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Prologue




I am, for the purposes of this experiment, Juan Day, a 40 year old former Sunday League Footballer with a Scottish father and Puerto Rican mother. I am a football manager, in my first job at Lincoln City--a small club in the fifth-tier of the English football league. I know nothing of this club or its players. But if I take it one day at a time, I might just succeed.

   

   I'm no stranger to this game, however. I am also, for real, Richard Moss, a 25 year old freelance writer and Football Manager addict. (Or at least I was all these things when I began this experiment in April 2012.) This is my experiment in playing the game under a strict limitation of one in-game day for every real-life day.

   

   I hope that you'll join me.

   

   That's what I wrote at the onset of this insane exercise, which lasted in blogging form for 309 nearly-consecutive days over a ten-and-a-half month period. I expected it would fizzle out after a few weeks or months, and that nobody would read it. But somehow I lasted the distance and garnered a small-but-respectable audience that seemed to check in on a regular basis.

   

   This is the fixed-up version of the blog, edited for clarity, grammar, consistency, and all the things you might expect to be of a higher standard in a book. I expanded on many of my critiques, rewrote others, and added a few extra in where I felt discussion was warranted.

   

   The original blog remains online at http://fmonedayatatime.blogspot.com

   

   Why am I doing this?

   

   Sports management games, more than most other kinds of video games, are predicated on wish fulfilment and role play. Many sports fans wish they could control their favourite team; we all want to believe that we'd do a better job than the person in charge, even if that person is as successful as Alex Ferguson. We despair when key players or promising youngsters leave, scream obscenities and call for management blood when our team falters, and insist we know the best players to sign, tactics to play, and substitutions to make.

   

   And we like to think our successes in games such as Football Manager prove we could do it. But we play these games under highly unrealistic conditions. We expand and contract timelines to fit our wants and needs. We stop halfway through a match to study tactics online for two hours (or think about how to turn the score around over lunch), then fly through three weeks in an hour.

   

   What if we couldn't do that? What if we could only play one day, per day, and never pause matches? How would this affect the experience? Would it feel more or less authentic? Would player engagement increase or decrease? I can't wait to find out.

   

   The Rules

   

   I have three rules for this experiment:

   

   1) I may only play one day in-game on any given day of real life. When the game clock ticks over to the next day, I must exit immediately. I have autosave set to daily and a fixtures screen showing up every morning to ensure this works.

   2) I may not spread one day in-game across multiple days of real life. It must always be a one-to-one relationship.

   3) I may not pause matches, but I can alter the match speed and highlights level (text commentary, key, extended, full) however I wish. I also have a self-imposed twenty minute time limit for half-time breaks, in keeping with real life.

   

   The Method

   

   This story is written in two voices, from two perspectives. One is as Juan Day, a clueless manager thrust into managing a real team when he's only versed in the fantasy world of video-game football. The other is me, speaking as a veteran player of the game. I will step outside the story to provide analysis of Football Manager 2012 and its peers, to explain the finer points of a football management game, and to talk critically about both this experiment and the lessons I've learnt. Whenever I'm talking, the entire paragraph will be italicised like this sentence; Juan Day's diary gets the standard formatting.


Day 1 - Tuesday 5th July, 2011




I rocked up at the office at 9am to start my new life as a (not so) widely-acclaimed football manager. The Lincoln Chairman Robert Dorrian informed me that the current staff "are willing to accept the mutual termination of their contracts," but I think I need people who know what's going on around here--so they'll stay for now.

   

   It seems Lincoln City has a long history--the club was founded way back in 1884. See, you learn something every day.

   

   I checked out the club's finances, finding a glorious transfer budget of zero pounds and a modest wage budget of around £14,000 per week--of which we are currently using £12,376. I know from playing video games that good players at this level (the Blue Square Bet Premier, the fifth tier of English football) typically demand several hundred pounds per week. Great, I thought--looks like I'll have to sell before I can sign new people.

   

   And apparently the existing squad is only decent. We've got a couple of quality players--or so I'm told--but little depth. That's not going to fly if we're to get promoted, as I told the board I can do. My best player is John Nutter, who has an absolutely brilliant name. He plays left back yet is only rated at 7 out of 20 for aggression--all players are rated out of 20 in a number of areas, categorised under Technical, Mental, and Physical attributes, to help us gauge their abilities in comparison to their peers; I have no idea whether this is a common means of evaluating squads, but it suits me as a lover of both numbers and video games. He doesn't seem at all eccentric, either. Maybe he should change his name, lest people get the wrong impression.

   

   The first friendly match isn't scheduled until the 9th, so I've got some waiting to do before I get to see my boys in action. In the meantime, I guess I should familiarise myself with the squad and start feeling out the transfer market.

   

   My scout recommended some players. I offered trials to everyone without a club. I agreed to all backroom advice offered at the first staff meeting. Years of playing football management games does nothing to prevent utter cluelessness and bewilderment as to what I should do. The first two weeks will be hell.




Day 2 - 6th July, 2011




I'm still baffled what to do, despite having put a few hundred hours (as Torquay manager) into another save in FM 12. This game moves slowly, but then so does real life management.

   

   I awoke to the news that one of the youth team players has left the club. He doesn't appear to be particularly talented, so I'm not sure why he apparently refused to a sign a professional contract. Eh, no big loss--like I said, he's kind of crap.

   

   I got a few reports from my scout and assistant manager on players they think would improve the team. Racked with indecision, which stems mostly from my lack of knowledge of my current squad, I offered trials to the two of them who are free agents. I hope I don't miss out on any great signings through this timidity, but I have to be careful or I'll blow what little money we have on someone who just sits on the bench.

   

   I need every new signing to be a star player for Lincoln either now or, in the case of youngsters, later.


  
    
      	
        


      
    

  


   I met the press today. They asked me a bunch of boring, cookie-cutter questions. I resisted the temptation to storm out, for fear it may damage my reputation.

   

   My assistant manager proposed an intra-squad friendly, which I felt was a splendid idea. It's scheduled for tomorrow night. I can't wait to see my boys in action.

   

   In the meantime, I thought I should do some searching of my own for potential signings. I skimmed through a list of free agents and scouted a few random players, along with a bunch of veterans who used to play for their national team--many of whom I have seen play in real life.

   

   Scouting is important for three reasons--firstly, many players have some or all of their attributes "hidden" because neither you nor your staff are familiar with them; secondly, players have characteristics that are hidden, such as susceptibility to injury, potential ability, sportsmanship, versatility, and consistency; and thirdly, judging their overall ability is not as simple as adding or averaging their attributes (some players are better than the sum of their parts, while others are worse).

   

   I've already received two reports back--one is very good, while the other is terrible. I offered the good one a trial with the team; I think he might be worth offering a contract straight up, but I want to be cautious.




Day 3 - 7th July, 2011




I let my assistant manager pick the team, then did my best to alter the tactics to fit the lineup and the strengths/weaknesses I've been able to gauge from coach reports and player attributes.

   

   I noticed that only an "average" workload was being put in to match preparation, while the team had poor familiarity with the starting tactic. I rectified this immediately, switching the workload to "very high" and setting the "additional focus area" to teamwork. Hopefully this will get the lads used to working together in a typical 4-4-2 lineup before the season starts.

   

   Then it was off to watch the Lincoln first team face off against the combined forces of the Reserves and Under 18s (the Reserve squad is too small to fill out an entire 11-man starting lineup).

   

   I told the boys to impress me, and sent them out to play.

   

   The first twenty minutes were woeful. Both teams looked terrible and lacking in confidence, but my boys especially so, and we conceded in the twelfth minute.

   

   Then, 22 minutes into the match, Nialle Rodney scored with a cracker of a strike from 25 yards out. The match sprang into life. We scored twice more before half time, with one of those goals being an embarrassing own goal. But still the football was poor quality.

   

   I like good football, with fast movement and slick passing. If this squad can't pull it off, I'll really have my work cut out.

   

   We scored three more times in the second half--thanks to great wing play from substitute Simon Russell and star man John Nutter--and conceded a bizarre goal--a mishit cross that the keeper really should have saved. Rodney picked up man of the match, with two goals and an assist. We won 6-2.

   

   I walked away pleased that we came out comfortable winners and created a number of chances. But I'm concerned that, for most of the game, we played like crap (although I told the lads they did well, to boost their confidence). I have my fingers crossed that it's just a matter of practice, rather than personnel.

   

   I transfer listed three players who I don't think are good enough: Jake Sheridan, Tyrone Thompson, and Jamie Taylor. If they sell, even for nothing (releasing them would cost money, but you can "sell" for zero pounds), that'll free up some more funds for new players. I can't believe that all three are actually new signings from the previous manager (and they're understandably pissed about the change in circumstances). What was he thinking?

   

   Just before bed, our first trialist arrived: 40 year old Congolese left back Jules Tchimbakala.




Day 4 - 8th July, 2011




Not much happened today.

   

   Another trialist arrived. Jonti Richter, an uncapped Australian striker, seems a pretty well-rounded player, and is clearly better than the forwards I have on contract (which, I hate to admit, isn't saying much). I'll hold off on offering him a deal for now, though, because I might be able to get someone even better than Richter.

   

   My scout reported that Trevor Benjamin, who in his early twenties was a first-team regular in the English Premier League (four divisions above us) for Leicester City, is nowhere near good enough to play for us. He's only 32, and has spent the past few years playing non-league football; it's amazing how far he's fallen.

