PROMOTION!!!

The Story of the Memorable 2009/2010 Season!

By Dave Dalton

Well what an end to a fantastic season! We came from literally nowhere in the final few games of the campaign to secure that seemingly impossible promotion spot a few weeks ago! As a result we made it back into the First Division after 3 difficult and frustrating years in the unforgiving and extremely unpredictable Division below. This has undoubtedly been the highlight of my time both as a player and a manager at Felinfach Football Club so I thought what better time to give everyone a bit more of an insight into how it all happened:

When I decided to come back to have another go at managing the 1st Team in March 2008 after 18 months working with the Under 17s I primarily did so for two reasons:

1. To try and bring through to the 1st team as many of what I felt were very talented but obviously inexperienced 15 and 16 year olds who I had got to know while working with them since some of them were only 8 or 9 years old (and yes, you know who you all are!!). They were a brilliant bunch of lads who I really enjoyed working with and I wanted to give them the best possible opportunity to progress their football careers. They had a first class attitude, got on well together and to put it simply, I enjoyed their company! I think most of them were happy to put up with me as well which was a bonus!  I didn’t really want to lose all that!

2. I also wanted to try and stabilise what I felt was a worrying time for the club as a whole who were just about fielding a side each game but not in any way competing for a top half finish in the 2nd Division. Players were disillusioned; there was no Reserve Team and consequently no competition for places. From the matches I watched as a spectator it looked as if half of the players wished they didn’t want to be there and the ones that were turning out were doing it out of sheer loyalty of the club? Felinfach FC had played an important part of my life since coming back to this area in 1994 and I felt I owed them whatever I could offer.

That second point wasn’t right in my eyes and the whole club would suffer badly if the first team could not sustain itself, even maybe fold altogether? That would be unthinkable! Gary Wadey and I (who were managing the Under 17s at the time) decided to hold a meeting with our squad of 15 and 16 year olds who were doing well that season. We asked them what their ambitions were and we outlined what ours were and between us decided to ask the Felinfach committee to give us the opportunity of taking over as First Team managers for the remaining seven league games that season. They agreed and for those games we registered as many of our 16 year olds as we could before the 31st March deadline and threw them in at the deep end by giving them as much game time as we could in those final few games to try and give them a taste of what it was all about in senior football. 

Some of the more senior players undoubtedly thought “what the f**k is going on here” as Gary and myself immediately asked some of them to play in different positions and roles to what they were used to so that we could accommodate these talented but very green youngsters!

We did OK though and won 4, drew one and lost a couple and overall Gary and myself were pleased with how it had gone in those last seven games of the season. We didn’t rest on our laurels however and only gave the players 5 weeks off before bringing them all back in for twice weekly pre-season training from the first week of July. To help boost the numbers I decided to merge the Under 17s with the seniors at every training session and that made a big difference to turn outs. 

Thankfully the club committee were fully behind me and allowed me to purchase more equipment and 30 new training balls. I don’t think some of the players had ever seen more than 5 in previous training sessions! Some of them probably wondered if we were in danger of making the players work too hard but we ensured everything was focussed all the time on ball work, even when we asked them to do the hard work of sprinting and shuttle runs. I was grateful for the help I had from others in those pre-season training sessions, such as talented local lads Dan James and Richard Thomas who were happy to help me out despite signing for more senior teams in Aberystwyth and Newcastle Emlyn. They helped me arrange good quality opponents to play against in pre season friendlies and I gave them run outs as well which I know they enjoyed as it meant they could play alongside their friends and ex team mates.   

The beginning of the new season (2008/2009) arrived and the club confirmed they were happy for me to continue but this time it would have to be alone as Gary had recently been offered a new job meaning he could not commit the time required. This left me with a bit of a problem as I also wanted to carry on managing the Under 17s and Youth squads who were maturing nicely into some good teams and fundamental to what I wanted to try and achieve with the 1st team.  To do it on my own meant I would have to fit in over 40 games, training sessions and organisational scenarios that you just do not want to know about! I asked around for some help but I couldn’t quite get the commitment I required for me to achieve what I wanted in that season so reluctantly had to go for plan B of a consolidating year at pretty much both youth and senior levels in order to make sure I could continue working with all the players I wanted. 

I felt going for all out promotion that year simply wasn’t going to be achievable. There were some strong and much more experienced teams around us such as Dewi Stars, Llandysul, Bargod, and Aberaeron Reserves. We did well when the playing conditions were good but struggled in the middle of the season when the pitches were heavy. We still had too many youngsters in the squad that were learning the game at senior level, some were also playing youth rugby and I simply didn’t have a large enough squad for players to compete for starting positions.

