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 6th August 2007
“Oft expectation fails, and most oft there
Where most it promises; and oft it hits
Where hope is coldest, and despair most fits.”


(William Shakespeare, All’s Well That Ends Well, Act II Scene i)

Good afternoon All, and welcome to the Blue Square PREMIER!!!
How does that sound? I’m in the rare position of being able to include both sets of fans here today in asking that. Today hopefully marks the dawn of a new era for both Ourselves and Salisbury; one in which neither party knows what to expect – apart from the fact that it won’t be easy. However, as the Bard suggested (when I spoke to him in’t Phoenix some days ago), expectation does often fail. How many times have we expected to fluff an exam, or an interview, only to find that we sail through it? We have no way of knowing, be we Bloods or Whites, what lies in store for us this season; all we can do is get behind our Boys the only way we know how, and hope we can do our bit to help them along.
I think it only really sank in for me about four weeks ago. A ‘phone call from Leachy swiftly turned into a fax, and there they were on my desk; our fixtures, with names like Torquay, Oxford, Cambridge, Exeter, Halifax, York at Christmas (Ebbsfleet not the only ones to change their name then…)…I didn’t take my eyes off them all day. I can remember Mark Hughes making his Man United debut against Oxford, and now here we are playing them. I wonder how many divisions apart we were back in 1983? Soon, I was getting calls and texts from all over the place, to the point where my boss (not Pacey; the other one) threatened to take my mobile off me. I’ve never known such a furore over a set of fixtures, and my God did it all start to feel very, very good. Already, away trips were being formulated (Salisbury fans, I WILL be seeing you in March, barring Setantaference), and I was beginning to feel this monster running away with me.
This summer has felt particularly long, hasn’t it? Probably for obvious reasons. I say ‘summer’ in the loosest sense of course – who’d have thought we’d be grateful for living in Manchester, because we were having LESS rain than anywhere else?! It didn’t stop us from getting our fair share of course. I’m writing this the day after coming back from a weekend in the Cotswolds, and thank the Lord Debs and I didn’t have to make any of the journey by kayak (yes, I missed the ‘Bridge friendly. Can’t say I’m too worried about it. I’m sure enough of you thanked them for the assistance they gave us last April!). Incidentally, a tip for those of us going to Forest Green Rovers (That’s December for us Bloods); if you’re driving, and want to make a weekend of it, try Stow on the Wold or Bourton on the Water. About 30 miles away from Stroud, they really are two of the nicest places I’ve ever visited. Blimey – I’m starting to sound like Gaz Owen!!  Looking on the website forum over the last few months, it seems as though many of us were under the impression that nothing was happening at the Club, and that David et al were having a bit too long a break. Not a bit of it. Although there doesn’t appear to be much structural difference, on the pitch has seen an influx of signings and triallists. I thought I was at the wrong ground when I came to the Chester friendly – even Phillo’s grown his hair back, just to confuse me. I didn’t recognise half the people in the tunnel!
 I nearly fell over when I saw Gav Salmon in there. I think he keeps coming back so Leachy and I can do another write-up about him. It’s tremendous to see him around again though – and if he keeps playing like he did against Chester and Rochdale, hopefully he’ll stay a bit longer this time! There’s all kinds of new talent around the Club. Mark Hotte, Colin Cryan, Luke Pritchard, Liam Murray, Alex Gibson and Graham Allen have all come to try and wrestle the defenders jerseys away from their normal incumbents. Jamie McGuire and Robin Gibson come to battle for the midfield spots…along with my mate Ged!! Yep, the ‘Murph’ is back, bigger than ever (though he reckons it’s all muscle), and doubtless even more committed to the Blood cause than ever. To both Ged and Gav, welcome back lads!! Phillo also has some competition this season, with Andrew Robinson and ex-Northwich custodian Phil Senior the guys trying to nick the number one shirt from our local ‘keeping hero. To all the new Fellas; welcome, good luck during your time with us, and if I’ve left you out, just give that bloke in the luminous orange coat a shove as you run out of the tunnel… …sadly, we’ve said goodbye to three of last season’s squad. Carl Ruffer was immense last year, one of the main reasons we went up, along with Jimmy Kelly. They’ve both departed to Rhyl – at least two games in Europe for you, Lads! Steve Jagielka has also departed to Telford. Whilst not THE most revered player here, I’ll always remember that fantastic goal he scored last season against Hucknall, to finally make the points safe. Good luck and thanks to all of them.
