed on one-year deals. Isgrove 

had linked up well with Doyle in the 

Robins promotion campaign, setting up 

six goals for him and Gnahoua’s capture 

was one with a distinctly Phoenix whiff 

about it, having played at Macclesfield 

when he was Director of Football at the 

Cheshire club. 

 

A multitude of early chances from the 

South Wales outfit went begging, as 

Crellin flapped disconcertingly at every 

set-piece and despite those initial let-
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offs, the 2-0 margin of victory probably 

did a huge disservice to Michael Flynn’s 

side, who controlled vast swathes of the 

game through impressive playmaker 

Josh Sheehan. The in-form Tristan 

Abrahams netted two opportunistic 

second-half efforts from rebounds, after 

Crellin had pushed fairly weak attempts 

directly into his path on both occasions, 

with statuesque defenders watching on 

helplessly and some would say 

hopelessly. 

Wanderers fans took to social media, 

(obviously, where else can they vent 

their anger!) and the backlash was pretty 

brutal. The main target of the abuse was 

not really Crellin at this stage but 

Ricardo Santos, who had been playing in 

a central pairing alongside Taft. Evatt 

had switched to what was more like a 

traditional 4-4-2 after he was insistent 

how well it had worked at Colchester, in 

a game he was also adamant Wanderers 

had ‘dominated’. Jak Hickman played in 

front of Jones on the right, with Crawford 

playing narrow off the left. Santos’ error-

strewn display and the tinkering of the 

formation, after a summer’s recruitment 

seemingly based solely around his three 

at the back preference, was not well 

received. 

The vilification was pretty strong and left 

any of the players who dared venture 

onto their phones that evening that their 

displays had been nowhere near an 

acceptable level thus far. 

A switch back to the 3-4-1-2 system that 

had served Evatt so well at Barrow saw 

Wanderers pick up a hard-fought and 

much-needed win at Doncaster Rovers’ 

Keepmoat Stadium, as then high-flying 

EFL new boys Harrogate Town were 

waiting for a new pitch to be laid at their 

Wetherby Road home. Both Doyle and 

Delfouneso finally got off the mark early 

doors and Bolton just about held on, 

enabling Evatt and assistant Peter 

Atherton to breathe a huge sigh of relief. 

Indeed, whoops of delight could be 

heard from the away dugout at the 

sounding of the final whistle. 

 

Another much changed side put up a 

spirited display in exiting the Papa 

John’s Trophy at the New Meadow, as 

Shrewsbury came out on top after two 

early goals, what would become a 

familiar theme, once again down to 

individual errors. Tom White’s missed 

penalty proved vital in the 2-1 reverse, 

with academy graduate defender Adam 

Senior grabbing his first senior goal. The 

real test was to come, however, as two 

home games against sides that were 

rock bottom of the table loomed on the 

horizon. A chance to get some wins on 

the board we thought. But, both Grimsby 

Town and local rivals Oldham Athletic 

had other ideas. 

 

The Mariners finished the stronger in a 

pretty nondescript goalless encounter, 

where Bolton again started brightly but 

faded badly, while Zach Dearnley’s 

excellent counter-attacking goal in 

injury-time for the Latics gave them what 

was in-reality a well-deserved 2-1 win 

after breaking through Bolton’s flimsy 

rear-guard at will in the second half. 

 

The pressure was piling on Evatt, with 

some fans already calling for his head, 

even at this embryonic stage in his 

Bolton stewardship. 

The one game that the embattled Evatt 

probably didn’t want to see on the 

fixture list was a visit back to Holker 

Street and his former charges Barrow. 

Things got considerably worse before 

they got better too, as twin Bluebird 

strikes in the first four minutes sent 

Wanderers Twitter into predictable 

meltdown. Promising new loan signing 

from Luton Town Peter Kioso had come 

in at right wing-back after an injury to 

Gethin Jones at Harrogate meant Jak 

Hickman got his chance to impress. But 

the youngster had failed to convince 
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Evatt of his worth, giving Kioso his 

chance. He reduced the arrears with a 

brave header, but Dior Angus scored 

again just four minutes later, as the 

defensive hesitancy and incoherence 

continued. 