That season wasn’t easy and I’m so grateful for the support I had at home from Sharon. I was out with the team’s training them twice a week and then out again on Saturdays and Sundays at their games.  We did well considering everything and achieved what I set out for at the beginning of the year with the 1st Team which was a top 5 finish.  More importantly though we had given a whole batch of games and vital experience to the 16 and 17 year olds from the Youth team like James “Kenny” Davies, Rhodri Bevan, Harri Davies, Lee Forrester, Jamie Owen, Daniel “Denzil” Davies, Jordan “Sparks” Walker, Liam “LJ” Jones and keeper Sean “Teddy” Thomas who turned 16 just in time for the final 3 games of the season.

The Under 17s also did well in the limited games we actually played that season and we finished second in the league before the Junior League officials decided, in their wisdom, to abandon the final table due to some teams not competing their fixtures. That was a ridiculous decision and one that took away from the players the success achieved at Under 17s level. I decided that we would not enter a team the following season and instead look to resurrect the Reserve Team for the youngsters to play regular football and act as a natural feeder for players to move into the 1st Team.

Now for that to work we needed a keen and able coach to run things. That would then allow two teams to play senior football and hopefully see players beginning to push each other for places in the 1st team. Thankfully for the club we found that coach in the form of David Miles who turned up before one of our committee meetings one month to introduce himself and his ambitions. His attitude and enthusiasm was just what the club was after and he was asked to take charge of the return of the Felinfach Reserves Team after an absence of 4 years. 

That immediately meant I could finally focus 100% on the 1st Team (along with a few games for the Youth Team playing in the CWFA and Ceredigon League Youth Cups). The whole of last seasons Under 17s team were now all aged 16 or over so were eligible to play senior football and David and I signed them all up into a combined squad of over 60 players for the new 2009/2010 season.

We got them into training sessions early in July, arranged numerous friendly fixtures for them against good quality opposition such as Tregaron, Penrhyncoch and what were to be the next Cambrian Tyres champions, Bont and didn’t lose a game. Things were looking good and there was a renewed optimism about the club which was good to see. I spoke at length to the more senior players like Richard “Bidge” Haywood, Eilir Evans, Dale Fitzpatrick and club captain for the previous 4 seasons Gareth Evans. I asked Gareth whether he would take some time out from being the captain as I felt he deserved to maybe have a season where all he needed to do was enjoy his football again, something that in my opinion he didn’t seem to be doing as much over the previous season or so. Only Gareth can tell you what he really felt about that decision but in my view it was without doubt the best thing he could ever have done! He has returned with a vengeance this season to the player he was as well as being arguably the most difficult player for teams to defend against in the whole of our team.

So who to take over from Gareth? I contemplated a number of options but there was really only one candidate who I knew would also work well with a vice captain and that was the very experienced Eilir Evans ably supported by Bidge. Both had been with Felinfach every season since before anyone can remember (me included!) so would have both the attitude and knowledge of what it would take to have a successful season. The work of the captain and vice captain should never be underestimated and both have been involved heavily in team selections and formations which have often made the difference in winning or drawing very close games this season. They have both played a major part in this season’s success, as has Gareth in keeping things going in sometimes very trying times in the seasons before this. I owe them a lot!

In terms of the squad of players David and I had signed we did look a lot stronger. A lot of the youngsters mentioned above had come on leaps and bounds from the previous season and I was absolutely delighted when the highly rated Richard Thomas agreed to sign for us until he departed on a round the world trip in October. I tried hard to get Dan James to sign as well but fully understood his decision to continue playing at a higher level than what we could offer. I was however really disappointed when Rhydian Davies chose to go back to Aberaeron again when I really felt he was getting back to his best again for us towards the end of the previous season and could have made a big impact for us this year.

I was also delighted to see defender Dan White’s incredible return from a life threatening motorcycle crash where many of us feared he would never even walk again let alone come back to play competitive football. However he needed time to build up his strength and fitness again and I was anxious not to overplay him too early in the season if I could possibly help it.

So we were off! And in great spirits too following a fantastic few days in Cork which looks as if could now well become a regular pre-season “tour”!  Llanybydder away at the end of August. Not an easy start as they would be looking to bounce straight back up to the 1st Division again following their relegation 3 months before. Not helped by the absence of 4 key players for this opener, I am first to  admit I got the team selection wrong and left our defence too exposed to their pacy Polish striker who ran riot to score the first 2 goals of his eventual 45 goal season. He also set another 3 up and yeah we lost 5-0 despite having the majority of possession!!

Bit of a wake up call? I reckon it was but we re-grouped quickly and played well at home to beat a young but talented Saron side 5-2. So we were up and running and for the next few games we were playing well on good pitches but not quite having the killer instinct to punish teams in front of goal. We worked hard on that aspect in training, tried different combinations up front and we got to the end of October having lost just 2 league games against Llanybydder and Aberaeron Reserves while sitting nicely in fourth position in the league which co-incidentally was my initial minimum target to try and finish come the end of the season. 

