PRE-SEASON ROUND-UP by Gary Owen
The Bloods commenced their 6-match pre-season schedule amongst the rolling hills of Rawtenstall at Rossendale United, on a lush green pitch in the evening sunshine of late July (Thursday 20th) against the UniBond 1st Division outfit.

All of the players looked keen to start playing again, as opposed to just training, and this showed in the way they were crisply passing the ball around.

Robbie Talbot signalled the Bloods’ intentions early on, when he rattled the Rossendale bar from the edge of the box, but it was the hosts who unexpectedly took the lead on 10 minutes through a Neil Hall own goal following an excellent ball into the Droylsden box that was difficult to defend.

However, the Bloods were soon on level terms, as Ian Fitzpatrick showed some of the skills lacking in Gelsenkirchen a couple of weeks earlier, after Chris Denahm had been felled in the box.

On 25 minutes, it was 2-1, as the Rossendale full back inexplicably stood off Denham, who picked out Talbot’s head with a pin-point cross.  Fitzpatrick almost extended the Bloods’ lead, but his shot also smacked againt the woodwork, before Paul Phillips showed he’d not lost any of his touch with a great save to maintain a 2-1 lead into the break.

On 55 minutes, Dave Pace made 8 changes en masse, and just five minutes later it was 3-1 through Steve Brodie after Jody Banim and Fitzpatrick had combined well.

Moments later, Terry Fearns threatened to make it 4-1, but he ran out of pitch after rounding the ‘keeper.  However, he did notch the fourth on 74 minutes with a first time ‘van Basten’ type volley, only from his left foot, which looped over the ‘keeper’s head and into the far corner.

Banim made it 5-1 with a sweet 22 yard free kick, before Fearns grabbed his second to make it 6-1 from an excellent cross by Daniel Warner.

*********

Two days later it was off to a not-so-happy hunting ground, namely Hurst Cross.  However, this time the Bloods continued where they had left off against Rossendale to secure a 3-0 victory against our near neighbours, Ashton United, from the UniBond Premier Division.

Again, the Bloods signalled their intenet early when Kevin Lynch started and almost finished a great move, but his shot struck the upright and went to safety.

Fearns and Banim comnied well, but the former ran out of pitch before converting, but on 25 minutes, Fearns made no mistake from 14 yards after Banim had again found his strike partner.

Just after the half hour, Phillips saved well from former Butcher’s Arms favourite Ciaran Kilheeney after a sweeping move by the Robins, but it was really all one way traffic the other way.  Fearns saw a shot cleared off the line, and Fitzpatrick flicked wide.

Banim’s deflected shot from 20 yards was well held by Mottram in the Robins’ goal.  Banim again jinked his way behind the Robins’ defence, but tripped over the ball with Fearns and Denham both well placed.

Denham then shot wide and Fitzpatrick shot straight at Mottram as the Bloods finished the half on a high.

Seven minutes after the break, Banim exchanged passes with Lynch and Mottram could only parry the shot, so Fearns said “thank you very much” and tapped home to make it 2-0.

Again, wholesale changes were made shortly into the second half, but it was not until the 75th minute before the Bloods threatened again.  Waner and Denham tore holes in the Ashton defence, but no-one was on hand to add the finishing touch to Denham’s cross.

Ashton almost pulled a goal back in similar fashion, but again no-one was on hand to provide the vital strike from a dangerous cross.

With 11 minutes remaining, former Hurst Cross favourite Gareth Morris reminded the home crowd what they have been missing, with a trademark 25 yard finish, beating Mottram low to his right hand side.

Robbie Talbot should have made it 4, but could only shoot straight at Mottram when clean through, and triallist Kevin Gibbons saw his long range effort take a slight deflection onto the post with Mottram beaten, before Dehnam forced another fine save from the Ashton custodian.

*********

On the last Wednesday in July, Droylsden welcomed our old friends from the Deva Stadium, Chester City to the Butcher’s Arms for their first (and only) test against higher ranked opposition, and for their only home pre-season fixture.

The Cheshire side fielded mostly youth and triallist players, but with a splattering of first-teamers, and ruled the roost for the first half with Phillips by far the busier of the two ‘keepers.  Indeed, after ten minutes he was picking the ball out of the net, after Sean Hessey had headed on for Jon Newby, who held off Ruffer to beat Phillips with aplomb.

Moments later, Mark Cadwallader had Phillips at full strecth from distance with a fine finger tip save.  Ruffer then misjudged the flight of the ball, but Phillips won the ensuing one-on-one with Jermaine McSporran.

Craig Vernon in the Chester goal was a virtual spectator in the first half, save for a ‘professional’ foul on Fearns outside his box which would have surely resulted in a red card in a competitve game.

The second half, though, was a different story, with the Bloods camped out in the Chester half for long periods.  Chances were created, but the elusive goal failed to come.

Firstly, Fitzpatrick stung Vernon’s palms with a 20 yard free kick, and Fearns was just unable to convert the rebound.

Phillips then saved from Freddie Potter, but at the other end a Fitzpatrick low cross eluded Banim and Denham accross the face of goal.  Another Fitzpatrick cross saw Fearns fire wide, and the Denham nodded the ball down for Fearns, but his first time volley was superbly tipped over by Vernon.

Garry Burke went close with a header from a corner kick, and Steve Brodie flicked over the bar from yet another Fitzpatrick cross, and so although a draw may have been a fairer result, it was Chester who ran out the narrow victors.