   

   And that's about it. I added two "backup tactics" so that the team can one day change formation if the situation calls for it. By not having these backup tactics, I risk having a team that can only play one way--never adjusting for the situation--which is a very dangerous thing indeed. What if all but one of my strikers gets injured? What if our opponents are vastly superior through the midfield and we need an extra man in the middle to combat this?

   

   I guess I'm thinking ahead. We've got another match tomorrow--the first friendly in front of our fans. That should be interesting.




Day 5 - 9th July, 2011




I faced my first test as Lincoln manager, and I came away extremely worried.

   

   It was a friendly match, at home, against League 2 side Morecambe. They play in a higher division, so I never expected us to win. But the performance was woeful. We gave the ball away, lost every 50-50 contest for possession, couldn't shoot straight, and barely held it together at the back. There were a few signs of encouragement towards the end of the match, but nothing worth writing home about.

   Short of sacking them all and signing a new team--not possible--or praying that time will perform miracles, I'm not sure how I can get these boys to stave off relegation--let alone challenge for promotion.

   

   Lincoln was relegated from League 2 last season. Now I know why.

   

   We did win the match, though, thanks to dumb luck. Nicolau came off the bench to score a penalty. 

   

   In other news, I took on another trialist--former Scottish international and West Brom forward Scott Dobie. I probably won't offer him a permanent deal, but he could win me over. And my scout thinks I should sign Barry Hayles, the now-ancient Jamaican who started at Stevenage and rose through the leagues before falling back down them. I'll think about it.




Day 6 - 10th July, 2011




Another trialist came to train with us. Patrick Suffo's technically gifted, and a former Cameroonian international, but he's way over the hill. Just look at those physical attributes: 5 for acceleration, 4 for natural fitness, 6 for pace, and 6 for stamina. 

   

   I can well imagine him alternating between walking and ambling around in circles, hoping that he and the ball could cross paths, which may not be often, since he has crap positional ability and so-so concentration.

   

   My scout recommended I sign aging defender Frank Sinclair. I still remember when he had a streak of goals against his own team one season playing for Leicester in the Premier League. I'm hesitant to go ahead with it; I asked the scout to take another look. 

   

   A glowing report of 33 year old Angolan centre back Rui Marques was enough to convince me to offer him a contract, though. 

   

   Some young bloke called Liam Darville also popped in for a trial. He seems half-decent--might be worth signing as a back-up right back, if he'll take a low wage. Apparently he came through the Leeds United youth system. That's always an encouraging sign (Leeds have one of the best youth programs in England--or rather they had, before the club fell into administration five or so years back).

   

   Then one final arrival before bed came in the form of Salomon Olembé, a left-sided player and erstwhile international star with huge pedigree. It looks like he's still got enough chops to perform above this level. Consider him on my wanted list. Contract offered. 

   

   A productive day, if I do say so myself.




Day 7 - 11th July, 2011




Yet another trialist arrived. Matthew Barnes-Homer is a lot better than any of the strikers I've got, according to my backroom staff. I'll reserve judgement until I've seen him play.

   

   Then, before lunch, two more trialists turned up at my door. Youngsters Omar Koroma and Jake Inglis look to have a bright future ahead of them; I'll be watching them closely in the friendly against Bolton Reserves tomorrow.

   

   A dull afternoon followed, punctuated only by the news that two potential transfer targets had signed for other clubs.

   

   I spent the evening reading scout reports. Bradshaw still thinks that Barry Hayles would be a good signing. I wonder if he comes with a wheelchair.

   

   Bradshaw also suggests I offer a contract to one-time England international Michael Ricketts. I won't be doing that; he wants too much money.




Day 8 - 12th July, 2011




I was invited to the English Trial Day. I said sure, 'cause why not? I mean, it's not like I'm happy with my current squad. Maybe I'll find a gem in this lot.

   

   Lee Peacock arrived on trial just in time to sit on the bench for today's friendly match.

   

   We were off to a flyer against Bolton Reserves. Koroma had a goal disallowed early on, before trialist Barnes-Homer scored on the break in the 18th minute. We went close again twice before half time, with Bolton Reserves restricted to long-range efforts. The thought crept into my mind that I should sign all four of the trialists in the starting eleven.

   

   We scored again on 51 minutes, in a carbon copy of the first goal. Then Bolton Reserves pulled one back from a corner at the 63-minute mark. They had a goal disallowed for offside ten minutes later, as we looked increasingly vulnerable to an equaliser.

   

   But we held on, and even came close to scoring another--first from Olembé's excellent wing play, then from a Barnes-Homer strike on the edge of the area.

   

   After a performance like that, I was convinced that Barnes-Homer is a worthwhile signing. I offered him a contract.

   

   My scout maintains that Frank Sinclair would be a good signing, although he cautions that Sinclair is "a fairly inconsistent performer." I already knew that. And I've seen nothing to allay my fear that he'll be as much a hindrance as he is a boon to our hopes of success.

   

   The next match isn't scheduled for another five days. I guess I can look forward to a week of wheeling and dealing...and afternoon naps, and attending that Trial Day.




Day 9 - 13th July, 2011




Six people responded to my ad for a new coach. I offered a contract to Steve Brown, but he refused to accept my terms. Jamie Shore and Colin Omogbehin were likewise unwilling. Jason Fowler agreed, however, so I should have a second coach on board soon.

   

   I then had a meeting with the existing staff, who advised me on training ground matters and recommended signings. I ignored their suggestion to remove Jamie Taylor from the transfer list (he's not good enough).

   

   I asked my assistant manager Mark BradshawCurtis Woodhouse to compile a loan players availability report--a fancy term for finding out who we can, I guess you might say, borrow from other clubs--on central midfielders.

   

   I got a surprise call at 11:15pm telling me that defender Josh Gowling took exception to his change in squad status--a suggestion from coach Mark Bradshaw which I okayed at the staff meeting. Gowling spat the dummy at me, and now he's going to have a little cry. He said, "I don't think I can work with you any more after this treatment."

   

   What a prima donna--all I did was change his status from "Key Player" to "Important First Team Player." I'll be interested to see how this drama unfolds. He's been one of the better performers in our opening few friendlies. And my staff tell me that he's our best centre back. But I'm confident that I can find a capable replacement if we need to sell him. 

   

   One man does not make a team, nor will he be allowed to break it, or stand above it.




Day 10 - 14th July, 2011




As expected, Jason Fowler joined our coaching staff. He's taken over tactical training duties for both the first team and youth team, and is handling defensive training for the first team. 

   

   I took this opportunity to evaluate the pre-existing staff. I asked Chris Moyses, a youth coach, to leave the club (and he accepted, for a fee of £6--contracts sure make this stuff messy), and I offered Grant Brown a step up from youth coach to, um, "Coach," which comes with a healthy pay rise. It must have been an exciting day in the Brown household--perhaps Mrs Brown thinks they can finally pay off that mortgage, while little Grant Jr dreams of playing with the big boys like his daddy. Or maybe he's single--I never thought, nor could I see a way, to ask.

   

   I noted that we neither possess a goalkeeping coach nor a coach capable of coaching goalkeepers at any level of competence, so I had a quick look for someone to bring in. My choice: Chris Adamson, a perpetual 2nd or 3rd choice keeper at Championship level who has a coaching certificate and decent ability on both fronts.

   

   The Rui Marques transfer went through. The veteran Angolan had been available as a free agent, and agreed to sign for us on the cheap--just £325 per week! I expect that his experience and quality will add a lot to our defence. And now Josh Gowling is really in a precipitous position--if he doesn't put his head down, stop whinging, and work hard to keep his spot, he'll spend the entire season on the bench (or more likely get sold, since he earns £900 per week).

   

   We're one step closer to being competitive. If I can bring in a few more high-calibre players across the park, we might just do well. 

   

   Training has never felt right in the Football Manager series, which is probably why it's been changed so many times.

   

   FM12 breaks it into nine categories: Strength, Aerobic, Goalkeeper - Shot Stopping, Goalkeeper - Handling, Tactics, Ball Control, Defending, Attacking, Shooting. Each relates to a subset of player attributes, and may be trained at an intensity determined by a slider. There's also an Overall Workload slider, and you need to balance these training workloads with the match schedule lest players get tired and injured.

   

   You can also play with Individual Training Focus, for extra attention on an area of the game, and positional training, and there's now also a match preparation training attached to the Tactics screen.

   

   It's all very unwieldy, and even experts struggle to come up with the magic formula...which I suppose makes it realistic, in a sense.




Day 11 - 15th July, 2011




Trial Day--four teams consisting of free agents strut their stuff in front of scouts and managers, hoping to impress enough that they'll be offered a contract.

   

   I have no idea how the players are broken into teams, but the match I watched--England Trialists IV against England Trialists III--was a fairly one-sided affair. The Trialists IV team never looked like losing, and took the game out 3-nil. I asked my scout for reports on the players who impressed me.

   

   I was inundated with reports afterwards, but only chose to act on one: Javlon Campbell, who was the standout performer in the match I watched, looks like a star in the making, so I offered him a trial until the end of pre-season. I'd go for a permanent deal right away if it weren't for fear of having too many strikers on the books.

   

   Earlier in the day, Curtis Woodhouse, my assistant manager, came back with a list of potential central midfield loanees. I elected to scout them all, since I know nothing of their abilities.

   

   I got my man Salomon Olembé. The veteran Cameroon international has spent most of his career in Ligue 1, the top division of French football, with a couple of years Premier League experience along the way, so this is a huge signing for little Lincoln City, fifth-tier English club.

