
WHITLEY BAY v HODDESDON TOWN

Saturday 16th July 2011

Pre-Season friendly.
Whitley Bay (4) 8   Hoddesdon Town (0)  0
A party of 24 players and management and 12 Committee members of Hoddesdon Town FC travelled by train 260 miles up to Whitley Bay on Saturday for a unique pre-season friendly. Hoddesdon won the first FA Vase competition in 1975 and Whitley Bay have won the Vase no less than four times, including three in a row from 2009-11. The game was initially set up by Under-18 Manager and crocked striker Dean Barker in late April, and since then Chairman Roger Merton together with Manager Andy Crawford have worked tirelessly to make sure it happened. It is unlikely that at any time in its long history the Club has undertaken such a marathon exercise, either before or during a season. 
Heavy rain followed the party north, and the forecast for the day was for continuing persistent rain, but the Hertfordshire club were warmly welcomed by their hosts whose groundsman had worked hard to get the pitch ready for this their first pre-season friendly. Midway through the first half the rain became torrential, and the players were splashing through puddles collecting in some areas of the pitch. It did start to look as though the game might be held up for a while or even curtailed, but the rain relented at half time and good drainage saw to it that game was fully played out. Immediately after the game the Whitley Bay groundsman was on his Ransome triple, scooting up and down giving the long and lush grass a trim in preparation for the next home friendly on Wednesday 20th. 
Most of the nineteen-strong squad who were able to go for the weekend were under 21 years of age, so it was a largely inexperienced Hoddesdon Town side that faced the Step Five opponents who were taking the game seriously with a virtually full strength starting line-up. With a couple of the squad who travelled also carrying injuries and being looked after, Andy Crawford had sixteen fully-fit players at his disposal.     
Some of the Hoddesdon youngsters made a shaky start to the game, and to be fair it was a side including new signings that had only played together in pre-season training and for one friendly on astroturf.  Whitley Bay were ahead on four minutes when Keiron Extence, from a well-struck eighteen yard effort, pulled off a good save diving to his left, but the ball fell to Paul Robinson who had an easy conversion from close range. 4 minutes, 1-0. Seven minutes later, Extence was again called into action when he had to come out of his goal to punch away a cross but he was unfortunate when the ball hit the head of the challenging Lee Scroggins and dropped at his feet giving him an easy tap-in.                       11 minutes, 2-0.
The Hoddesdon lads finally got over their early game nerves, and they started to exert a little pressure. Unfortunately their front line wasn’t really strong enough to trouble their experienced hosts, and some terrific runs made by Alfie Branch down the right flank were wasted through lack of support from his colleagues.  In the twelfth minute, Tony Neilson came close to reducing the arrears when he hit a great twenty-yard volley from the left corner of the penalty area and the ball fizzed over the home crossbar.  
Keiron Extence came to his side’s rescue just before the quarter hour mark when he threw himself high to his right and tipped away a superbly struck effort from twenty-five yards. Whitley Bay always looked dangerous going forward, and were totally dominant in midfield, and in the twenty-fifth minute Christie Elliott picked up a cross from the left, made himself some room around weak defending and fired the ball into the back of the net. 25 minutes, 3-0. The margin became four goals nine minutes before the break after David Pounder back-heeled the ball home at the near post converting a low cross from the right.  36 minutes, 4-0.
For much of the first half the Hoddesdon players had been chasing shadows and were giving the ball away far too easily. The two players who stood out for the Lilywhites during the first forty-five minutes were  Keiron Extence in the Hoddesdon goal and right winger Alfie Branch. 

Hoddesdon were looking a little more comfortable after the break, that was until the fifty-fifth  minute when full back Craig McFarlane drove down the right, got to the goal line and then cut back inside to beat Keiron Extence at the near post. 55 minutes, 5-0. Just before that, Keiron Extence had pulled off another stunning save diving high to his left after his defence had failed to cut out another slick move and fierce finish. Whilst he could do nothing about Whitley Bay’s fifth goal, half time substitute and genuine centre-back Tom Massey was clearly making a difference at the back with important headed interceptions and crucial tackles. 

With changes having been being made by both sides, the game slowed down a little, that was until the seventieth minute when newly introduced substitute Ian Lee challenged Keiron Extence for a hanging free kick from the right and won the ball to find the net. 70 minutes,   6-0. Many of the players reckoned that in a competitive game the Referee would have disallowed the goal for an unfair challenge on Extence, but there were no complaints from the Hoddesdon squad. Ten minutes later Lee was again alone in front of goal when a cross came in from the right and he cheekily chested the ball into the net. 80 minutes, 7-0.
Whilst the game had been played competitively, it was also played in a sporting manner in front of a large and fair-minded but partisan Whitley Bay crowd.  The home side put the icing on the cake for their supporters with an eighth goal two minutes from full time when from twenty-five yards Paul Robinson fired the ball home past an unsighted Keiron Extence. 88 minutes, 8-0.
All in all, it was a fantastic day out for the Lilywhites with their generous hosts who showed just why they were considered to be one of the best Step Five clubs in the country. Their FA Vase record alone would lend testimony to that fact. On the day the Hoddesdon lads were certainly no match for their vastly experienced hosts, but this game was all about friendship and acknowledging historical landmarks achieved by both clubs. It was a great game for the youngsters of Hoddesdon Town to be part of, and they will have learned much from playing against a side that is at the very pinnacle of Step Five football. No doubt the next few training sessions will concentrate on the Lilywhites collective shortcomings.  
After the game the Whitley Bay Secretary presented the Hoddesdon party with an engraved salver to mark the occasion, and in return Roger Merton presented the hosts with a framed congratulatory letter and a certificate from the Mayor of the Borough of Broxbourne, and a framed memento and badges from the Club. 

Having bade their Whitley Bay hosts goodbye after a thoroughly enjoyable afternoon, the younger element of the Hoddesdon party went out to sample the delights of the thriving Newcastle club scene. The more mature members of the party were joined by the management team for a superb Italian meal at one of the Newcastle’s excellent restaurants. The Committee members did join up with the players at one heaving club, but after half an hour of being part of a rugby scrum and listening to thumping music that made conversation almost impossible, discretion overtook the better part of valour and they returned to the hotel for a few quiet (and cheaper!) drinks. 
Whilst the experience of the weekend said much about the spirit within the Club and is an exercise everybody would be keen to repeat, it is perhaps unlikely that in the foreseeable future Hoddesdon Town FC will again make a round trip journey of 520 miles spread over 36 hours in order to play a pre-season friendly!
Starting line-up: Keiron Extence, Sam Wilson, Kevin Metivier, Jamie Curtis, Nathan Feely, Josh Smith, Gary Simmonds (C), Alfie Branch, Guiseppe Crimaudo, Robbie Carroll, Tony Neilson.

Used substitutes: Tom Massey, Neal Rowe, Colin Metivier, Tom Cowell, George Nicolaou, Dan Fidler, Bradley Osborne.
Not used: Dean Barker.      