The league season then pretty much came to a grinding halt! Due to the shocking winter weather and cup games we began a 4 month spell to the end of February where we only managed three more league games and only picked up one win with two defeats against Pencader and Llanybydder (again!). Hardly worrying the top teams were we? We had also slipped down the table, albeit with games in hand, to a disappointing 8th place.

During that time however we had gone on some pretty impressive cup runs and had some great days out to places like Dolgellau and Talgarth. We had beaten some good teams in leagues far higher than ourselves and the lads were clearly enjoying their season. But for some ridiculously poor refereeing decisions in those away ties then we could easily have gone further than the last 16 of the Emrys Morgan Cup and the last eight of the Ceredigion Cup.

We had also been boosted by the return to the squad of talented young striker Jamie Owen who due to an ongoing shoulder injury while playing with Carmarthen Quins had asked me whether he could make himself available to playing for Felinfach for the remainder of the season. This was great news for me (thanks to whoever took him out against the Quins for that!!) as I knew from working and getting to know Jamie over the past 3 years that he had a definite eye for goal and had a natural enthusiasm with his young friends and now team mates that would have nothing but a positive effect as we came towards the business end of the season.

Also at the end of the February, the village jungle drums began beating loudly one morning when the intrepid world explorer Richard Thomas suddenly turned up out of the blue to announce “Hey Dai, I’m back!” “Hmm” I said! “And where the f**K have you been the last 5 months? Suppose you’re expecting to start on Saturday!!” No surprises in his immediate response! “Too fugin right I am Dai!”

Surprisingly though, because of the lousy weather and the cup runs we were on, Rich had only missed three, yes, just three league games in the whole time he was away! That was an amazing statistic! Could he maybe come in just at the time where we had lost the attacking force of Sion “Dolcoed 2” Jones who would now be unavailable until the end of the season after taking on a new job? Maybe someone was looking after us this season after all? 

So the league season began again from there. Off we went down to Lampeter to play second from bottom SDUC in a league game which I think just summed up our season so far! Good football, plenty of possession, not enough goalscoring opportunities put away!! We went 1-0 up, lost concentration badly to go 2-1 down and then piled on the pressure for the remaining half an hour looking to get something, anything out that game! In the final minute we pushed everyone into their box and pinched an equaliser when defender Daniel “Denzil” Davies popped up to bundle the ball into the net for what perhaps turned out to be the most important goal of our season? 

Denzil had arguably been one of our most improved players so far that season as he was originally identified by the Reserve Team manager David Miles as his captain. He had been asked to step up to the 1st team earlier in the year and never looked back and is now one of the most composed players in the team. Denzil may not thank me for this but I remember when he first started playing junior football for me about 8 years ago he literally could not kick or pass a ball 5 yards but had a determination to succeed and now has a football mind where he instinctively knows which pass to make or last ditch tackle to put in. We now know that without that goal of his to snatch a point we wouldn’t have got promotion but at the time it didn’t feel like that! We were still in eighth position, had failed to beat a team with only one win to it all season and despite gaining a last minute equaliser it felt to me and a few of our more experienced players as if we had lost and perhaps also lost our chance of pushing those top teams for those elusive two promotion spots?

The league table by now was looking too big a mountain to climb. Pencader looked home and dry and Llanybydder ,Bargod and Aberaeron Reserves were all vying for that final 2nd promotion spot. We were 18 points behind second place  but did have 7 games in hand so mathematically we weren’t out of it even though my efforts to stare our way up the table whenever I logged on to the League website failed every time!!

Even though we were now well into March we still hadn’t completed half our league games and somehow or other had to squeeze 12 more games in before the middle of May. I was getting anxious about how we could do that, keep players fit and free from injury and also try to remain competitive. We were also still in the Bay Cup and South Cards Cup so it was a real problem. 

What was more important? League points or trying to get to a final of one of the cup competitions that we had done so well in over the season?  Again I talked to the players about what they wanted to achieve and decided at that point to try to get to the final of the South Cards Cup as in between we only had two league games against teams that on paper we should we looking to win anyway against Saron and New Quay Res. The fact that we did, as well as beating NCE III in the quarter final of the Ceredigion Cup still kept things in the melting pot and we went into our next league game away against a very good Pencader side in good form knowing a point would still keep us in the hunt.

All was going according to plan at half time with us playing well but not taking our chances and we turned around at 0-0 with everyone happy. Then came a crazy 10 goal second half when we went 4-0 down, got it back to 4-3 before finally being caught chasing the game with the final score ending up 6-4 to Pencader.

Another toughie followed down at likely promotion side Bargod Rangers who were playing well defensively but maybe not scoring as many as they would like? Again we dominated possession without the end product and when Eilir Evans’ seemingly goal bound header somehow failed to find the net from substitute Morgan Davies’ excellent cross in the final few minutes many of us thought that was probably the end of our league season. Bargod won the game 1-0 to remain in third 2 points behind Llanybydder and 14 points clear of us but we did still have 8 games left and 24 points to go for! Anything was possible then, right??? 