   

   Football Manager implements a kind of fog of war attribute hiding for "non-famous" or unknown players. It's a way of abstracting the real-world issue of there not being accurate, crowd-sourced databases that you can readily rely upon when searching for potential signings. You send staff out--or go yourself--to matches and training grounds, and put your ear to the ground to listen for talk of rising stars, and you watch. Then if someone takes your fancy, you watch some more. And maybe you dig up statistics from their playing history. Then you start making enquiries about signing him. (Of course, the irony is that many clubs are now using Football Manager's database to aid in their initial scouting efforts--finding likely candidates for a closer look through the numbers assigned to each player's name by Sports Interactive's network of volunteer scouts.




Day 12 - 16th July, 2011




I posted an ad for new scouts on Day 1. Eight people responded. None are good, but I offered the two least-bad a job. John Milton refused to accept a £300 per week salary, but Ian Gardner took the deal after some failed haggling. Now we have two scouts, which will make finding new players a bit easier. (I hope.)

   

   I held a press conference to show off my big new signings, Rui Marques and Salomon Olembé. The journalists in attendance didn't make anywhere near as much fuss as I think these players deserve. And I'm beginning to dislike press conferences as a rule. The questions always seem to be rote and boring. They asked about my "relationship" with the players, whether we'll need to sell anyone, how they'll adapt, and whether or not I'm excited. I nearly fell asleep. 

   

   Use your bloody imaginations, people! Catch me off guard with a clever question. Make me say something contentious. I dare you.

   

   New signing number three confirmed his arrival this evening. Matthew Barnes-Homer made a big impression on me during his trial, with a man of the match performance in a friendly against Bolton Reserves. And to my utter disbelief, the fans are excited about him--a 25 year old who's spent most of his career playing in this division--but not international stars with top level club experience Marques and Olembé. I don't get it.

   

   There's no appreciation for regular working hours in this business. Chris Adamson finalised his arrival as player/goalkeeping coach at 11pm. He'll be continuing a career-long trend of sitting on the bench in his kit and watching another goalkeeper play, but with the added bonus that he's on the coaching staff.




Day 13 - 17th July, 2011




My groundsman asked for pitch size alterations. I declined to make any, since I still haven't figured out how this team best plays--or even will play while I search for the "best" strategy. A wider pitch suits a team with skilled wingers and attacking full backs, because it allows those players more space; by contrast, a narrow pitch fits with teams that play predominately through the middle, with powerful central midfielders and a traditional centre forward. Shorter pitches are better for possession-focused play-styles, while longer pitches fit a counter attacking, long ball approach.

   

   I don't think I'll ever have enough tactical nous and foresight to know how I should change the pitch dimensions before a season starts--I'm more likely to adjust the team's style to fit the squad, then fine tune according to the pitch size (by, say, employing counter attack and faster tempo to a short passing style if the pitch is long).

   

   I showed off my latest new signing, Matthew Barnes-Homer, to the press, and was rather put out by a question. "Do you agree that this signing is something of a coup for Lincoln, given the relative status of the player and of the club?" they asked.

   

   No, I don't. And why would I? He's spent his career playing at this level, and Lincoln just dropped down to the fifth tier for only the second time in its history. Tell me how this could possibly be a coup!?

   

   But that's not how I responded, because I had only five options--all of which are canned lines. I feel confined by the limitations of communication afforded to me in this circus. I hate press conferences. I don't know why I keep agreeing to them.

   

   In other news, the board reported that the club has sold 814 season tickets for the upcoming season. Our stadium has a 10,120 seat capacity. Something tells me that we won't be hosting a sell-out any time soon.

   

   Then it was off to visit Gainsborough for another friendly match.

   

   We very nearly went a goal down on 17 seconds. A poor effort by their striker was easily saved, but there's no doubt it was a clear-cut chance. In the third minute, new signing Rui Marques made them pay with a headed goal. We scored from another headed strike, this time from Christophe, in the 11th minute. Both goals came from Olembé corners.

   

   And then the holes started to appear in Gainsborough's defence. Koroma furthered his cause for a contract with a composed finish for our third goal, then went close again on 35 minutes before scoring a brilliant individual effort just before half time.

   

   We had a handful of chances in a laid-back second half, but failed to convert any until the 83rd minute, when Koroma popped up to complete his hat-trick. We won 5-nil. Koroma, Christophe, and Olembé were the standouts.

   

   Gainsborough are weak opposition, but the result gives me some hope that we'll be competitive from day one of the league season.

   

   After the match, my new scout Ian Gardner reported a whopping 35 potential signings to me. I looked at the highly recommended free agents, and offered contracts to veteran striker Pablo Couñago and young defender Samba Kanouté. Couñago was especially tough to get, since he's accustomed to playing three divisions above us. I also offered French goalkeeper Pierre-Antoine Martini a trial.

   

   I really need to sell some players now. I'd love to offer Koroma a contract, too, but have to offload a striker or two first. I have six, not including wingers Laurent and Lloyd-McGoldrick or the incoming Couñago.

   

   I sent word out that I was willing to sell Rodney and Smith at their market value, without transfer listing either of them, and made renewed efforts to get rid of Hutchinson, Taylor, and Pacquette.

   

   It seems I had a long day.




Day 14 - 18th July, 2011




I swore when I entered the office this morning. Prat, a semi-professional Spanish club, offered Couñago a contract. They're in the Spanish Third Division Group 5, apparently, which appears to be a lower level than Lincoln play at. But he's Spanish, so I'm worried he'll sign for Prat instead of Lincoln.

   

   It will be a huge blow if we miss out on this signing. He's good enough for League 1--two divisions above us. He's likely to dominate most Blue Square Bet Premier (I'm this close to calling it Conference National--the previous, non-sponsor name) defences.

   

   I had a lot of time to stew on the problem, as that was the only thing that happened today. I tried staring at the wall, building towers of cards, and playing pranks on the other staff to pass the time. I even imagined a strange world where days could roll into each other and I could fly through weeks in mere hours.

   

   Instead of this wonderful fantasy world, I'm facing 19 more days before the league season begins. I'm sure that some of those days will be fascinating, others hectic, but most are likely to be just like today.

   

   Sometimes the life of a football manager is rather less than glamorous. In fact, it's damn right dull.




Day 15 - 19th July, 2011




Less than three weeks before the season officially kicks off, and we're still way short of being tactically prepared. Our starting tactic "familiarity levels" are mostly on the lower end of competent, which means I still haven't seen these guys playing anywhere near their potential as a unit. I hope that means I've got a pleasant surprise coming up over the next few months.

   

   Simon Russell, who up until this point looked likely to be the starting right winger in our opening match, picked up a heel injury in training today. He'll be out of action for two to three weeks, so we'll almost certainly be missing Russell for the start of the league season.

   

   This presents a problem, since the man who would challenge Russell for a spot in the side, Francis Laurent, is also injured. Laurent has a torn hamstring, and won't be ready to play until the new year. If the Kanouté transfer goes through, I'll be able to push Bore up from right back to fill in (with Kanouté slotting directly into Bore's regular spot). Otherwise, I have no idea what I'll do.

   

   At the recommendation of my assistant manager, I approached Huddersfield about loaning central midfielder Chris Atkinson until the end of the season. He'd give us some much needed depth.

   

   I also asked Woodhouse to look for right-sided midfielders I could sign on loan deals. It looks like we'll need somebody for at least the first half of the season.




Day 16 - 20th July, 2011




Eight people responded to my advert for a goalkeeping coach, but I already signed someone (player/goalkeeping coach Chris Adamson joined the club last week). So I cancelled the ad, and didn't approach any applicants.

   

   Curtis Woodhouse came back with a report for potential loan signing Alex Woodyard. He's a talented lad, but not good enough to bother bringing on for a short-term deal.

   

   I called another staff meeting, mostly because I needed something to do. Coach Grant Brown suggested a scout three left-sided midfielders and two right backs, while Jason Fowler recommended a couple of strikers. I've never heard of any of them, so I just said, "Sure, why not? Get the scouts to check them out." There were also requests to put some players on individual training regimes--Rodney, Russell, and Christophe are all now under preferred move training, while Nicolau and Nutter have individual focus training to improve a specific aspect of their game (quickness and penalties, respectively).

   

   Brown revealed a concern that Josh Gowling is unsuited to the vice captaincy. I agree, so I've named veteran Angolan Rui Marques the new vice captain.

   

   We now have some tutoring going on, too. Fifteen-year-old Jordan Thomas is being mentored by Matthew Barnes-Homer. Danny Lloyd-McGoldrick didn't take kindly to the suggestion that he learn from Salomon Olembé, however. The volatile young winger has not done his career any favours with this reaction. I'll remember that he refused to even try it out. 

   

   He's on thin ice now--another open act of defiance and I'll boot him from the club. I need unity and respect, not friction like this.

   

   The Kanouté deal went through just before midnight. He's a real talent, so I'm delighted to have him.




Day 17 - 21st July, 2011




Woodhouse returned with a list of ten right-sided players who could possibly be signed on loan. We've scouted two of them before--Dennis Oli and Jimmy Phillips are not good enough. I requested scout reports for the rest. With a bit of luck, one of them might be better than our currently contracted right wingers (including the injured Laurent and Russell).

   

   We took on a new trialist. Javlon Campbell impressed me on Trial Day. He still looks like a star for the future. But I don't think we'll be signing him. Campbell just isn't good enough to push for a first team place this season, and we can't afford to bring anyone on for "the future." It all comes down to their ability right now.