*********

The last Saturday in July saw the Bloods venture back to North Wales, as they had done last pre-season, but this time there was to be just the one game, against Prestatyn Town.  Despite Prestatyn remaining undefeated in the league last season, on paper, this was arguably the Bloods’ easiest test of the pre-season campaign against the current Welsh Alliance League champions, and it looked that way for the first half hour, as a 3-0 lead was quickly established.  Goals in the 3rd and 4th minutes from Morris and Lynch were added to by Morris again in the 24th.  Other chances were created, and spurned, by the Bloods during this opening period, with Cameron particularly guilty of some bad misses.  Talbot, Warner and Fitzpatrick all went close, but just five minutes before the break, the home side snatched a goal back with the Droylsden back-line appealing for offside.

Two minutes later, Prestatyn were awarded a somewhat dubious penalty as Burke was adjudged to have committed a foul when blocking a follow-up shot after a great point blank save by Phillo.  However, justice seemed to be done, as Phillips saved the spot kick, and so it was 3-1 to the visitors at the turn around.

Once again, shortly after the re-start, Dave Pace exchanged eight players, but it was the home side who continued to grow in confidence and perhaps looked the more likley to score next.

That goal duly arrived on 64 minutes, when Phillo was well beaten by a deflected shot.  This seemed to spur the Bloods into better action, and Steve Brodie rounded the ‘keeper to cross for Jody Banim, but his header was well saved by the portly custodian, who made a tremendous recovery to tip over.

Fearns was tripped in the box, but he balooned the spot kick over the bar.  That missed proved costly, as in the 89th minute Prestatyn were awarded a second, even more dubious penalty, with the referee seeming to indicate that Kevin Gibbons had handled.  This time, they made no mistake to sneak a 3-3 draw.

*********

Then came a run-out on a blustery Wirral Peninsula at Cammel Laird near Birkenhead.  Unfortunately, we missed the first goal in the opening minute (which was apparently scored despite the converter being yards offside) due to the Donald family’s insistence upon finishing their take-away!  As it turned-out, it might have been better staying at home, as to date this was the least effective performance from the Bloods during this pre-season, although Lairds worked very hard in closing down the Droylsden players and perhaps raised their game against the higher-ranked opposition.

On 10 minutes, however, the Bloods should have struck level when Sir Terrence reached the bye-line and cut the ball back accross the face of goal to Jody just yards out, but both of his efforts were blocked on the line by the same Lairds defender, and Fitzpatrick’s brave close range follow-up header was defelcted wide, and he got a kick in the head for his trouble (which was not to be the end of his wars – read on!)

Those misses proved costly, as just four minutes later Lairds doubled their lead via a long, wind-assisted ball, which was flicked beyond the reach of Phillo who was blinded by the setting sun over the Irish Sea!

Still, the Bloods created more chances which should have seen them go in at half-time in the lead.  Steve Jagielka’s shot was defelcted for a corner, from which Fearnsey’s effort was well saved by the debutant Lairds ‘keeper.  Mogsy also screwed wide from a great cross by Jody, and Gareth again saw a goalbound shot blocked as the half came to a close.

You will soon note that I have not written anything regarding the second half, which should speak for itself.  The disappointing evening was compunded, however, by the referee failing to note a rasied leg on Fitzy after he had rode a tackle when clean through, which also resulted in the winger limping out of the action and off to the dressing room.  Hopefully, he will be recovered by the time you read this.

The second half performance against Prestatyn coupled with this showing does not augur too well for the start of the season, and so the bandwagon then rolled on to its final stop on the Fylde coast.

*********

It was the first Saturday in August when the Bloods made a visit to the only remaining Highbury Stadium in current use for football in the UK (?) at Fleetwood Town.  Two late goals were required to finally see off the resilient Town.  

The hosts enjoyed the lions’ share of chances in the first half, as Richard Allen, Andy Bell and Jamie Milligan (twice) all went close.  Bell then rounded Phillips, but could only lift the ball onto the top of the net from a tight angle with team mates waiting to pounce.

Jody Banim screwed wide five minutes before the break, and so the half ended goalless.

After the break, Banim and Robbie Talbot both went close for the Bloods, before Fleetwood broke away for Allen to force a flying save from Phillo with a classic far post header.  Lee Dodgson was then also denied by the Droylsden custodian, before Banim twice forced fine saves from Andy Banks at the other end.

Daniel Warner began and ended the move which saw the Bloods take the lead.  Dave Cameron dummied Warner’s pass into the path of Chris Denham.  Banks could only parry the winger’s shot, and Warner continued his run to stoop and bravely head the loose ball home.

Talbot then saw a curled effort fly just over before seeing another effort hit the upright.  However, Cameron picked-up the loose ball and fed Talbot once more, who made no mistake this time to make the victory secure with just 6 minutes remaining.

*********

The final leg stretcher was away at Flixton on the Monday before the opening fixture, but a 3-1 reverse was disappointing to say the least.  The Bloods began brightly enough, with Jody banim tip-toeing past two defenders before firing in off the underside of the bar on 12 minutes.

Robbie Talbot then elected to shoot (wide) with Fearns well placed, and then 

Fearns himself nicked the ball beyond the goalkeeper, but failed to connect properly with his shot and the ball was cleared off the line.

However, just after the half hour, Flixton were level, as Phillips could only parry a shot and the rebound was mopped-up.

Five minutes later, the hosts took an unexpected lead as the ball flew off the outside of a left foot and in off the far post with Phillips a mere spectator.

Then, just before the break, Phillips and Kevin Gibbons both failed to clear their lines, and the ball broke to the Flixton forwards, who exchanged a simple pass to make it 3-1.

The second half was rather lacklustre, with neither side really looking like adding to their tally.  Kevin Rapley saw a volley tipped over, Banim was wide with a header, and a Chris Denham shot was blocked.  Rapley again struck for goal, but it was straight at the ‘keeper from the edge of the box.

When things really matter, though, I am confident we shall see more improved and consistent performances from our team.