We then went into another mid week league game at home against a good Aberaeron Reserves side and then suddenly realised we had another problem to contend with. Most teams in our league were now nearing the end of their season and were simply playing out their fixtures and were all therefore boosted by the availability of players from their senior teams that played in the 1st Division or higher! Fantastic eh?

First Aberaeron Reserves and then Cardigan Reserves visited us with strong squads for midweek league games and we battled as hard as we did all season to grind out wins in both games, especially the Cardigan game when captain Eilir Evans got the only goal of the game in the final 10 minutes. They were big wins and the lads showed tremendous character to come through those games.

Off down to everyone’s favourite fixture of the year down in lovely St Dogmaels next where patience was the order of the day before Jamie Owen got one of his key goals of the season 15 minutes from time with another from Gareth Evans in the final minute to take another priceless 3 points.

So we were still in with a shout of chasing down that 2nd spot. Pencader were home and dry and were deserved champions but Llanybydder, Bargod and Aberaeron Reserves were beginning to show a nervous streak for the first time that season. Llanybydder had surrendered a 3-1 lead earlier that day to lose 4-3 to relegated Maesglas Reserves and Bargod had also quite unexpectedly lost 3-2 the week before at home to an improving Saron side obviously keen to take the local derby bragging rights. Bargod were still in the driving seat however and a couple more wins from their last 3 games, two against SDUC, would guarantee them promotion. We still had 4 tough games left, two of which would be against very strong NCE III sides with a wealth of experienced players to select from now that their 1st and 2nd teams had pretty much completed their league campaigns.

The first of those two games against NCE III came along in midweek and I asked for something extra in the pre match talk where we simply had to get at least a point to just about keep in the hunt. What a response I got! It was a truly fantastic effort all round from everyone of the squad of 14 I selected for that game against a very organised and experienced NCE III side that wasn’t a patch on the team we had demolished 5-2 in a cup game a few weeks beforehand.  Everyone knew we had to get at least a point in that game otherwise it would be “Game Over!” and I felt it was arguably one of our best all round performances of the season. Despite going behind 1-0 we changed the formation of the side midway through the second half (not for the first or last time that season!) and deservedly got an equaliser through another priceless captains goal from Eilir Evans with only 12 minutes to go! The “Game Over” sign was not ready to pop up just yet!!

We switched our attentions back to the South Cards Cup semi final at home to Cardigan Reserves and I honestly felt this was still our best chance of winning something this season. The final promotion spot surely would go to one of the three teams still above us in the league table, wouldn’t it?

We didn’t play well that day and got what we deserved. We went 1-0 up and looked comfortable enough but got sloppy at the back and then had to chase the game against an experienced Cardigan side. Not a good thing to do! Cardigan deservedly went through to the final where they eventually lost out to winners Pencader. 

To be perfectly honest after that game I was pretty down about a number of things for a couple of days. The fact we had got so close but had lost out at the last hurdle to get into a major final. The fact that one or two players had got frustrated with themselves and, let’s just say, made their feelings known to a number of their team mates and finally did the lads have enough belief in themselves to bounce back for a huge game 4 days later against Maesglas Reserves?

Since our last league game we had heard that Bargod had won one of their games against SDUC by a whopping 11-1 to put them well ahead in points and goal difference and now only needed to win one of their two final games, either to SDUC again or against ourselves. Llanybydder were now in third having completed all their fixtures with Aberaeron Reserves in fourth and still able to claim that second spot. Saron were fifth with all their games completed and we were still in sixth!

We did what we needed to against another strong visiting Maesglas side and considering coming off the back of the disappointment of the semi final match I thought the lads were very professional in their attitude when goals from Gareth Evans and Richard Thomas saw us win the game 2-1.

Then came a big moment in the season for us. A confident Bargod side travelled over to SDUC for a Monday night fixture which, unbeknown to everyone, would change the whole complexity of the league. Surely they couldn’t slip up here having only just thumped them 11-1 a few days earlier in the reverse league fixture? Even a point may well have been enough for them to secure promotion as long as they didnt lose against us in the final game of the season. Well what do you know! SDUC only went and beat them 1-0 and everything was back in the melting pot again with anyone of three teams (Bargod, Aberaeron Reserves and Felinfach) still theoretically able to finish in 2nd spot. Remarkable!

So off we went down to NCE for a game against their Third team, sorry Reserves/First Team where strangely enough it would not have been the end of the world if we didn’t now pick any points up providing we won our other two remaining games and Aberaeron Reserves failed to beat the 2nd Division Champions Pencader.

Needless to say, that was a game too far for ourselves and despite going 1-0 up NCE introduced all their big guns to take their chances superbly and run out comfortable 4-1 winners against what I thought were a tired bunch of players. Not surprising really considering we had squeezed 12 games into the last 6 weeks.