   

   My scouts enthusiastically told me that the potential loan signings should all be "definite purchases" and "important players for the team." I call bullshit. I'm still waiting on a couple of reports, but none of them are good enough to challenge for a place--this season or, I suspect, next. What a let down.

   

   We face Macclesfield Town in a friendly match tomorrow. I can't wait.




Day 18 - 22nd July, 2011




Burnley offered Dominic Knowles for £6,250. We neither have money nor desire for the striker, who I've never heard of before, so I said no. We were also offered Elliott Frear, who I have heard of, by Exeter, but he wouldn't be worth the £4,000 price tag to us.

   

   As I had feared, Couñago signed for Prat instead of Lincoln. My first reaction was a petulant "jerk! Lincoln is a bigger club and...and I picked you first!" But I'm not really surprised. I had a feeling that he'd be more interested in a move back to his homeland, and Prat have enough money to pay him £575 per week part time. I wish I could earn £30,000 a year working only half a week, every week. (And playing football, no less.)

   

   My first look at Kanouté in a Lincoln shirt will have to wait. The defender missed today's match because he's on duty with the Mali Under 20s for the Under 20 World Cup. He's unlikely to return until mid-August.

   

   We went a goal down on 19 minutes, then conceded a second just 30 seconds later. Twenty minutes into the match, we looked dead in the water.

   

   A penetrating run from Barnes-Homer nearly set up Koroma for a goal, before Olembé popped up to convert a fine pass from Koroma a minute later. Gowling was unlucky not to pull scores level on the stroke of half time with a headed effort on the edge of the six-yard box. 

   

   Maccesfield scored again in the 55th minute--their second goal from a long throw. That pretty much killed off the Lincoln fight. We had a few more chances, but never looked like scoring. The only positive, other than increased match fitness, was that Olembé played well.

   

   After a favourable report from scout Mark Bradshaw, I approached West Ham about signing Matthias Fanimo on loan for the rest of the season. He could be good cover for Olembé, and might be able to adapt to the right flank--thus solving our right-wing problem.




Day 19 - 23rd July, 2011




I had to submit squad numbers today, which was an exciting reminder that the season will actually start soon. I handed Olembé the coveted number 11 shirt and Barnes-Homer number 9. I'm still looking for a player deserving of the number 10 jersey. Gowling and Anyon got their preferred numbers (6 and 1, respectively). The remaining first-choice players filled out the rest of the lower numbers, while everyone else just got whatever.

   

   Squad numbers don't really matter, but they have a symbolic value. Certain numbers are associated with particular roles--like number 9 for the centre forward, number 10 for the most creative attacking player, number 11 for the left winger, and number 4 for the leader of the defence.

   

   I handed out numbers to 34 players, although a dozen of them are unlikely to make a first team appearance this season.

   

   This also drew my attention to the fact that Robbie Williams (no, not that one) is on loan at the club. He's nowhere near good enough to make the team, and we're paying half his wage. "Screw that," I said, before terminating the deal. We're now £125 over the weekly wage budget. The five transfer-listed players earn £1,950 a week between them, which is nearly 15 per cent of the total budget. I gotta get rid of them.

   

   Eccentric young goalkeeper Pierre-Antoine Martini joined the club on trial. He's not as good as current number 1 Joe Anyon, but he's got a lot of potential. I'll sign him if he plays well in the next friendly and I can spare the budget for his wages.

   

   My loan offer for West Ham's 17-year-old winger was accepted. And I got another scout report on the lad. Turns out he can already play on the right side. Brilliant! He could be the answer to our right flank injury crisis.




Day 20 - 24th July, 2011




Samba Kanouté put in a man of the match performance for Mali Under 20s in their final warm-up match before the Under 20 World Cup. I find this very encouraging.

   

   The board announced that 1000 season tickets have been sold for the upcoming season. That's around one-tenth of the club's stadium capacity.

   

   And that's pretty much all that happened today. I saw a cat climb a tree, and I nearly fell asleep at my desk. There, that's everything.

   

   Living the dream. I'm living the dream. Gotta keep reminding myself.

   

   The thing about a video game simulating the life of a football manager is that it's rather a lot like the life of a football manager, only with the actual human interaction abstracted away into numbers and sliders, "news" updates, and nothingness. I don't know what a real football manager does on a slow day--he probably oversees training, even if this is not his usual style, and deals with the nitty-gritty aspects of the business.

   

   These things are simplified for the sake of a game, since most people don't want to engage in such tedium as reading and writing detailed financial reports or filling out routine paperwork. It's a game--they want to have fun. Football Manager 2012, more than any football management game before it, suffers from the challenge of increasing realism and detail for the hardcore fans (and to differentiate it from previous releases) while maintaining a fun, engaging, accessible game for those who want the wish fulfilment of leading a club to glory without the baggage that comes from an actual job. More on this later.




Day 21 - 25th July, 2011




I terminated the trials of Scott Dobie, Patrick Suffo, Jonti Richter, Jules Tchimbakala, and Lee Peacock. I feel that I've seen enough of them to know that I'm not interested in signing them. That still leaves Inglis, Campbell, Koroma, Martini, and Darville on trial with the club...Or rather it did, before Darville joined Bishop's Stortford later in the day.

   

   I'd rather like to sign them all, but can probably only squeeze enough money out of the wage budget to pick one. I need more time to decide who. Maybe after Wednesday's friendly match (that's two days from now) I'll have a better idea.

   

   Central midfielder Chris Atkinson arrived on loan from Huddersfield. I expect he'll be challenging for a place in the starting lineup right away--should be interesting to see which two, of Atkinson, Power, and Christophe, win out.

   

   The season opener is now twelve days away. We're still a long way from being ready--some players aren't fit and the "tactic familiarity levels" are still much too low, despite a heavy emphasis on match preparation in training.




Day 22 - 26th July, 2011




Coach Jason Fowler stated the bleeding obvious today. He warned that the team "still has some work to do with the formations being trained," and suggested that the appropriate course of action is to continue with match preparation as a very high priority. I guess I should be glad that he's paying attention.

   

   I checked in on Josh Gowling. He seems to have got over his petty outburst at being re-evaluated as an "Important first team player" rather than being "Indispensable to the club." That's good, since he's still important to our hopes this season. But if he acts up again I'll freeze him out--no game time whatsoever, transfer listed. While I pray it doesn't work out that way, I can't have players questioning my authority.

   

   I also had another backroom meeting, where it was decided that several players would start new individual training regimes. My coaches recommended a staggering twelve players that I should consider signing--only one of whom I've heard or seen anything before (Chris Shuker, formerly of Man City and Tranmere but now at Port Vale). I decided to scout them all. (Why not?)

   

   Grant Brown suggested I change Nutter's squad status from key player to "Important first team player." I wouldn't dare. He has a volatile media handling style, and his name is Nutter. It would just be asking for trouble.

   

   I can't afford to lose him at this stage, anyway. Olembé may be the better player by a long shot, but I need the Cameroonian to play in the midfield to give us more attacking bite. That leaves Nutter as easily the best option at left back.

   

   I did agree to change Nicky Nicolau's squad status from "Important first team player" to "Backup to the first team." He's second choice to Olembé on the left wing and third choice behind Nutter and Olembé at left back, so the label is definitely fitting.

   

   I'm looking forward to our friendly match tomorrow. It'll give a good indication as to whether or not we stand a chance of scraping a win in the season opener (in eleven days).




Day 23 - 27th July, 2011




We have 28 players in the last year of their contract. That's definitely something I need to keep in mind, since several of them are key members of the squad.

   

   I was asked to decide the squad win bonuses for this season. I opted to give a high league bonus and a high cup bonus. I'll do everything I can to motivate the lads to push for success.

   

   We faced Stoke Reserves in a friendly match today. It was my first opportunity to look at how trialist goalkeeper Martini and new loan signing Chris Atkinson fit into the team. It pleased me to see that we put up a good fight, limiting their chances to long range and managing to go close a few times with our own attacks. But it was a drab first half.

   

   We came out for the second half with a sloppy sense of purpose. That sloppiness hurt, as Stoke Reserves capitalised on poor defending and bad goalkeeping to score the opener. Another mistake from Martini on 62 minutes, where he hesitated to go down to a striker's feet for a save (presumably due to one too many martinis), put us two down. I dragged him after that. Martini will not be getting a contract offer.

   

   We lost two-nil. I told the boys that it just wasn't our night. They seemed to react well.

   

   One more friendly match before the season starts (two if you count the practice game the Reserves will play this time next week).

   

   My final task for the day was to look over the scout reports I asked for yesterday, on some of the players recommended by the coaching staff. Essam isn't good enough. Larrauri needs a second look. Husband is good, but no better than what we've got. And Shuker is way better than all of the right wingers in the Lincoln squad--except maybe Bore, who's better when deployed at right back.

   

   I offered Shuker a contract. He signed right then and there. I hope my scout is right. The lad's now our highest earner; I can't afford him being a flop.




Day 24 - 28th July, 2011




Apparently the fans are excited about the Shuker signing. As they should be.

   

   It's a good thing we got him, too. Fanimo refused to join us on loan. He didn't give a reason, but the jerk clearly thinks he's too good to subject himself to the humiliation of Conference-level football. (Sorry, that was a bit harsh--I'm still upset.) Oh well, it's his loss as much as it is mine--it would've been a fantastic chance for the lad to prove he could perform consistently at a competitive first-team level.