 

At 3-1 down a very presentable chance 

was spurned by Angus to make it four 

and that miss proved pivotal when as 

half-time approached, Eoin Doyle got his 

second of the season, converting a super 

cross from Gnahoua, deputising for the 

stricken Delfouneso. 

Wanderers flattered to deceive in the 

hugely important second period and just 

as the knives were sharpening for the 

beleaguered boss, with almost the last 

kick of the game, captain Antoni 

Sarcevic fired home a loose ball through 

a mass of bodies to rescue a face-saving 

point. 

 

The tide had turned somewhat, as 

another late Sarcevic strike, slotting 

home from the edge of the area after a 

lovely flowing move involving 19 passes, 

secured a late point at the Abbey 

Stadium, as Wanderers went toe-to-toe 

with league leaders Cambridge United. 

A windy day hadn’t helped the 

confidence-shorn Billy Crellin, as a 

swirling deep cross evaded his clutches 

and went straight in for the U’s opener. 

 

The aftermath of this incident provoked a 

huge media storm as Evatt hung the 

rookie keeper out to dry in his post-

match interviews, blaming him for the 

goal and pointing the finger for a 

number of other recent blunders. That 

this had been the case was patently true, 

but many questioned the wisdom of 

making his displeasure so public, 

especially given the fact our other 

keeping options seemed pretty non-

existent. The Bolton boss went as far as 

telling the on-loan youngster to ‘man 

up’, which unsurprisingly garnered 

negative coverage in every media outlet 

you can think of. 

 

It seemed the method behind what Evatt 

himself later conceded was ‘ill-judged 

terminology’ had bore fruit just three 

days later as Crellin saved an admittedly 

weak penalty from once-Bolton trialist 

Billy Clarke, as the Whites weathered a 

Bradford City storm in the second half to 

secure their first home win of the 

season.  It came via an early scrappy 

Delfouneso effort, after a calamity in the 

Bantams rear-guard. Crellin’s overall 

performance hadn’t convinced the 

doubters, however, as a number of 

fumbles and manic moments illustrated 

his lack of authority, decisiveness and 

perhaps technique too. Evatt decided to 

ignore these faults this time, instead 

waxing lyrical over his performance and 

almost taking credit for it in a ‘told-you-

so’ manner. 

 

But he wasn’t fooling the Wanderers 

fans. Both would be subjected to even 

harsher criticism, as the encouraging 

signs quickly dissipated on a harrowing 

Saturday afternoon at Brisbane Road. 

 

Figure 30 Jobi McAnuff scored on a disappointing 
afternoon for Bolton Wanderers 

Yet again Wanderers succumbed to what 

must go down as one of the worst defeats 

in their entire history. Leyton Orient 

were 3-0 up and cruising by half-time, 

with ex-Trotter Conor Wilkinson 

following veteran Jobi McAnuff’s lead by 

netting a long-range free-kick. 

Certainly, Wilkinson’s effort bore more 

scrutiny for Crellin as he was beaten at 
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his near post. All this came after Danny 

Johnson was afforded time and space to 

fire home James Brophy’s cut back to get 

the O’s going. That Crellin had saved 

another penalty from Johnson after less 

than a minute, following an horrendous 

Baptiste back-pass that lacked weight 

but also caught the much-lambasted 

keeper on his heels, mattered little in the 

grand scheme of things. 

 

The Wanderers fans had been calling for 

the introduction of Ronan Darcy for the 

misfiring Ali Crawford and got their 

wish, as he replaced an again injured 

Delfouneso at 1-0 down and he at least 

showed some promise, constantly 

demanding the ball and progressing 

play. Despite an improved second half 

showing, Craig Clay’s cultured strike 

from 25 yards past a static Crellin put the 

sheen on the result for Ross Embleton’s 

men, leaving Evatt to face some serious 

soul-searching and tough questioning, as 

Whites fans contemplated what was 

turning into a relegation battle. Evatt, 

perhaps too honestly, said he felt that the 

players attitudes hadn’t been correct for 

the game and that he could sense this in 

the warm-up. Cue the derision from the 

fans on social media as they questioned 

his ability to motivate his stuttering side. 

