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Epsom and Ewell see more red in away defeat

Abbey Rangers 2-1 Epsom and Ewell FC. Combined Counties League - Premier Division South. Saturday 26th October 2024.

Eleven months ago we visited Addlestone Moor and lost 2-1 in a controversial match that contained three converted penalties.
This latest visit ended with the same scoreline, although this time we had to finish the match with nine men and still nearly got a
draw out of it.

Arguably this match was less controversial than that previous encounter at the Moor, despite the dismissals, which it was hard for
anyone to argue with. The match programme referred to some nasty games in the past between the clubs, and that things had
mellowed somewhat since then, but this one was a typically old school niggly Abbey v Epsom match; full of commitment and
plenty of solid challenges that the referee did his best to keep a lid on, even towards the end when things began to get a bit
fractious.

In terms of personnel we made five changes. Dan O’Donovan came in between the posts for Faebian Witter, while Niall Stillwell
and Callum Wilson returned at the back in place of the injury-hit Ethan Brazier and David Romer. Further forward Luke Miller
came in on the left wing, requiring Ethan Nelson-Roberts to drop back and leaving Kionte Gillfillian-Waul on the bench. Finally, it
was great to see Will Kendall back in the line up after spending a lot of time abroad recently. Although not match-fit yet, his
return to the squad will boost our striking options and was particularly timely as I was advised that Carl Oblitey was at a wedding,
so he slotted straight in without any significant change to our formation. For Abbey Rangers, there were a couple of former Salts
in the line up in keeper Shay Honey and left back Jerry Antwi, the latter of which had had a couple of spells with us in recent
years.

The tone for this match was set as early as the third minute when Stillwell put in a thumping and completely fair challenge out on
the touchline, although a few minutes later he received a yellow card for a handball that would have repercussions for him later
on. On the quarter hour mark Ali Fofahan, operating on the right wing to start with, skewed a cross which then became a shot,
although Honey was ready and caught the ball on the goal line. Our former keeper also had to be alert to punch a near post Adam
Green corner away, while at the other end O’Donovan was able to deal fairly comfortably with a long range effort.

In truth, this was the pattern of the first half, with very few real chances as both teams looked fairly secure at the back. However,
it was from one of these that the hosts too the lead as a nice move ended with Finley Warren who rode a couple of challenges and
drilled the ball low to O’Donovan’s right from just inside the penalty area to open the scoring in the 29th minute. It nearly got
worse as Jordan Ikala robbed Anthony Nazareth and ran through on goal, trying to curl the ball left footed around the advancing
O’Donovan, which he was able to do from thirty yards, only to see the ball strike our post and go out for a goal kick.

In response a Miller header set up Kendall for a chance that he hooked just over the bar on the turn from twelve yards and in the
final minute of the half Nelson-Roberts tried his luck from around thirty-five yards out at an angle, but Honey was alert to tip the
ball over for a fruitless Epsom corner. We went in at the break trailing by that single goal, despite the match being very even to
that point.

We re-started the brighter of the two teams and Miller saw his cross/shot from a narrow angle tipped over, but the game soon
settled into the same pattern as the first half with both teams cancelling each other out and restricting goal scoring opportunities,
but things took a turn for the worse in the 61st minute when a long ball caught O’Donovan out badly and despite being some
twenty-five yards out from his goal, he chose to stop the ball from going over his head with both hands, incurring the fairly
obvious red card as a result. It was impossible to argue with this decision and of course led to the next question of who would
replace him? Kailan North was the man for the job and he took over the role to become our first outfield player in goal since Nick
Wilson against Hailsham Town in February of 2023.

Despite the player disadvantage, the match continued to be fairly even in front of an attendance that was advised as 43 by
Football Web Pages and 59 by the FA Full Time site, even though there were around 80 in attendance! Abbey clearly decided they
were going to test the “new” keeper out and a few long range efforts were sent in North’s direction, although he dealt with them
fairly well, particularly a free kick that he kept out at the near post after Green had taken one for the team by bringing down an
Abbey attacker just outside the penalty area.

We changed our formation in the 75th minute and gambled with three at the back with Nelson-Roberts in a more advanced role,
but the home side began to create more opportunities. Green did really well to get in the way of a powerful strike in goal for a
corner, but the subsequent set piece was pulled back to Brad Marshall who struck the ball powerfully past North at the near post
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from twenty yards to give the hosts a two goal lead in the 78th minute.

Conrad Essilfie-Conduah came on in relief of Craig Dundas and we won a free kick just outside the area after a foul on Green that
earned Antwi a yellow card. Miller then struck the free kick around the wall, forcing Honey to make a good save, but the ball
bounced up off him and struck the retreating Marshall squarely in the chest and sending the ball over the line before he could
clear it to reduce the arrears in the 84th minute. Marshall had scored at both ends in the space of just six minutes!

This was the fourth own goal in our favour in the last eight matches, but our chances of forcing an equaliser were hampered when
the home side broke away and Stillwell was adjudged to have brought him down. It looked from where I was standing as though
he got the ball, but he also appeared to get a part of the player too and the second yellow card was inevitable once the referee
had deemed the challenge as a foul. Both of our players will miss the Sheerwater League match next Saturday. For those who
love their stats, this was the tenth time in our history that we had been reduced to nine men, the most recent of which came on
that infamous day at Dorking Wanderers Reserves back in December 2021. These were our fifth and sixth red cards of the season
already though, and maybe we need to give a little bit more thought to our discipline going forward as we are already over half
way to passing our rather high club record of eleven in a season.

TIkala sent a good opportunity high and wide from a good position, while another home forward picked up a yellow card for a
blatant dive and we nearly levelled it up in the seventh and final minute of injury time when a Miller free kick was deflected for a
corner, from which Honey punched the ball clear at the second attempt. On another day we might well have got that equaliser
too, and it is hard to argue that Abbey Rangers truly earned all three points here on the balance of play, but they managed to
keep all eleven players on the pitch and for that reason alone, they deserved the points more than we did.

This was our first defeat in eight matches and whilst all four of the League contests in that sequence have been draws, it is now
six Combined Counties League matches without a win. However, no real harm was done to our position as we currently sit well
clear of the bottom two clubs, who both also lost this day. Sheerwater are another of the four clubs below us right now and they
will be our next League opponents at the KGF on Saturday, but before then we have a Monday Surrey Senior Cup trip to
Carshalton Athletic. We’ll definitely need all eleven men for that contest, as we haven’t beaten them since 1955!!

Epsom & Ewell: Dan O’Donovan, Niall Stillwell, Ethan Nelson-Roberts, Adam Green (c), Anthony Nazareth, Callum Wilson, Luke
Miller, Craig Dundas, Will Kendall, Kailan North, Ali Fofahan

Subs: Jason Bloor for Kendall (73), Conrad Essilfie-Conduah for Dundas (80)

Report Source: www.eefconline.co.uk
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