   

   I found five new scout reports on my desk. Defenders Prosser and Threlfall (is it unfair that I think his name sounds like a venereal disease?) would be great signings, but we can't afford them. Musa Manneh has an awesome name, but he's not good enough to play for Lincoln. Ryan Nelson is sadly nowhere near as good as his Kiwi namesake. And Leicester's Peruvian youngster Pier Larrauri is very talented.

   

   I submitted a loan bid for Larrauri and filed the other reports in a drawer, never to be seen again.




Day 25 - 29th July, 2011




Wigan offered right-midfielder Callum Morris to us for £63,000, and Newcastle offered Patrick Nzuzi for £170,000. I don't know why they think we can afford either of those deals. The reality is that my transfer budget is a ginormous zero pounds, and I've gone over the wage budget by 1,100 pounds. I said no to both deals.

   

   Coach Grant Brown is a better judge of a player's ability than my assistant manager Curtis Woodhouse, so I take it with some weight that he believes Koroma is a better player than Matthew Barnes-Homer. I've decided to renew my efforts to reduce the wage bill so that I can bring the lad on permanently.

   

   I sent out proposals to other managers offering my transfer-listed players on free transfers--that's cheaper than releasing them, which carries a cost relative to the player's salary, bonuses, and remaining time on contract. None of them were shown any interest.

   

   At this point I found myself in something of a quandary. I could keep the players, paying them a salary to play in the Reserves and occasionally make up the numbers on the first-team bench. Or I could release them from the club, freeing them up for first-team football elsewhere while allowing me the extra room in my budget to sign new players--the catch here being that it costs a lot and could reflect badly on my perceived ability to manage club finances.

   

   My decision was to offer the two weakest players mutual contract terminations. Tyrone Thompson was not best pleased--most likely because he was signed under the previous regime, and had only been at the club for a month.

   

   We had a bit of an argument, then I released him (not because of the argument, but rather because he is, if you'll excuse the horrible pop culture reference, the weakest link). The club paid him £7,000 in compensation.

   

   Andrew Hutchinson took the news more professionally, but outright refused to even consider the thought. He had a more lucrative contract than Thompson, despite being nearly a decade his junior, so Hutchinson picked up a handy £20,000 in compensation. 

   

   We're still over the wage budget, but I closed the gap to £400.




Day 26 - 30th July, 2011




Today was our last practice match before the season starts. We faced Championship side Doncaster Rovers.

   

   We struggled to keep possession for the first twenty-five minutes, then managed to put them under a strong period of pressure...before they scored the opening goal with a fine strike from Bagayoko--in off the post.

   

   A comedy of errors kept us from equalising early in the second half, as my boys repeatedly mis-hit their shots into each other in a pinball play. Doncaster added a second goal from a corner shortly before the hour mark, thanks to non-existent marking. Then a third followed two minutes later--this time from a fine display of one-touch passing.

   

   We were being totally outclassed. Koroma looked dangerous off the bench, while star men Olembé and Shuker were largely anonymous. The final score was three-nil in favour of Doncaster. Not a performance to be proud of, even against clearly superior opposition.

   

   I'm worried about the season opener next week.




Day 27 - 31st July, 2011




Woodhouse provided a list of potential striker loan signings. I haven't heard of any of them, except Matthias Fanimo--the West Ham youngster who refused to subject himself to Conference-level football despite an agreement between our clubs. I requested scout reports all round.

   

   The Under 20 World Cup is underway. My boy Samba Kanouté played well in Mali's opening match, captaining the side to a comfortable victory. 

   

   Ian Gardner called in with a scouting update. Of the three "highly recommended players," veteran Spaniard David Fernández looks worthy of attention. I requested another scout report on the attacking midfielder, and offered him a four-week trial.

   

   July is over. I survived my first calendar month as a football manager. It's not quite living up to my expectations of glory and fame, but then I never really expected it to. Pre-season is just about over. The real challenge starts in a few days.




Day 28 - 1st August, 2011




I confirmed that Lincoln's captain this season will be John Nutter, while the club's vice captain is recent signing and former Angolan international Rui Marques. This is unchanged from my decision earlier in the pre-season period, when I stripped prima donna Josh Gowling of the vice captaincy.

   

   Leicester youngster Pier Larrauri refused to join us on loan. I'm beginning to sense a pattern. It appears that players--even as young as 17-year-olds Larrauri and Fanimo--contracted to Championship clubs think they're too good for the Blue Square Bet Premier (aka Conference) League. They may not be far wrong. But it still hurts to be rejected.

   

   Scout Mark Bradshaw handed in his report of Spaniard David Fernández, agreeing with Ian Gardner that he would be a great signing. I'd like to continue scouting the attacking midfielder before making a final decision. I'm still waiting to hear back from Fernández about the trial offer I sent him. In the meantime, I asked coach Grant Brown to give me a third opinion.




Day 29 - 2nd August, 2011




Physio Kevin Oxby brought to my attention that Simon Russell, one of our right wingers, is about to resume full training, which means he'll be ready to play in two or three weeks. This reminded me that Russell is no longer our best choice in that position, so I changed his squad status from "Important first team player" to "Backup to the first team." He took it rather well, voicing no complaints.

   

   Grant Brown gave David Fernández a glowing recommendation. That's three overwhelmingly positive reports on the veteran attacking midfielder. I'd still like to have him on trial for a couple of weeks before making a final decision, but he has yet to agree to the trial offer.

   

   Ian Gardner gave a scouting update. None of his newly recommended players are good enough.

   

   Four days until the season opener; tomorrow the Reserves play their warm-up match.




Day 30 - 3rd August, 2011




The Reserves played a friendly match against Altrincham today. I sent all the first-team players needing match fitness to join them. The extra experience and ability of the first-team hand-me-downs pushed them over the line. Lincoln Reserves beat the Altrincham first team, which plays only one division below Lincoln, 2-1.

   

   I was delighted to see Conal Platt and Simon Russell amongst the top performers. These two are first in line for a starting berth if Alan Power or Chris Shuker, respectively, are unavailable. Man of the match was sixteen-year-old Luke Weaver, who evidently played out of his skin (he's not very good).

   

   Kanouté played another game for the Mali Under 20s in their World Cup campaign. They lost; he played neither well nor poorly. Their next opponent is France. I doubt they'll get anything out of that, which means I should have Kanouté available soon--Mali Under 20s will likely finish third in their group, knocking them out of the competition.




Day 31 - 4th August, 2011




David Fernández joined us on trial today. I'm trying to get him comfortable with playing as a striker, since that is where I'd likely put him in most matches. He's currently considered "competent" in the role; I need him to be "accomplished."

   

   The decision then, assuming he can fit comfortably in a role as striker or as an attacking midfielder sitting behind the strikers, is whether to sign Fernández or young striker Omar Koroma. My coaching staff, with the exception of assistant manager Curtis Woodhouse (who couldn't reliably tell if a cat is good at sleeping), believe that Koroma is better than any of the strikers currently under contract at the club. He looks likely to improve significantly as the season progresses, too.

   

   But Fernández can offer more versatility, and loads of experience. And if you compare them, attribute by attribute, the veteran comes out on top. Koroma is only noticeably "better" on determination, aggression, pace, agility, and acceleration, whereas Fernández easily wins on corners, crossing, marking, passing, tackling, technique, bravery, composure, creativity, decisions, flair, influence, teamwork, work rate, balance, and strength. 

   

   On a pure numbers approach, Fernández is the better choice. Taking the future into account--beyond this season--Koroma is preferable. Considering them as striker versus striker, Fernández looks like he'd edge it out, but Koroma is a natural and can bring a bit of pace. I don't know what to do.

   

   I scheduled a friendly match for the Reserves against Bury Town on Sunday. I'll take control of that game, and with a bit of luck it'll tell me who to sign. (Assuming that Koroma agrees to re-join us on trial before then, since he was scheduled to leave on Saturday--two days from now.)




Day 32 - 5th August, 2011




We've reached the eve of the season. Today was the last day of the preseason. Tomorrow we face AFC Telford in the league opener, a match that we're "comfortable favourites" to win (odds are 4-6 that we beat them).

   

   As such, I had some preparations to make.

   

   Unfortunately, we're still not ready in terms of "tactic familiarity levels." But the boys are at least getting close now.

   

   For set pieces, I put Olembé on corners--with Nicolau, Shuker, and Russell as other corner takers--and Nicolau and Shuker on free kicks. I didn't specify any throw-in takers, since we have no long throw specialists. I refrained from detailing individual instructions for set-piece tactics, since I haven't finalised the first-choice lineup.

   

   John Nutter is our penalty taker. If he's not on the pitch, the pecking order is Laurent (who will be injured until the new year), Power, Christophe, Shuker, Olembé, then whoever puts his hand up.

   

   Most of the players have very little creativity, so I changed their creative freedom to "More Disciplined." I also increased the width and tempo we play at, reduced the amount of time wasting to attempt in a match, and told them to play counter attack--so we can exploit the pace of our attacking players. I expect that I'll fine-tune all of these instructions as the season progresses.

   

   As for lineup, I'm pretty set on Nutter, Marques, Gowling, and Bore across the backline. Olembé will take the left wing, while Christophe and Power sit in the centre of midfield. Barnes-Homer will be joined up front by Sam Smith. And Shuker will play on the right flank if he's fit--his condition is rated at 84%, and he's tired. If Shuker isn't up to starting, I'll have to put in either the youngster Robert Taylor or right back Peter Bore (with another player taking his place).