 

The midweek home game with 

managerless Mansfield Town, after 

Graham Coughlan’s departure, told a 

depressingly familiar story as a number 

of half-chances went begging before the 

Stags grew into the game. Typically, 

lackadaisical marking from a Stephen 

McLaughlin corner just after half-time 

allowed George Lapslie to nod home at 

Crellin’s near post in what looked like 

the winning goal. That was until another 

familiar story came to pass, with 

Sarcevic scoring his third late equaliser 

in as many weeks just as Bolton looked 

like they’d ran out of steam and ideas, 

latching onto Crawford’s defence 

splitting through ball to bundle the ball 

home via the aid of the keepers gloves. 

 

Next up was another defeat at home to 

Crewe, this time exiting the FA Cup at 

the first stage, where two well-taken 

Delfouneso goals had at least given a 

respectable sense to proceedings but 

meant the Whites had won just one game 

in fifteen in all competitions. And there 

was no let-up in the schedule, as on the 

horizon was a daunting visit from 

moneybags Salford City, with new 

manager Richie Wellens looking to 

impress his famous overlords under the 

Sky cameras on Friday night. 

 

Figure 31 Eoin Doyle scored against his former boss as 
The Trotters won 2-0 against Salford City 

Crellin, despite a clear and obvious 

opportunity for either Alexander or Matt 

Gilks to play against Crewe and get a 

much needed break, was at fault again 

for at least two of the Crewe goals and 

the fact Evatt had been repeatedly 

mentioning that Gilks was ‘stepping up 

his training’ was a more subtle-than-

before message but equally as clear a 

signal for Crellin to buck his ideas up. 

This led to relieved Wanderers fans 

believing he was primed to make the 

change the majority felt had come at 

least half a dozen games too late. 

 

The change happened and what a 

transformation. Gilks communicated all 

game with his back five, with Sky 

commentators referring to his constant 

bellowing of instructions. Sarcevic 

pounced on a loose ball early in the 

game and set up Doyle with a perfect 

through ball, who produced a tidy finish. 

A calamitous own goal from Jordan 

Turnbull, supposedly a ‘done deal’ to 
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sign for us from Northampton in the 

summer before his head was turned by 

the big bucks offered by the Ammies, 

sealed the deal as apart from one 

rasping drive from Brandon Thomas-

Asante that Evatt later described as a 

save for the cameras from his mate 

Gilks, Wanderers saw out the win and a 

much-needed clean sheet with relative 

comfort. 

 

A 3-2 win from 2-0 down with a 

completely changed eleven in the dead 

rubber against Newcastle’s Under 23 

side in the Papa John’s Trophy at least 

kept the momentum up generated by the 

first eleven on the Friday and also gave 

Evatt some food for thought. Both wing-

backs  Hickman and Mascoll scored, but 

it was the performance of the 19-year-

old Thomason from the bench, recalled 

from Bamber Bridge owing to their lack 

of games, that was a real talking point. 

He showed a calmness in possession and 

an eye for a pass that the few who paid 

their money to watch the game were all 

too keen to rave about. 

 

The revival continued into November, as 

the fixture list threw up a sequence of 

games against teams struggling towards 

the foot of the table, all randomly 

beginning with ‘S’! Stevenage, 

Scunthorpe and then Southend were all 

dispatched, despite hairy moments and 

none of the performances particularly 

blowing the opposition away. The 3-0 

win over Mark Molesley’s Shrimpers 

only being sealed late on through two 

Doyle strikes, with Alex Baptiste 

providing two assists on the day. Evatt 

seemed to have come across a winning 

formula, with Gilks providing a calming 

yet authoritative presence behind a 

settled back three. Fans, while delighted 

with the upturn in fortunes, were left 

wondering and perhaps bemoaning 

what could’ve been if he’d have been 

handed the gloves a month earlier. 

 

Then, as is always the case with 

Wanderers, reality struck as Port Vale, 

on a five-game losing run in the league, 

rocked up to the UniBol and ruthlessly 

capitalised on the wide-open spaces 

between Kioso and Baptiste. Almost 

incredulously, given the respective 

sides form coming into the contest, 

Bolton found themselves 6-1 down after 

an hour. Ex-Bury winger David Worrall 

was the main protagonist, helping 

himself to two assists and a goal. 

