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“Long-live” the Salts. Crowned with promotion.

Epsom & Ewell FC 2-1 Wick FC. Southern Combination League - Division One Playoff Final. Saturday 6th May 2023.

Thirty years to the day after our final first team match at West Street, we made our final bow at Fetcham Grove but in much
happier circumstances, as our 2-1 win over Wick ensured us of promotion back to Step Five for the first time since the dark days
of our Centenary relegation season of 2017/18.

The pressure was on. Our second place finish and subsequent home advantage for the playoffs had made us favourites and we had
come through a nervy encounter against Selsey just seven days previously. How would we fare against Wick? Well, it was never
going to be a comfortable afternoon for an Epsom supporter (but then, did anyone expect any different!) and the match will only
live long in the memory for three things. 1) Two wonderful strikes from Jaevon Dyer. 2) A horrible challenge on Dyer in the
closing seconds. 3) The significance of what has been achieved with this result, with a return to the Combined Counties League
appearing nailed on and the challenges that will bring, including another trip to face Jersey Bulls.

Of course playoff finals are rarely of high quality; they are all about the occasion and the performance means nothing whatsoever
without the result, so our players deserve a lot of credit. After being hauled back to 1-1 and with momentum appearing to be
slipping away, they turned the contest around and finished worthy winners in the end.

An attendance of 384; our largest at home since our final League match at West Street in April 1993 when Aldershot Town
supplied a large number of the 1,087 present that day, gathered in the pouring rain to see whether we could clinch promotion.
The visitors brought a group of people with them who certainly contributed to the atmosphere at the Leisure Centre end of the
ground, and how Wick must wish that they followed them on a regular basis!

We took the field with just two changes from our win against Selsey with Kevin Moreno-Gomez coming in for Johnny “Sonic”
Akoto and Lewis Pearch starting ahead of Jamie Byatt. The opening exchanges were fairly tame as both clubs settled into the
occasion, with the Wick drummer setting a beat for the match which started to take on a carnival atmosphere as the rain began to
relent.

The first chance of the match came our way in the 11th minute after a clever pass inside the defender to Pearch who bore down
on goal, only to be denied by a fantastic save from Keelan Belcher who just got a leg to the low shot, diverting the ball a couple of
feet wide of the goal. Belcher was then required to punch the ball away under pressure from Dylan Merchant seconds later, but
the next real action came just after the twenty minute mark with a snap shot from Dave Crouch that Tom Theobald dealt with
fairly comfortably.

The game was meandering a little if I'm honest until it all changed in the 31st minute when Athan Smith-Joseph got down the left
wing. His cross went beyond everyone but was collected by Dyer, almost out on the touchline and he beat two men, before cutting
onto his right foot and drilling the ball, via a faint deflection, low past Belcher at his near post. It was a superb strike and on a wet
day, the ball skidded through at quite a pace before nestling in the net and justifying in one instant why I love standing behind the
goal we attack, even if it was difficult to hear yourself speak at times, something that doesn’t often happen at Epsom games!

Smith-Joseph tried his luck five minutes later with Gideon Acheampong, making his 100th appearance for the Salts, providing a
great overlap, but the shot was weak and wide. The game then seemed to take on a strange pattern with our boys unsure of
whether to push forward for a second goal, and Wick then began to hold a greater share of the possession for a while, although
were rarely threatening with it until the final seconds of the half when Theobald palmed away a stinging drive from distance from
Sam Connolly.

The rain started again as the players came out for the second half, but the pattern of passiveness continued. We didn’t seem to
know whether to stick or twist although Moreno-Gomez was notably getting forward more and his perfect centre was missed
completely by the incoming Pearch just six yards out just five minutes into the second period! Theobald was out to clear a long
ball shortly afterwards but as the half progressed, we seemed happy enough to allow the visitors to retain the ball more; a tactic
that is obviously not without risk. Additionally, Acheampong began to see more and more of the ball on his side, but without any
help as two players often appeared on his flank and from one of these attacks, we had a close escape when a deep cross was
headed over at the far post.