   

   I intend to have Adamson (goalkeeper), Sinclair (centre back), Taylor (right winger or attacking midfielder), Atkinson (central midfielder), and Rodney (striker) on the bench, but we'll see how everyone shapes up tomorrow.




Day 33 - 6th August, 2011




Somehow Mali made it to the Second Round of the Under 20s World Cup, despite being thrashed 5-0 by France. My boy Kanouté was especially woeful in that game, I'm told.

   

   Shuker was passed fit for today's match. I put him in the starting lineup, with plans to sub him off in the second half.

   

   Today wasn't just my league debut. An insane nine players in the starting lineup were also getting off the mark. None of the five substitutes had previously appeared for Lincoln in a competitive match, either. Our opponents, AFC Telford, were in a similar position, with five starters making their debut and four new subs.

   

   We are obviously unrecognisable from the Lincoln side that was relegated from League 2 last season; it seems AFC Telford are barely recognisable as the team that was promoted from the Blue Square Bet North (aka Conference North) last season.

   

   The pundits declared central defenders Marques and Byrne key players for Lincoln and Telford, respectively. I thought Olembé would be the one to watch.

   

   Early signs were that I was right. Olembé broke free on four minutes to shoot just wide with the keeper beaten, then looked dangerous again ten minutes later. In the 23rd minute, he won possession and nearly set up Smith. Then a minute later he won a free kick on the edge of the area.

   

   We looked the stronger side throughout the first half, although Telford got in behind our defence a couple of times. Our best chance perhaps came from Barnes-Homer, who blasted just wide of the post from 20 yards out. Shuker struggled, and was largely anonymous.

   

   Then, on the stroke of half time, Marques popped up--unmarked--to head an Olembé corner past the keeper. He scored on his debut. And we were off to a great start.

   

   I took Shuker off for Taylor at half time. He's clearly not ready yet.

   

   We added a second goal almost from kick off, with a beautiful link up between strikers Smith and Barnes-Homer--to whom I'd voiced my disappointment during the half-time team talk. Then a knock-on header from Smith put Barnes-Homer in for his second and our third. Looks like they could be a winning combination.

   

   We didn't ease off the pressure after that. Smith got the goal he deserved for a brilliant second-half performance when Olembé bounded down the left wing and crossed to the near post.

   

   A clearance from Christophe on 67 minutes sent Smith on route for a possible fifth Lincoln goal, but Blackburn dragged him down. The defender was perhaps lucky to escape with a yellow card, since Smith had an unobstructed run to the goal. At the other end, brave defending from Josh Gowling prevented Telford getting a consolation.

   

   Smith and Barnes-Homer both went close as the match drew towards a close, and Olembé nearly scored direct from a corner, then Telford's Andy Brown scored a fine individual effort to give his side an injury-time consolation.

   

   I'm pretty bloody happy with a 4-1 win on day one--especially after that second-half performance. Olembé was, as I predicted, a decisive factor, with two assists and man of the match accolades. Smith's effort of two assists and a goal was a pleasant surprise, while Barnes-Homer's two goals paint him as an excellent signing already.

   

   My opposite number, AFC Telford manager Andy Sinton, praised me for Lincoln's playing style. I couldn't be happier to hear that--playing attractive football is almost as important to me as winning matches. 

   

   Simulation games tend to take real-life activities and make them more fun. They streamline out most of the cruft; they narrow in with astonishing precision on this one job or system (or set of inter-related systems, as is more common these days). When you play FIFA, you have little or no influence on off-field happenings. You don't wait a week between matches. Unless you're particularly hardcore, you don't do anything more than play football and set tactics. And there's little else simulated, anyway.

   

   SimCity glorifies the business of city/town planning. As mayor of your fledgling city, you take total control over its every block. There are no state or federal laws you need to worry about, no bickering destructive internal politics, no planning commissions, no red tape at all. You zone the land, lay out the transportation network, set taxes and ordnances, build power lines, plonk ready-made power plants down wherever you like, bulldoze buildings at will, and even reign disaster upon you city--just for kicks. Best of all, sweeping changes take place in minutes or seconds, not months and years and decades. SimCity is delightfully fun; running a city is horrendously difficult and serious business.

   

   Football Manager's simulation of its subject matter is rather less godly. But it, too, shines most for the fact that very many difficult, boring, time-consuming, slow-burn tasks can be done almost instantly. A big transfer might take two months to line up, negotiate, and finalise. For all the depth and complexity of FM12, that can be done in a few hours--easy. It may still take two months, but the timelines are so compressed that each day will, on average, take only a minute or two.

   

   Stepping back and removing most of the acceleration makes me realise just how much of the "fun" of management simulations is pure compulsion (I'll just play this upcoming match before I stop for the day; I'll just get this transfer wrapped up; I'll just finish the week; I'll just get through the summer), leading eventually to a sense of triumph. The one more turn phenomenon is not limited to Civilization and its ilk; it relates to all games, and Football Manager is one of its most egregious proponents.




Day 34 - 7th August, 2011




Young loan signing Robert Taylor's appearance off the bench yesterday marked him the youngest player ever to appear in a Blue Square Bet Premier match, apparently. Good for him. Hopefully it'll be the first of many performances for the lad.

   

   Unfortunately we weren't able to get Koroma to re-join on trial before the Reserves played their friendly match today. They won comfortably anyway, with Russell, Pacquette, Rodney, and Beardsley standing out. Trialist David Fernández, who was the real purpose of this friendly, had a quiet game--which leaves me no less uncertain than before as to whether to offer him a contract.

   

   I thought I could take another look when the Reserves season starts, then I discovered that our reserve team isn't registered for any competitions. Oh dear, how did that happen? I certainly didn't refuse any invitations. And the Under 18s are registered in the English Under 18s Group 3.

   

   This is not going to help me keep the fringe players sharp. I'll have to schedule lots of friendlies to try to make up for it. I arranged the next one for Wednesday the 10th against Hednesford Town--I need to get these boys match fit, and to check out Fernández some more.

   

   I got confirmation that Lincoln sold 1000 season tickets for this season. Pretty poor when you consider our stadium is ten times that in maximum capacity. I doubt we'll have any sell-outs.




Day 35 - 8th August, 2011




The second match of the season is tomorrow. We're at 13-8 according to the bookies, while our opponents Barrow are favoured to win 6-4. I have faith my boys can pick up where they left off in the previous game.

   

   And I said as much in the pre-match press conference, where I was also asked about my rotation policy--which is kind of ridiculous, since we're just one game into the season. The only starting player from the Telford match that looks a chance to sit out is Chris Shuker, who's still struggling to with fitness after arriving late in the pre-season.

   

   Koroma re-joined us on trial. I'll take control of the Reserves friendly match on Wednesday (two days from now), and see if I can make a decision between him and Fernández (or neither).

   

   While I was thinking about friendlies, I realised that the Under 18s start their season in five days, and they haven't had a proper warm-up game. I scheduled one for tomorrow.




Day 36 - 9th August, 2011




Three Lincoln players were named in the Team of the Week--Anyon, Bore, and Olembé. Awesome. I hope they appear many more times as the season progresses.

   

   I found myself in something of a predicament today. Shuker wasn't fit to start, and Taylor was off on international duty. Laurent is still on the long-term injury list, while Russell is nowhere near fit. This left me with four non-ideal choices--push Bore up the pitch, bringing in a replacement in defence; play somebody out of position of the right flank; draft in Jake Sheridan, who needs to play a more advanced right-wing role and is barely up to the standard; or change formation.

   

   After some toing and froing, I settled on the first option: Bore pushed up to right midfield and Robson came in at right back. Shuker took a place on the bench, intended as a last resort substitute. Otherwise we were unchanged from the side that beat Telford.

   

   Marques was once again picked by the match pundit as our key man; I felt confused and angered when I saw their key man is Danny Hone--a Lincoln player on loan at Barrow. Why would you loan a player to a club in the same division and not stipulate in the contract that they cannot play against you? Idiocy.

   

   The first fifteen minutes were terrible. Neither team managed to keep possession or mount any sort of attack. Then we started trading blows. Barnes-Homer was our first man to go close, as their right winger Paul Rutherford started to threaten.

   

   Smith picked up an injury right at the death of the first half, and had to be substituted. You wouldn't have known he was on the pitch anyway--the lad was completely anonymous. 

   

   The second half began with more gusto. Christophe tried to release speedy substitute Niall Rodney, then up the other end Barrow mounted a strong attack before striker Lyle Taylor was stretchered off with an injury.

   

   Rodney went close from a free kick on 68 minutes, as we started to exploit the wings for a little more room to attack.

   

   Hurst tipped a goal-bound strike wide from Barnes-Homer in the 78th minute, and the game continued to open up. Olembé wasted a chance to take the lead three minutes later when he headed Robson's excellent cross straight at the goalkeeper. Then Bore beat his man to race to the touchline and win our fifth corner. But still we couldn't score.

   

   A mishit cross from Robson had to be knocked behind by the keeper in the dying stages of injury time. Marques was fouled by Owen on the resulting corner, earning us a penalty--which Nutter duly dispatched. We won 1-0.

   

   Marques took man of the match; our defenders were the only good performers on the park.

   

   That scrappy win puts Lincoln on top of the table after two games, thanks to goal difference.

   

   The verdict on Smith's injury is bad. I had to choose between spending £500 to send him to a specialist for three months or let the physio treat him for a lay-off of six or seven months. When you consider that he earns £500 a week, it's a no-brainer--we'd be spending a lot more than £500 on him to keep treatment in house. But that's a lengthy spell on the sidelines. The Koroma or Fernández decision just got a whole lot more important and time-critical.