At this point I think it is only right to mention the work and effort put in this season from my vice captain Richard Haywood.  He will openly admit he has struggled all season with back problems and should really have stopped playing early in the season. However through countless pain killers and even more texts from me pleading with him to “please just play one more game!” he failed to give in and his effort and example to others around him particularly in those last few league games is something I wont forget! I probably wouldn’t even be writing this article about being promoted without his contribution this season? 

Next up was the “Big One”! A Saturday afternoon game at home against promotion favourites Bargod Rangers. Nothing less than a win would do but boy, was it hot!! I was also struggling to put out a balanced starting XI due to a couple of missing players which were key to having the right shape and there were two or three others carrying niggling injuries which meant I had to rest one of our usual wing backs of James Davies or Dan White in order to go for a more attacking 4-3-3 formation. That was possibly the hardest decision I had been faced with all season as they were both playing their best football of the season. I went through all sorts of scenarios and options in the couple of days leading up to the game and knew if I got it wrong it could mean the difference between going up or not! I talked to Eilir and Bidge as well and in the end gave James the nod. 

And we were ready! But not everyone was! Something happened that day which I am 100% convinced mapped out our eventual destiny to promotion. To cut a long story short, the designated referee, Wyn Roberts didn’t show up!!

Despite numerous phone calls back and fore between ourselves and Dai “Lletysion” Davies and discussions with the Bargod team we had no alternative but to call the game off. There were no other qualified referees available at such short notice to take such an important game and no one from either side was happy to go with a “volunteer” from the touchline. The game was abandoned and we awaited the decision of the league as to when it should be replayed.  

We moved onto our next game (which originally was going to be our final fixture) at home again to an SDUC side that was playing its best football of the season. After holding us to a draw earlier in the year they had gone on to draw and narrowly lose 3-2 against the league champions Pencader, unluckily lose narrowly twice to Aberaeron Reserves and of course unbelievably go on and beat our nearest rivals Bargod to allow us still to be in the position we were in.

As they had a re-scheduled fixture to play against NCE III at home two days before our game I went down to watch the Students play and hopefully pick up a few pointers as to how we could beat them! That was a well spent hour or so and I learnt a lot about both their strengths and weaknesses which I was able to use when preparing for our vital league game two days later. It also served to show how just by spending that time watching your opposition play it can gain you a huge knowledge base that you can use to your advantage in your own game. Alas opportunities to do that in the Ceredigion League are few and far between as invariably all the games that take place are more often than not on at the same time as your own! It is however something that I intend working on over the next season or two.  

So onto our penultimate game! To be honest, I thought we played our best attacking game of the season against SDUC that Wednesday evening. Our passing was quick and accurate, our work rate and attitude just right and we literally blew them away with some really well worked goals. The final scoreline of 6-1 to us sent out a message to Bargod that in no way were we going to slip up against the Students like they had a week or so earlier!

I thought some of you would like to know that before this game I had a text message off one of our players. Quite simply he said that he wanted me to know that whatever I did in terms of team selection in our final two games then he would be 100% behind me and if he wasn’t selected he knew it would be “for the good of the team”. Now that took a lot of bottle and strength as I knew how desperate he was to be part of those last two games. Admittedly he had felt the pressure mounting over the last few weeks and considering it had only just turned 17 it was hardly surprising. He loved his football, sacrificed a lot for it and always had his family close by at games, especially his dad. The position he plays is without doubt the most technically difficult of all with no hiding place and he had already experienced both the highs and lows of success this season and he still hadn’t completed his first ever season as a senior player. 

I took some time before the next two games to talk to him, reassure him and hopefully give him back some belief in himself that I was convinced he had deep down. That belief could quite easily make the difference between winning or losing those massive games. He was of course Sean “Teddy” Thomas who has done everything in his power to make himself available for almost every one of our games this season and I as his team manager will be forever grateful to him for that as I know will all of his team mates. We are lucky to have other excellent goalkeepers in the squad such as Richard Brennan and Derek “Death” Hopkins but a combination of injuries and work commitments to both of them has meant that Teddy has been our “No 1” this year. Apart from a couple of occasional mistakes he was always first to put his hands up to Teddy has without doubt come on leaps and bounds over the season and has put in some fantastic saves in some of our key final matches which we knew we had to get a result from. Teddy was rested from that SDUC game but I wanted him to know that he was definitely back in the frame for that last game of the season to Bargod. I took the unprecedented step of telling him he was starting that last game the night before so that he could prepare himself properly and also arranged for him to come up to the field 2 hours before kick off so that he could have extra time to warm up and prepare with the Reserve Team manager David Miles.     

And so, after the league rearranged the last two matches to be played on the very last Saturday of May, Aberaeron Reserves went down to Pencader knowing they had to win and hope Bargod slipped up against us while Bargod knew a win against us would see them go up. We were still fifth in the league and knew we had to hope Aberaeron failed to beat Pencader while of course knowing nothing less than a win against Bargod would do!