Our Manager Matt Chapman clearly noticed this development and we made a substitution with the ageless Byatt coming on for
Smith-Joseph and Pearch moving out to the right, presumably to help out on that flank where required, but before the new plan
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had really settled in the visitors were level as a harmless looking ball in from the Wick left wasn’t claimed by anyone and
Theobald had to come out for the ball and was adjudged to have clipped Aaron Tester in the penalty area. It certainly looked like a
penalty to me, but people nearer the incident weren’t convinced. Either way though Connolly stepped up and clinically beat
Theobald from the spot in the 66th minute. It's hard to pin any blame onto any one individual here, especially from eighty yards
away, so it’s probably best to describe this one as a defensive miscommunication!

Of course, it is easy to make light of it now, but at the time, this was a concerning development. We had surrendered any
momentum we had built up and would effectively have to go out and win the match once again. Dyer was a constant thorn in their
sides though and was clumsily brought down on the edge of the area, but out wide, from where Gavin Quintyne’s free kick went
straight through the wall and struck the inside of Belcher’s right hand post, flying across the six yard box and away. Dyer was
continuing to receive some rough treatment and found himself on the deck in the area a few minutes later, but fortunately was
able to continue after treatment.

Byatt then struck at Belcher from twenty yards as we began our push for the finish line before the key moment of our season
occurred in the 82nd minute. For anyone who had missed the first goal, Dyer kindly produced a carbon copy for his second,
collecting the ball out on the left wing, beating two men once again and then cutting onto his right foot before drilling the ball in
at the near post. Belcher got a glove to the ball, but to be fair the shot was much too powerful and accurate and we were ahead
again, this time to stay.

It was all down to game management now and we saw out the final minutes without any defensive worries, although there was
still time for controversy as we caught Wick on the break and Dyer nicked the ball past Marshall Ball, only to find himself the
victim of an assault on the touchline with a horrible knee high lunge. Fortunately for Dyer he saw it coming and wasn’t bearing
any weight at the time of the challenge, or it could have been really serious and I am happy to report that he is fine now. The
referee had the red card out within seconds as our players then converged on the scene and the obligatory scuffles followed,
during which Nick Wilson received a red card. Both will now receive a three game suspension at the start of the next season, but
it does seem harsh that Wilson will receive the same punishment as Ball, because it was a horrible foul; a dark red card, if there
was such a thing.

Fortunately, the final couple of minutes were played out without further incident and after nearly six minutes of injury time the
final whistle confirmed our success. The players gathered together and blue flares were set off by the players on the pitch as the
celebrations began. It was quite a sight!

It’s been a tumultuous season with numerous changes to the Management and the squad for a number of reasons, some of which
were unnecessary. However, the players pulled us through and Dyer in particular will deserve his own chapter in our club’s
history as we now get a chance to establish ourselves back at Step Five once again, which was extremely pivotal, maybe even to
our entire existence as a club. The promotion means that we will now be entered back into the FA Cup and the Senior County Cup
and will hopefully herald the start of brighter times. Many issues remain at our club, but these are all for another day.

Maybe the final word should go to our defender Steve Springett, who has suffered a broken ankle, a broken nose, a badly
dislocated thumb and various other injury concerns over his two seasons here, and described this season as “unfinished business”
after falling in the playoffs last season. Now at least he can say it is mission accomplished! Well done chaps!

Epsom & Ewell: Tom Theobald, Gideon Acheampong, Kevin Moreno-Gomez, Nick Wilson, Steve Springett, Dylan Merchant,
Jaevon Dyer, Gavin Quintyne, Lewis Pearch, Jaan Stanley, Athan Smith-Joseph

Subs: Jamie Byatt for Pearch (64), Rory Edwards for Pearch (84), Thompson Adeyemi for Stanley (84)
Article here about the 30 years since Epsom and Ewell played at the West Street ground.
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