   

   The Under 18s won their friendly against Worksop 3-0, with stand-out performances by Weaver and Rice.




Day 37 - 10th August, 2011




Taylor didn't even hold his record as youngest player ever to appear in a Blue Square Bet Premier match for a week. Isaac Osei-Tutu of Hayes & Yeading beat him by twenty days by appearing playing last night.

   

   We had another backroom meeting. I approved most recommendations, but dismissed suggestions to remove Chris Shuker from the corners-taking list and to change Bore's squad status from key player to important first-team player.

   

   I took charge of the Reserves for their friendly against Hednesford. It made for interesting viewing. They defended anaemically, but attacked quite well. The quality of football was atrocious across the park. Fernández sat just behind the strikers, but he barely saw the ball because of scrappy play.

   

   When he did get possession, the Spaniard impressed. If anybody was going to make something happen, I'd have put money on it being him...which is why it hurt to take him off in the 66th minute after he went down injured.

   

   Youngster Aaron Rice replaced Fernández, then conceded a penalty, which cannoned off the crossbar. I have no idea how Hednesford got through more than 70 minutes without scoring, but we made them pay.

   

   Pacquette pounced on a sloppy backpass around 80 minutes and fired a vicious shot into the roof of the net. Then on the 87-minute mark he chased down a long ball to combine with Rice and Lloyd-McGoldrick for our second. Lincoln Reserves took out a terrible game 2-0, despite being inferior for much of the 90 minutes.

   

   The positives I took away numbered in the singular: Pacquette looked great off the bench. As for negatives, only two matter: Koroma was poor, and Fernández was okay before injury cut his game short--but he'll be out for two to three months with strained knee ligaments.

   

   Should I sign Koroma? That performance leaves me in doubt.




Day 38 - 11th August, 2011




Kanouté and Taylor were both disappointing performers on the losing side in their youth international matches. On the plus side, Mali are now out of the Under 20s World Cup. I hope this means Kanouté will be flying back shortly, ready at last to begin his Lincoln career.

   

   We were offered a number of players for real money. I said no--I've been over this before, but we have no transfer budget and barely any room on the payroll.

   

   Reports came in for the players I was recommended in yesterday's backroom meeting. I deemed Michael McCaffery the only one worthy of a second look.




Day 39 - 12th August, 2011




I scheduled another Reserves friendly for Sunday. It'll be Koroma's last chance to earn a contract.

   

   We're slight favourites for tomorrow's match against Kettering Town. Our odds are at 5-4, which I'm pretty happy about given that it's an away game.

   

   In news that I find hard to believe, Gareth Ainsworth singled out Craig Dobson as the biggest threat to our chances against Kettering. This is not a slight against Craig Dobson, who may or may not be a good player. What I don't get is that Ainsworth still plays--for Wycombe Wanderers in League 1--and only spent two-and-a-bit seasons at Lincoln--way back in the mid-90s. 

   

   So he doesn't list Lincoln among his favoured clubs, and he spent just over two years with us. Why the hell would he be talking about us to the media? Did they chase him down because he's considered a club icon? (A status which I suppose he achieved by being a winger who scored 37 goals in 83 appearances for Lincoln.)




Day 40 - 13th August, 2011




Matthias Fanimo, who refused to join us on loan, has joined Mansfield on a five-month deal. Now I really think he's a jerk--they're in the same division as us.

   

   The Lincoln Under 18s lost their first match of the season 3-2. Thomas, Cobb, and Rice played well, while Thacker was sent off in the closing stages for a second yellow card. I'm curious whether the lads will manage to win any games this season. Their competition doesn't appear to be great, but they're pretty crap too.

   

   With Smith injured, I decided to bring Shuker back into the side as a striker rather than winger. Samba Kanouté was finally ready to make his debut, so I put him in at right back--he'll play in the middle if/when Bore drops into the defence again.

   

   For the third match running, Rui Marques was declared our key man. I guess he's been a decisive factor in the previous two games, so that's a fair call. I thought Olembé and Shuker would be more the danger men in an open match like this.

   

   And I was proven right in the first ten minutes. Olembé scored after Barnes-Homer broke into the box and cut the ball back on five minutes, then Shuker was fouled just inside the penalty area in the 9th minute after a great run. Nutter scored the resulting penalty.

   

   In the 30th minute Shuker got on the end of a Kanouté long ball to cross to Olembé, who headed just wide. Two minutes later, a low cross from Bore caused problems. We continued to assert our dominance, as Bore, Shuker, and Olembé pressed forward, and Barnes-Homer went close with a first-team effort.

   

   Then disaster struck on the cusp of half-time. A Mills cross hit Marques in the back, then rolled past Anyon for a Kettering goal. 2-1 at the break.

   

   Barnes-Homer restored the two-goal buffer in the 52nd minute with a great turn and shot, before being substituted for Rodney because I thought he looked tired.

   

   Rodney profited on a defensive error to set up Shuker for his first ever Lincoln goal on 69 minutes. We were cruising to victory.

   

   Gowling went down injured on 75 minutes, and I was concerned that Kanouté appeared to be struggling. Losing both defenders would be a terrible blow. I took the young defender off two minutes later as a precaution, although he seemed to be recovering.

   

   We held out for the 4-1 win. Man of the match deservedly went to Shuker. A fine away performance to maintain top stop and a 100% record. So far, so good. We're now the only team in the league to have won every game.




Day 41 - 14th August, 2011




The Reserves faced Matlock in a friendly today, minus Fernández. It was Koroma's last chance to impress.

   

   He made a promising start, converting a chance on the fifteen-minute mark after being left unmarked in the Matlock penalty area. Emergency right back for the first team, Paul Robson, went down injured five minutes later. 

   

   I prayed it wasn't serious. We only have a small squad, and I need my fringe players fit just like the first-team regulars in order to mount a serious run in the league.

   

   Koroma doubled the lead early in the second half, pouncing on the rebound to an ambitious Lloyd-McGoldrick strike from out wide that bounced off the post.

   

   Then on 76 minutes Matlock pulled the score back to 2-1, tearing open our defence with an excellent through ball and a clinical finish. The calibre of my Reserve-team defenders leaves a lot to be desired, so I was hardly surprised.

   

   An excellent piece of attacking play left Koroma unlucky not to complete his hat-trick in the 90th minute, but the lads still came out winners.

   

   It turns out that Robson fractured his jaw. He'll be out for 5 to 6 weeks. With luck, he won't be missed.

   

   My first port of call after the match was to offer Koroma a contract--he proved himself worthy. Problem was, my budget was limited. I could only offer him £300 a week, plus some bonuses, but he wanted around £500. He stepped down to £375 after my initial offer, then refused to go further...until I increased his loyalty bonus to £2,200 and offered a £2,900 bonus for scoring 20 goals in a season.

   

   I got him, pending some paperwork and confirmation. He should be ready to debut in the next league game.




Day 42 - 15th August, 2011




I held a backroom meeting. There was the usual individual training suggestions, along with recommendations to change Power's squad status from key man to "important first team player"--which I dismissed--and to change Rodney's squad status from "important first team player" to backup player--to which I agreed.

   

   We took Canadian striker Niall Thompson on trial. He doesn't appear good enough to challenge for a place--at least, not anymore--so I doubt we'll be offering the veteran a contract.

   

   It was a quiet day at the office. That's a great thing to have occasionally, but I hope it doesn't become the norm.




Day 43 - 16th August, 2011




Scout Mark Bradshaw updated me on his latest findings. Of his three highly-recommended players, I offered Cuenca and Rezgane trials and requested further scouting. I ignored the Martini report. We've already had him on trial, and it didn't go so well.

   

   I looked through the file of reports and noticed one that seemed worthy of further attention. Matthew Park, an Australian defender languishing in the Reserve team of Scottish side Hearts, looks like a good player. I asked for another report on the lad. He could be a good loan signing.

   

   While I was at it, I thought I should take a look at Ian Gardner's reports. One man instantly stuck out at me: Martin Camaño, an Argentinian defender. He's clearly a quality player, so I offered him a trial and asked for another scout report. If we can meet his terms (unlikely in our current financial state), I think he'll be lining up alongside Marques in the centre of our defence.

   

   Mehdi Khalis, who is also a central defender, had a glowing recommendation by his name. But he's not as good as Camaño, and Notts County already offered him a contract. I don't think we stand a chance. (I requested further scouting, in any case.) No-one else caught my eye or struck me as worth the effort to chase.




Day 44 - 17th August, 2011




Bradshaw's second report on Jean-José Cuenca suggests that he's a good player in his prime. It doesn't look like he's quite good enough to win a contract offer, but we'll see how he goes on trial.

   

   Malik Rezgane is not as good as Cuenca or soon-to-be new signing Omar Koroma, but should still be considered as a potential get if we lose someone to injury or transfer. I popped him on my shortlist. My mind could be swayed if he does well on trial, but I doubt it--I think we've got enough strikers of a similar calibre.

   

   Another quiet day, with tomorrow likely to be the same. Next match is in two days, against Wrexham.

   

   After 44 days, I can safely say that this experiment feels like a job. Every day I need to crank up the game and churn something out. I knew at the outset that there'd be boring days, and times when I'd have to force myself to go through with it, but days like this sap at my spirit. All I want to do is get to the next match; I'm looking forward to masterminding (or not) Lincoln's return to league football.