Well what an afternoon of tension and drama! It is difficult to put into words what happened that day and only the players themselves can tell you what it as like. We went 1-0 up through another Eilir Evans penalty at half time. We had fought back well after a very nervous opening 25 minutes and then went 2-0 up after an hour when Jamie Owen hit an unstoppable 25 yarder before running the length of the touchline in obvious jubilation and sheer joy at getting arguably his most important goal ever! Was it going to be our day! I was beginning to think it was but almost immediately had to come back down to earth with a bump when Bargod put away a penalty to get back into the game at 2-1.

Meanwhile what was happening in Pencader? Dai Lletysion was watching our game and also had a league representative down on Pencader watching their match against Aberaeron Reserves? I hadn’t dare ask him before now what was going on down there but with us now in front 2-1 I simply had to know! “Whats the score Dai?” I shouted over to him! “No idea!” he said! “No reception!”

F**k, I thought! Now what do I do! We had just switched formation back to 5-4-1 to protect our lead at 2-0 and Bargod had only bloody well scored to make it 2-1! That wasn’t supposed to happen! I shouted to Eilir on the field “Stay as we are for 5 minutes” just as we kicked off again after their goal.

I must admit I did have a little prayer to whoever was listening at that moment! Pencader was obviously off limits at that time as far as any reasonable attempts at telecommunication was concerned! Could we then hold on for another 20 minutes to win our game and leave the rest in the lap of the gods? 

Well what do you know! My prayers were most definitely answered in perhaps the most unlikely ways of all!! A Gareth Evans header would you believe, almost straight from the restart as well!! Good work from Bidge down the right saw him feed Rich Thomas who put in a great cross to Gareth who glanced the ball off the far post and, thankfully, into the net! 

Well that was it! I think we all finally began believing we had done everything that we possibly could. Bargod were obviously shell shocked at going behind 3-1 so soon after their goal and they offered very little more. Dai Lletysion was still desperately staring at his mobile willing it to ring from deepest Carmarthenshire with news of the other game I was now desperate to hear! Nothing! Zilch! Nowt! What the hell was going on down there!

With 10 minutes remaining we began introducing our three substitutes to rest the exhausted legs of Bidge, Jamie Owen and Gareth Evans and then with 5 minutes left I heard an excitable Teddy in the far top goal shout “Aberaeron are 2 all!”

Where the hell did he get that from! He was supposed to be keeping 100% focussed at keeping us at 3-1 not checking “Pencader Online”, the Ceredigion League Website or whatever he was doing to get that scoreline!! I had no idea if what he was saying was true or fictitious so just tried to ignore it! I couldn’t though and straight away was thinking “2 all! Bugger! They could still go on and win then!”

And finally it was all over! We had done our bit by winning 3-1 and Bargod were out of the equation. We all gathered in the middle of the field to excitedly congratulate each other on a fantastic win and I tried to stay calm! I was hoping, yes truly hoping that it was to be our day but I couldn’t be sure so didn’t want to finally believe it until we knew the official result from Pencader.

Teddy came haring down from the top goal shouting “Pencader are winning!” but I still had no idea where he was getting his vidiprinter scores from! “The Bargod lads know” he said “They have someone down there watching the game!”

“That right?” I asked Dai Lletysion again for an official update. “Still don’t know” he said waving his mobile around in desperation! Our lads were convinced though and they were determined to start celebrating! Everyone got together for a team photo in the goalmouth where fittingly half and hour earlier, our two top scorers of the season Jamie Owen and Gareth Evans had joyously made the game ours. The spectators who had watched us earlier were congratulating the players and for the first time I thought “F**k me! I think we’ve done it” 

Moments later it was finally confirmed in the changing rooms by Dai that indeed Pencader had won 3-2 and we were promoted! Promoted! I liked that word! A lot! And being completely honest I hadn’t really wanted to think about it too much before hand because I didn’t want to feel the disappointment if we hadn’t quite made it.

We had though and then the celebrations really began! I’d kept four bottles of chilled champagne in the boot of my car and grabbed them before haring off into our changing rooms where the lads were celebrating big style! The CD player was on max volume and their eyes lit up when they saw the bottles. Neil Davies (Denzils dad) luckily had his mobile phone handy and took some fantastic shots of the lads trying all ways to open the bottles! Jamie Owen even tried to open one with his teeth! I got drenched by Dan James with a bucket of water before individually going round each and every one of the players in the squad for a few private words and to say how much that achievement of ours meant to me.     

It did mean a lot too! Not so much for me but I really wanted to get the club back to where it belongs for the likes of Gareth, Dyfan, Eilir, Bidge, Keith, Fitz and all the other what I would call our “senior” players who have experienced some tough times while playing for Felinfach over the past few seasons.

Whatever we do over the coming season or two isn’t as important at the moment as continuing to enjoy the experience we have had over the past few weeks or so. I certainly am and I know a lot of the other players and supporters have been as well!