 

The turning point was Ricardo Santos’ 

robust and ill-advised body check on 

Devante Rodney just before half-time, 

which was deemed a penalty, sending 

the Valiants into the break with a 3-1 

lead. The imperious form he’d played 

himself into in the previous month now 

but a distant memory. 

 

Two quick fire goals put the game to bed 

within five minutes of the restart after 

more haphazard defending and a 

quadruple sub, the EFL having 

sanctioned the move to five subs due to 

the impact of COVID, did not have the 

desired effect as Nathan Smith added a 

sixth, heading in a corner unchallenged. 

Wanderers did manage to reduce the 

arrears and put a degree of 

respectability on the final score through 

Doyle’s smart touch and instinctive strike 

and Lloyd Isgrove’s far post finish after 

coming on. When fifth substitute Tom 

White hit the bar with ten minutes to go it 

seemed possible that the most 

remarkable of come backs could be on. 

Alas, the game petered out and one can 

only imagine the response at the final 

whistle from the home crowd if they’d 

been present. 

 

Figure 32 Port Vale rounded off a fine afternoon with a 
6-3 victory against Bolton Wanderers, in a game of 
head-scratching for Ian Evatt 

Evatt put it down to a crazy game and 

vowed it would be an anomaly. Sadly, 
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this hasn’t been the case. 

 

Leading in the next game at Walsall as 

half-time approached, weak defending 

allowed Elijah Adebayo to score, 

although there was a definite foul on Ali 

Crawford by the touchline leading up to 

the goal. Rory Holden’s early second-

half goal proved enough for the Saddlers 

to see Bolton off, with Evatt complaining 

of rough-house tactics from Darrell 

Clarke’s outfit. 

 

A surprisingly gritty defensive display at 

high-flying Cheltenham Town at 

Whaddon Road, culminating in a last-

minute smash-and-grab through Ryan 

Delaney after Santos had flicked on a 

corner, saw Wanderers fans 

optimistically checking the gap to the 

play-off places. Bridging four points was 

eminently achievable if we could 

continue in this resolute vein, we 

chimed, as we looked forward with hope 

once again to the big clash coming up.  

 

Keith Hill was back in town with 

Tranmere Rovers. Our biggest historical 

rivals in the division, after some titanic 

struggles in the 90’s had led to bad 

blood between the clubs which lasted 

the test of time. The one fixture fans 

would have craved to be in attendance, 

amplified by the presence of Hill in the 

away dugout. 

 

A bright start yet again failed to produce 

the pivotal first goal, leading to a familiar 

sinking feeling, as Peter Clarke’s header 

from a corner left an uphill battle for the 

second half. Kieron Morris and James 

Vaughan rubbed further salt into the 

wounds, the latter through an emphatic 

penalty given after a nonsensical 

handball by Alex Baptiste, reverting 

back to his error-strewn and brainless 

ways. 

 

The more vocal fans on Twitter were 

back to calling for Evatt’s head and that 

reached a crescendo, after a simply too-

horrendous-for-words start at Brunton 

Park on Boxing Day. Table-topping 

Carlisle United used the gale-force wind 

to their advantage while pouncing on 

sloppy Bolton marking to go two-nil up 

after only seven minutes and we found 

ourselves three behind after just 35 

minutes on the clock. 

 

There looked no way back but the 

Whites survived without further 

punishment until the cusp of the interval, 

when they got one back through 

Thomason’s first goal for the club, Evatt 

keeping faith with the youngster despite 

the hammering the side took on his 

debut against Port Vale. 

 

Baptiste was hooked for Isgrove and 

Wanderers, with the wind in their sails 

figuratively and quite literally, worked 

their way back into the game. The late 

flurry finally arrived through 

Delfouneso’s tap-in from a smart 

Sarcevic cut-back and minutes later 

Kioso’s flying header from Isgrove’s 

centre made it 3-3. Thomason nearly had 

limbs flying in living room’s as he hit the 

outside of the post after a smart give-

and-go with Doyle while Jon Mellish 

almost won it too for the Cumbrians, also 

striking the post with the last kick of the 

game. 

 

A breathless encounter and one that 

illustrated perfectly the Jekyll and Hyde 

nature of this team Evatt has put 

together. 