I’ve actually not taken up my ‘resident at the bar’ status at the Club as much this summer. I know; heresy isn’t it? I was scared I’d be banned if I mentioned the word ‘Steward’ one more time! I’ve still been there on a fair few occasions though – most often to see Stella tearing her hair out as the new Championship merchandise failed to turn up for another day. She and Dave really must be sick of the sight of me this summer. Every time I’ve been in, I’ve been asking for something! Although Wints will probably try to have you believe that’s no rare thing. You’ve all doubtless seen the new mementoes by now. Wints has tested the new jacket, and it’s passed with flying colours (if he says a coat is “Bloody warm” – even in July – you know he’s happy with it). In actual fact, every time I’ve seen him recently, he’s had his jacket and ‘Champions’ t-shirt on. When I said he’d have to wash them at some point, to stop them from disintegrating if nothing else, I thought he was going to cry. The mugs are nice – even if they wouldn’t fit one of MY cups of coffee in them – but the things everyone has been waiting for are, of course, the new home and away shirts. These have been designed personally by Dave and Stella, so I really didn’t know what to expect. Maybe our Georgia would actually want to buy an away shirt if it was pink…luckily, on having seen them last night, there has been no such fashion disaster and as I’m sure you’re all aware by now, we’ll look just as smart as last season. One of each is definitely on the Stroller Shopping List, and doubtless my youngest will be warming up her lungs for a “Can I have one Dad?” marathon. Nigel still reckoned I’d need an XL size; even after I’ve lost all that weight too. I’m waiting for Rob Pullin’s usual question with absolute relish this year……
Some things over the close season, of course, don’t change. I took in my usual Shakespeare visit (well, I have to brush up on my quotes somehow, don’t I?), let the girls harass Deano for a couple of hours on most Saturday afternoons (well, it gives him something to do), and went round the town constantly spreading the Blood news. And I’ve been pleasantly surprised by the reaction I’ve got. The Supporters’ Club committee managed to get around half the primary schools in the town at Summer Fairs, and it’s gained a heck of a lot of interest – so much so that we ran out of scarves!! I also got a quote in the Non League Paper in May (which seems years ago now), and all heightened the profile of the Club. The SC has also planned a number of events to take place over the next few months; these are detailed elsewhere in the programme. Please see your way to supporting and attending as many of the events as you can. Remember, all money raised (with the exception of half the Sponsored Walk proceeds) helps the SC support the Football Club – and that will be needed this season more than ever!
So back to this afternoon; our first ever at the summit of the non-league game. Many of us may remember Salisbury’s manager, Nick Holmes, as a Southampton midfield general of the 1970’s and 80’s. I have bitter memories of him, as a member of the side that beat Man United in the 1976 FA Cup Final. As a fledgling United fan at the time, it’s one of my earliest footballing memories – and not a good one! They’ve also one of non-league’s dangermen up front in Tony Tubbs. He came to nationwide prominence for the Whites against Nottingham Forest in the Cup earlier this year, and also scored the goal which won the play-off final against Braintree in May. It’s worth a mention, for those who aren’t aware (where have you been?!), that we also have four of last season’s Nationwide North’s most potent forwards; that Fearnsy, Dales, Jody and Chrissy D are still with us, speaks volumes about the intention for this campaign; more of the same. Whatever happens to us, people will be entertained this year. I can’t see us ever playing any other way. What a game today promises to be. I’d like to extend a warm Droylsden welcome to our fellow promotees today; may you all enjoy your visit to our humble abode (but not by three points!), and may strong bonds be forged between us, through our status and friendship.
I’ve been an ‘ex’ Manchester United fan for nigh on ten years now. I’ve been a diehard, dedicated Blood for the same period. Despite all the success the former have had, and all the great occasions they gave me, Football has never left me feeling higher than on the afternoon of Saturday, April 21st 2007. My God, did those final whistles at the Butcher’s and Bower Fold take an age to go. I was a tearful mess in the tunnel – great advert for a steward, eh?! - even before Terry bagged our second goal, but when the ref blew at Stalybridge seconds after our game had finished…it’s bringing back the tears even now. I always seem to find Leachy, Johnny Wallworth and Ryan Ravenscroft on occasions like this. The year before, we’d shed tears of despair; this year they were the total opposite. Then I found Debs and Bethany – it was close to being the most perfect moment of my life. The parties didn’t stop for weeks (where’s that flipping DVD, Barney?!), and the flights to Torquay (well, Exeter actually) were being booked already. We’ll all have our own fantastic memories of that afternoon. Whilst they should never be forgotten, it’s important now to move on from that. It’s a shame Ruffer, Jags and Kelly aren’t here to play a part in trying to take us even further, but that’s an example of the ruthlessness we need now. Let’s roar our heroes, old and new, to a new pantheon. I’m a great believer – along with many other people – that the keys to success in this league are pace and fitness, as much as skill. We already have one of those; let’s hope we have enough fitness to complement him!!

To all of us; enjoy today, and every match we play this season. This is what we’ve all wanted for a long time; soak it up, and breathe it in.

Finally, to Tony Downes – you’re a REAL hero, forever. Rest in Peace.
I wish you well.    
Paul ‘Stroller’ Quinn