We will take on the best teams again in Ceredigion and beyond over the next 12 months and if we can consolidate ourselves in the 1st Division again I will be more than happy. We will be losing a few of our key players to University for large parts of the season and replacing them won’t be easy. There is however a renewed optimism about the village and the club and it will be a lot easier both attracting and perhaps more importantly retaining the current squad of players than if we hadn’t been promoted. Everyone knows how unpredictable that 2nd Division is and now that we have managed to climb out of it I will be doing my utmost to make sure we don’t go down again anytime soon!    

For the record, the full squad of this memorable 2009/2010 season is as follows:

In alphabetical order:

Nessim Aroussi – first season as a senior player. Asked to step up from the Reserves on a number of occasions and was a very willing part of the squad in the final few games of the season. Undoubtedly will be a better player next season for the experience gained at senior level this year. (5 games).

Rhodri Bevan – last seasons Young Player of the Year and in his first year of University in Cardiff. Still managed 20 games for us this season for which I am hugely grateful. Could easily turn a game with his blistering speed and ability to run with the ball. Has a great future ahead. (20 games)

Richard Brennan – great asset to the squad after coming back to live in Felinfach. Can play outfield or in goal and gives confidence to those around him whenever he plays. Plagued with injury at times but would frequently go out of his way to make sure he was available for a match. (16 games)         

Jonnie Davies – came into the squad late in the season after a long standing toe injury and was invaluable as an impact player. Led the attack well, often in the difficult role of a lone striker. First senior season and showed great promise as a striker/attacking midfielder. (14 games)

Merfyn Davies – Felinfach to the core and would never let anyone down when asked to step up from the Reserves, often as an unused sub. Can play in goal but has made most of his appearances this year in his more favoured role as a striker. Thanks Merf! (7 games)

James “Kenny” Davies – did not miss a game all season and put in some memorable performances, none better than in that final game against Bargod! Has the potential to be one of the best defenders in the league. Just needs to believe in himself and his undoubted ability. Definitely a better footballer than a darts player! (Also needs help operating cash machines!) (34 games)

Daniel “Denzil” Davies – so laid back he is almost horizontal! Reads the game fantastically well for such a young player and was a 1st Team regular after moving up from the Reserves as their team captain. Always looking to keep the ball on the ground and can score with both his feet and his head. (22 games)

Morgan Davies – another product of the Reserve side. One for the future and should be knocking on the door of regular inclusion of the 1st team squad next season. Has a great battling personality. (3 games)

Dyfan Evans – make up your bloody mind Dyfs! Decided to have a season playing egg chasing with Llansawel (told he was ok at it as well!) but amazingly still managed to cram over half of all our fixtures for us during the season. Invaluable asset in those key defensive performances in the final 2 months of the season. (19 games)

Eilir Evans (captain) – 100% reliable, tough tackling, hugely talented and always thinking about the game going on around him. Great season as captain and made many the right call at the right time (not always mind!). Moved up midway through the season to play a vital role in midfield where he got himself a stack of goals! Best campaign for many years. (32 games)

Emyr Evans – somehow or other has managed to make the team photo for the last 2 seasons but regrettably with only 4 appearances to his name! Struggles to make himself available week in week out due to commitments on the family farm. Very gifted player with a great left foot cross and would benefit greatly from a run of games (2 games)

Gareth Evans – arguably one of the most talented players in the squad over the past few seasons and 100% committed to Felinfach. Only missed one match all year. Gives everything he has every game and never stops running and taking on the opposition. Passing is still a little bit alien to him but we are working on it! This seasons top scorer (but should have had more…..sorry Gaz!) (33 games) 

Keith Evans – Mr Versatility! Keith will be first to admit he hasn’t had a fair run in the team this year due mainly to not being available week in week out. He also has the advantage over many of the others in the squad in that he can play in a variety of positions which means he is an ideal substitute to have on the bench. This sometimes works against him but if I had 5 of his calibre on the bench every week my job would be a lot easier!! (16 games)

Dale “Fitz” Fitzpatrick – what can you say! Now well into his 50’s and has been saying for a few seasons “this is my last Dai! Me knees are fooked!!” So glad he hasn’t though as he always gives it everything he has and is probably the most respected player in the squad. Watch him pushing for Player of the Year with the Reserves next year! (14 games)

Lee Forrester – arguably the most improved player in the squad and is unrecognisable from the quiet youngster we signed from Tregaron Under 17s less than 2 years ago! (thanks Aled!). Has made the sweeper position his own this year and has a fantastic footballing future in front of him. An extremely talented youngster. (31 games)

Richard “Bidge” Haywood (vice captain) – one of the most recognisable and respected midfielders in the whole of the Ceredigion League and one that every team is wary of before KO. Has suffered badly with a bad back this season but you would never know it in the games that he has started. If Bidge plays well then invariably the team does and is without doubt one of the most important players in the squad. (26 games)