 

That Wanderers have found themselves 

two down at Barrow and Carlisle within 

ten minutes, 6-1 down after an hour at 

home to Port Vale and 3-0 down at the 

break at Brisbane Road quite patently 

illustrates that this side is nowhere near 

the level of the pre-season promotion 

favourites tag that they seem to have 

worn with almost a smug sense of 

entitlement. 

 

That they’ve fought back in some of 

these games to rescue a point, the fact 

they’ve gone to teams at the top of the 

league and held their own in Cambridge 

and Cheltenham also shows what they 

are capable of on their day.  
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The defeat to Crawley last time out was a 

microcosm of our season, at the UniBol at 

least. An encouraging opening with 

some well-worked passages of play 

came to nothing, giving way to 

incoherence and ineffectiveness as 

Crawley gained a foothold in the game. 

When an intricate passing move split 

open our defence and right-back 

George Francomb fired past Matt Gilks, 

the goal had certainly been coming and 

the groans in front of tablets and laptops 

will have been weary of tone. 

Figure 33 Francomb scored the only goal of the game as 
Bolton Wanderers could not find a way through despite 
dominating the chances 

 

Twenty-four shots were rained in on 

Glenn Morris’ goal that afternoon, seven 

hitting the target. The crossbar was hit, 

sitters were missed and miraculous 

point-blank saves were made, as the 

frustration showed no signs of abating. 

The late sending off of a tired Reiss 

Greenidge, preferred to Delaney on the 

left of the back three, typified the team’s 

performance; the effort was there in 

spades but the quality was sadly lacking. 

 

Evatt pressed home the narrative of the 

dominant nature of our display and 

bemoaned our luck. He failed to 

acknowledge that we just aren’t doing 

enough to edge ourselves ahead when 

the game is level. That vital first goal 

eludes us time and time again. 

 

A lot of the sound bites the manager 

comes up with are accompanied by my 

nodding head. He speaks sense the 

majority of the time, whilst, like his 

predecessor, rather enjoying the sound 

of his own voice. He at least seems to 

recognise what the fans see; the lack of 

natural width on the left is hindering us 

after Gordon has been sent back to 

Dagenham, patently unready for the 

level and Mascoll unconvincing at best. 

Individual errors and lack of 

concentration are costing us. Proving 

incapable of scoring first in most games 

is killing us. 

 

The formation doesn’t suit the players he 

has at his disposal and the 3-4-1-2 

system that brought him so much 

success at Barrow lives and dies by its 

wing backs. Ours, Kioso possibly aside, 

simply aren’t up to it. His recent 

comments and in-game tweaks suggest 

change may be in the offing. If the 

recruitment is right, a change to a back 

four has got to be the way forward, as 

too often the positional sense of the 

wing-backs and their lack of experience 

of playing this very specialist position, 

has been exploited repeatedly. 

 

The signs are good. The first arrival was 

Swansea’s forgotten man, Declan John, 

the natural left-sided defender with 

pedigree that we craved. Then came an 

18-month deal for Kieran Lee, with 

glowing references from adoring Owls 

fans on Twitter and very much a 

Championship-level midfielder, if he can 

stay fit. 

 

Let’s see what the rest of this vitally 

important January transfer window 

brings, as Evatt, now the ‘manager’, as 

opposed to ‘head coach’ after Phoenix’s 

unceremonious departure from the club, 

is given sole responsibility for 

recruitment. We are still shopping in 

limited markets with this, the final 

window of our embargo. Every deal 

done will come with risk, as shown by 

John breaking down today with an 

unfortunate hamstring injury. That 

Nathan Jones has decided to recall Kioso 

for the time being is a further hammer 

blow to Evatt’s short-term plans. 

 

But now he is in charge of his own 

destiny. Football can be a simple game 
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and at this level, over complicating it 

with directors of football and data 

analytics signings is perhaps an 

unnecessary and ill-thought-out exercise 

in trying to embrace the modern way. 

 

Back to old fashioned methods. Back to 

basics. Hopefully back to watching 

games and becoming our Bolton 

Wanderers again, back to being proud 

of our team and of this once thriving 

famous old club. 
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