LOB CUP
Old Meadonians V Old Challoners,  2 - 3
(half time, 1 – 1)

Away (somewhere near Barnes bridge)
With the AFA taking a continental approach to football fixtures by having a winter break Old Challoners came back from an extended Christmas hiatus into what was going to be their biggest and toughest game of the season so far.

Old Meads are up challenging near the top of the premiership which they have dominated for the last few seasons and obviously went into the game full of confidence about despatching their lower league rivals. However some in the club must have known the previous history between these two sides in the LOB Cup and they weren’t going to take the challenge lightly.

OC’s decided to try put some fear into the opposition by turning out with exactly 11 players, an in your face approach which told them from the start that we didn’t need subs for this one. Some might argue that this was sheer folly, even stupidity when after only 3 mins El Capitano Weiszo was seen to pull up with a reoccurrence of a previous groin injury. 

Things didn’t get much better when after stretching to get on the end of a Baker cross Beauchamps pulled his hamstring and had to also play the rest of the game struggling with an injury which sapped his turn of speed.
During this time OC’s had been submitted to what can only be described as a battering, Old Meads showed good movement and OC’s some hesitant defending and if it wasn’t for some profligate finishing from the front men of Meads OC’s could have been a couple down after 15 mins.

Survival though, bred confidence and Challoners started to get into the game some more, whilst Meads seemed to become more frustrated and began to get on the referee’s back. 
A tactical change moving Fallon into his much desired left back role with the less mobile Weisz moving in to his more desired left wing role seemed to shore things up down that side. Although it did add some speculation that Weisz maybe wasn’t as immobile as first appeared and maybe wasn’t so keen to take on the slightly rapid No7 for a whole 90 mins….., 

Challoners did not play too much football and instead opted for the more direct style of play reminiscent of Wimbledon in days gone by. But with the physical presence of Baker up top and the speed of Fuzz they still made the Meads defence look very uncomfortable even from the few scraps of play they had.
Dawes had slotted well into the right back role and was starting to see some more of the ball with some space to try and pick a pass (translate as long ball), and it was from one such foray forward that OC’s were able to win a free kick about 35 yards out on the right side of the area. Phil “The Wand” Bevins had already shown from a couple of corners earlier that he’d been out Christmas morning practicing for such an occasion, and this free kick was no different. Whipped in with all the speed, swerve and guile one would expect Jim Baker rose the highest at the far post to loop one back over the goalkeeper’s head as well as a number of scrambling defenders to open his LOB account, and confirm his place as the best player in the club…..
Challoners knew what was required of them and fresh from a clean sheet before Christmas hopes were up that the same feat could be repeated. However the goal (which some might argue was against the general run of play…) only inspired Meads to push even further forward and attack after attack built up. Finally the pressure told when a ball was allowed to run through uncontested, somehow Meads failed to finish despite having three players all bearing down on goal and it was cleared off the line. However seconds later it was back in the area and the cross was headed home comfortably.

Further backs to the wall defending followed and the half time whistle went with the scores level.

I don’t need to go into details about the half time speech but it was as tactically astute and inspiring as always! Challoners knew they were in a match and despite the stats saying otherwise, one they felt they had every chance of winning. 
Cue the second half, Challoners were hoping to take advantage of the wind that had helped Meads keep the pressure up in the first half but fortune didn’t seem to be smiling in that respect as it had all but disappeared. Battle lines were redrawn and each and every player set in for the hard slog. Gardner and Dicko continued to win the important headers and everyone was making last ditch tackles outside and sometimes, with heart in the mouth, inside the area. Fallon was proving beyond all doubt that his true calling was a full back role competing and winning everything, to compare him to a fox terrier snapping at his prey’s ankles would not be praise enough.
On the one occasion that the defence was breached Jamie did his best Schmeichel impression and thwarted away the danger.

Meads certainly had a lot of the possession but Challoners were working hard and as long as the effort and concentration levels remained high everyone was comfortable to let them play and reduce them to long range efforts.

Challoners still pressed on the counter attack, and Meads always looked vulnerable from wide crosses, corners and any set pieces around the area. After a period of some Challoners pressure, where a loose ball was not given up, Challoners won a corner. Up stepped P Bevins to flight one just over the first defender, the presence of both Gardner and Baker meant the ball was not cleared and instead fell invitingly to the one player you would want the chance to come to, yes, Jon Dixon volleyed home with aplomb through a crowd of bodies from about 6 yards. There was a flash of concern that he might use his head, but clearly remembering his feet weren’t just for running he lashed it home.

Again Meads couldn’t quite believe what they were witnessing, just like John McClain in any of the Die Hards this dog would just not lay down and die.

Now surely with about 20 mins to play Challoners would see this one out to victory, but again Meads showed they haven’t been the top club in the league for the last few years without digging in and toughing out a result. They stepped it up again throwing everything forward, more tackles were flying in from both sides and the Meads left back went in against Baker with his studs showing to earn his second booking of the match after some comments in the first half that the referee didn’t find funny.

The gods seemed to be looking down on Challoners now, but if anything the 10 men came forward even more, Meads made some substitutions bringing on further attacking players and trying the McClaren tactic of 2-2-6. With 10 mins to go it paid off, a cross led to a melee in the box and Meads managed to scramble the ball over. 2-2.

Challoners had given everything, laid bodies on the line, but this looked like it might be a bridge too far…..or so the opposition thought, but akin to Rocky Balboa they picked themselves back up and battled on. Taking the punches and going back for more, unlike Ricky Hatton they didn’t receive the knock out blow despite a 10 min cameo by Mallen in showing how to give the ball away as many times as possible. 
Instead the ball came loose just inside the Challoners half, with Meads defence pushed up to the half way, Bevins knocked a ball through into the big space behind. Fuzz had stayed onside and it was now a foot race, no contest, Fuzz strode away only to give the best Peter Sutcliffe impression he could. The ball shot towards the out rushing keeper, chance wasted…..but no… Fuzz had just enough pace to rescue the situation and toe poke the ball past the despairing keeper who contemplating how he had lost a 70-30 ball in his favour took Fuzz down.

Penalty!!  

There were minutes left, Will “Goldenballs” Gardner stepped up to take the kick, no pressure…..

He connected well, but the keeper had guessed the right way and the ball was at the right height, however Will’s size 10’s had put enough on it to leave the keeper wondering how he was picking the ball out of the net for the third time that afternoon.

With about a minute to play Challoners kept the final attacks far enough away not to trouble Jamie in goal. The referee finally blew his whistle and Challoners celebrated another famous victory.

It was by no means OC’s best performance as they played very little football to speak of, but in terms of heart and guts each player gave everything they had, injured or otherwise. Credit must go to Meads for their attitude in terms of pushing forward to stay in the game, they never gave up either, but in the end, it wasn’t enough and with some small amount of fortune Challoners came through victorious.

I would say it is a very tough call for MOM, as there were some notable performances. Baker was immense upfront, Bevins had a hand in all three goals, Gardner playing his first full game for the ones in some time was a rock at the back with Dixon and calmly stepped up and put the winner away. But I think the MOM has to go to Fallon, asked to play out of position against one of the strongest attacking teams he stuck to his position and his task and has truly created a selection headache for the gaffer.

All I can say is well played lads, awesome stuff and bring on Saturday!