Derek “Death” Hopkins – not had much luck with injuries this season but has been asked to step in at short notice as our goalkeeper on a number of occasions this year and is always a player I can depend on. A fantastic squad player. (6 games)

Tom Hoyles – came into the squad late in the season but unfortunately picked up an injury which prevented him from having a run of games which would have benefited him, and us, no end. Hope he stays around next season! (2 games)

Geraint Jones – huge shame Geraint hasn’t been able to play much over the last couple of years. Always adds something to the team when available and will be badly missed when he moves away next season. (3 games)

Lyn Jones – extremely talented youngster who has had an excellent few seasons combining football at Felinfach and playing rugby for Lampeter Youth and has now progressed as a regular for their 1st team at only 18 years of age. As a result of those games and a number of injuries hasn’t been able to feature in half as many games as I would have liked. Has great pace and an ability to find the back of the net with his powerful strike. (2 games)

Rhodri “Dolcoed 1” Jones – I believe he is one of the more talented players in the squad but Rhodri is first to admit he finds it difficult to motivate himself enough to play regularly. If he did then he would definitely be one of the first to go down on my team sheet every game. (5 games)

Rob Jones – one of the most experienced players on our books and never lets us down when asked to step up from the Reserves to the 1st Team. Played a major part in the only home defeat of the year that Pencader encountered in our cup victory earlier in the season. (2 games)

Sion “Dolcoed 2” Jones – had a fantastic start to the season and was top scorer for many weeks before a new job meant we lost one of our more creative attacking midfielders for the remainder of the season. Hugely talented and has bundles of enthusiasm and energy when he plays regularly. (14 games)

Liam “LJ” Jones – juggled his football with impressive performances for the Lampeter Youth Rugby side. Talented youngster who has just turned 18 and has played at every age group over the last 10 years. Would be a big asset to the squad if he was available every game. (10 games)

Richy Lance – delighted to see him come back to play football again this season after a very bad motorbike accident. Had some impressive performances for the Reserves before stepping up to the 1st Team and undoubtedly has the ability and composure to go on and be a big part of the squad in years to come. (2 games)

Jamie Owen – another “egg chaser” but hugely talented youngster who superbly led our attacking line with the maturity well beyond his 17 years. Has great enthusiasm and came back into the squad around Christmas after picking up a shoulder injury while playing for Carmarthen Quins (good!). Had the highest goal to game ratio in the squad and will never forget his goal celebrations in the final game against Bargod!! (22 games)

Rory Rebbeck – transferred back to the club towards the end of the season from Aberystwyth Reserves but couldn’t shake off niggling injuries until the last few games. A hugely talented player who again has represented the club at every age group over the last 10 years. (3 games)

Richard Thomas – went round the world in October and still managed 17 invaluable league games for us! Fantastically gifted footballer who has played at levels far higher than we can offer in Felinfach so he has been a massive addition to the squad. Probably gave us that little bit extra needed in games that we simply had to get a result. (18 games)

Sean “Teddy No1” Thomas – Only just turned 17 and playing his first season in senior football so hasn’t done too badly!! Another product of the Felinfach Youth teams and will probably have learnt more about the quirks of the game in the last 8 months than in the last 8 years! Has matured dramatically over the last few months and unquestionably in my opinion has the ability to become a top quality keeper over the next few seasons. (29 games)

Jordan “Sparks” Walker – has so much enthusiasm about the game that is so refreshing to see! Never lets me down when asked to step into the squad and played a blinder to get the winning goal down in Pencader in our cup victory earlier in the season. Fantastic attitude! (2 games)

Daniel White – the miracle man! Shouldn’t even be playing football again after his horrific motorcycle accident in 2008. Probably our quietest player in the squad but admired by everyone. Has played in a variety of positions at the back and even pops up with a goal or two as well! His performances in the final two games of the season were magnificent and will undoubtedly be one of our most important players when we return to the 1st Division. (30 games)

Jason White – have to feel sorry for Jason. Hardly ever missed a training session yet never got a run in either the 1st Team or the Reserves owing to his job. Has the talent to become part of the 1st Team squad providing he can play regularly. (2 games)

So that’s it then! A truly remarkable season is over but as I write this we already have pre-season training only days away where we will all be doing our utmost to build on our hard work and success over the last couple of years. We have our awards coming up where choosing the Players Player, Managers Player and Young Player is going to be a real tough call.

We also have a pre-season weekend coming up to Blackpool at the end of August and on our return we get stuck in to our new batch of fixtures in our 30th Anniversary Year in the Cynghrair Ceredigon League Division 1! That sounds good to me!!!!!

Finally a thank you to everyone, not just for having the patience of reading this but to everyone of you who have given me the best experience of my time as a football manager over the past few months! Hell yeah, it’s tough at times when things don’t go like they should but I wouldn’t have changed anything to have experienced what I have with you all over the past couple of seasons! Thanks guys! x

Dave Dalton

aka “The Gaffer”