   

   What's hardest, though, is not the personal issue of having to wait--it's incredibly hard to find something (anything) interesting to say on these quiet days. Football management, like any other job, has routines and important-yet-mundane tasks. Football Manager 2012 is a game, and, like most games, it tries to reduce the amount of "work" you have to do to the bare essentials of wish fulfilment--transfers, matches, and, if you want, basic control over training schedules and press dealings.

   

   But it's also a simulation, and so it uses a realistic time scale--in this case, seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year, with each day divided into fifteen-minute chunks from 9am to midnight. You don't have to act in each of these chunks, of course, because that would be the height of tedium, but they're simulated.

   

   So the result of playing a game that simulates--as opposed to, say, broadly approximates--the life of a football manager is one that distills each day down to its core component as seen through the lens of an outsider. The inconsequential moments--a funny thing someone says--and the chaotic elements--amazing goal in training, crazy weather forces change in training schedule, slashed tyres on your car--are left out because they are too difficult to simulate effectively in a game that will actually run on people's home computers and because they are, when you break it down, not important empirically to the task of football management.

   

   What I really want, I guess, is a snapshot of the life of a football manager. But what I'm getting--and you are mostly reading, with added colour--is little more than a bunch of numbers and spreadsheets loosely connected by the narrative mechanisms of my in-game news feed and the visual representation of matches. Football Manager has always been mocked as a glorified spreadsheet; I think there's a lot of truth to that.

   

   But I love it, and so do many others. And this experiment has not yet shown me why. Even in this one day at a time form, I'm enjoying myself (apart from the occasional slow day). Why? How am I able to read enough into these numbers and statistics to get a sense, however disjointed and incomplete, of life as a football manager?

   

   I'll get back to you when I figure it out.




Day 45 - 18th August, 2011




The paperwork finally went through on the Koroma deal. The young Gambian should be fit and ready to play in our next match, which is in two days (despite my assertion that it was two days away yesterday). I'm not sure whether I'll put the lad in the starting lineup or keep faith in the Shuker/Barnes-Homer strike pairing with Bore taking Shuker's regular right wing spot and Kanouté taking Bore's usual right back spot.

   

   This is likely to be bad news for Smith, who'll face an uphill challenge winning back his place when he returns from injury a few months from now, but we're now strong enough to survive all but the worst injury crises.

   

   Bradshaw's report on out-of-favour Hearts defender Matthew Park was glowing. I put in a loan offer, choosing the only duration available--five months--and meeting the 50% wage contribution demands of his club. Now it just comes down to whether or not he's willing to play for us. My scouts say he will be, but past experience leaves me doubtful.

   

   Gardner's Camaño report was similarly positive, asserting that the Argentine centre half could win a starting berth in most League 1 sides--that's two divisions above us. I'll try to sign him if he joins on trial and impresses in a practice game. I still don't know if we can afford him, though.




Day 46 - 19th August, 2011




We're favourites for tomorrow's match against Wrexham--6-4 odds for the win. It could be a real test, though, since Wrexham have two wins and a draw against their name, and they're predicted to finish second in the league this season.

   

   I unveiled Koroma to the media today. The press conference was boring and rote, as usual. It is interesting to note, however, as one of the journalists did, that Koroma's my seventh signing. That's a lot of players for a transfer budget of zero and a sorely limited wage budget. But it had to be done if we were to stand a chance of promotion.




Day 47 - 20th August, 2011




The Lincoln Under 18s won a game! This is more than I expected from them this season.

   

   We faced Wrexham in the league today. I put new-boy Omar Koroma on the bench, but we were otherwise unchanged from the last match. Koroma, incidentally, got the number 10 jersey. I hope he does it proud.

   

   This time it was Olembé singled out as key man, to which I said, "About bloody time," knowing full well that he'd probably get sent off and Marques would be brilliant--just to spite me.

   

   It was a shaky start. Wrexham were unlucky not to score in the third minute, with Anyon stepping up to make a big save. They went close from the resulting corner, then scored from another corner in the seventh minute.

   

   We answered immediately, though, with Gowling heading home from close range on a free kick in the eighth minute.

   

   We nearly took the lead in the 18th minute. Barnes-Homer crossed from the left wing to set up Shuker, whose header hit the bar. Two rebound attempts were desperately blocked by a determined Wrexham defence.

   

   The next few minutes saw back and forth attacks, with both teams displaying poor finishing.

   

   Wrexham retook the lead in the 45th minute after an excellent piece of wing play--I can't say so much for our defending. Robert Ogleby's strike was initially saved, then Gowling cleared the ball into the opposing striker--whereupon it bounced over the line. Not how we wanted to go in at the break.

   

   I took the under-performing Kanouté off for Koroma at half-time. Bore dropped to right back, and Shuker moved out to the right wing.

   

   A poor clearance from Anyon nearly gifted Wrexham their third on 48 minutes, but the goalkeeper saved well to amend for his error. Then in the 52nd minute, a Marques shot went just wide of the post.

   

   Brilliant wing play from Koroma set up Shuker on 53 minutes. The forward was clinical in his finish.

   

   We continued to trade chances right through to injury time, but no-one could break the deadlock. Barnes-Homer found himself through on goal in the 92 minute, but he blazed his shot over the bar. Two-goals-apiece the final score, we were perhaps the slightly better team--though a draw was the right result on balance.

   

   Key-man Olembé looked threatening on numerous occasions, but failed to have any significant influence on the game, while Shuker picked up man of the match for a fine second-half performance. Koroma's debut off the bench showed signs of things to come--his best moments being two mazy runs on the right wing, one of which resulted in a goal.

   

   Wrexham manager Andy Morrell praised me for Lincoln's playing style post-match, which makes me feel great. That's two managers who've said that, from only four matches, and I take pride in showcasing attractive football.

   

   We're still top, albeit now thanks only to goal difference. Next match is at Newport County in a week.

   

   In late-night business dealings, Hearts defender Matthew Park agreed to join us on loan for five months. I'm delighted--he's a good player who can line up at left back or in the middle, and also in midfield if necessary. Expect him to be in the starting eleven sooner rather than later.

   

   French forward Jean-José Cuenca also joined on trial. I don't think he's likely to win a contract, given Koroma's recent arrival.




Day 48 - 21st August, 2011




I scheduled a friendly for the Reserves two days from now against Northern Premier D1S side Lincoln United. It'll be an opportunity for me to look at Thompson and Cuenca, and also to give new loan signing Matthew Park a bit of match practice.

   

   Camaño arrived for his trial today, too. The entire coaching staff tell me he's better than Marques, which would make him our best defender--and possibly best player overall--if we can sign him on a contract. I'll reserve judgement until I see Camaño play. It might be better to not sign him, and give Kanouté a chance to develop, in any case.




Day 49 - 22nd August, 2011




French striker Malik Rezgane joined us on trial. I don't think he's got much chance of earning a contract--too similar to our existing talent, lacking versatility, nearing his peak. But if he turns out to be a goal machine, I could be swayed.

   

   Scout Ian Gardner recommended I sign Cork City's 31-year-old Irish defender Neal Horgan, whose contract expires in around four months. The report suggests that he's a better right back than Peter Bore, so it's worth considering. I asked for a second opinion.

   

   These days where next to nothing happens will become more common as the season goes on. I'll try to give them more value--a funny anecdote, deep-diving into the training system and creating individually-tailored schedules for everyone in the squad, or even fictional colour (telling stories about encounters with secretaries or imagined board meetings, or perhaps regaling you with expanded versions of the little details you find in player and team profiles).

   

   Expect the occasional shake up to this diary formula.




Day 50 - 23rd August, 2011




The Reserves faced local non-league team Lincoln United in a friendly. It was my opportunity to see Camaño, Cuenca, Rezgane, and Thompson in a match setting. And it gave fringe players Russell, Nicolau, Platt, and Atkinson a means by which they might break into the first team. (Plus fitness to them and the backups further down the pecking order--like Pacquette, Sheridan, and McGoldrick.)

   

   Aside from the issues you'd expect from a bunch of guys not used to playing together, they looked good and in control. Atkinson and Platt stroked the ball around effortlessly in the middle of the park, finding their targets most of the time. Russell threatened constantly along the right wing. And Cuenca dropped off the attack to pick up loose balls time and time again.

   

   But for all their looking the part, the team lacked penetration. In half an hour of football they managed just six shots, of which only two were on target. And the next 20 minutes failed to improve that statistic.

   

   Only a poor finish kept the lads going a goal down shortly after the hour mark. I sat there, jaw agape, speechless at the utter failure to do anything of note in the final third. The Lincoln Reserves managed just three chances on goal in the second half, and they all came from corners (of which the boys earned five during the match).

   

   How can a team filled with supposed Conference National and League 2 quality players be so anaemic and utterly neutered in its attacking prowess? I told them to attack. I played the wide men in advanced positions. They dominated the midfield. I don't get it.

   

   On a more positive note, Camaño and Sinclair performed well in the centre of defence--and they were our most impressive attackers, with a couple of headed shots each.

   

   I scheduled another friendly for eight days from now, against Stafford Rangers. I'll be needing to see good performances from the trialists if they are to stand a chance at getting a contract offer.

   

   Bradshaw gave an enthusiastic second look at Irish full-back Neal Horgan. Since he wouldn't be arriving until the new year, I figure we should scout him out more intensely before making a decision--so I asked the scouts to watch him play a few games and report back.




Day 51 - 24th August, 2011




The board decreed that our match against Gateshead in a week will be a "fan day." Adults can bring children at half the usual price. Considering that our previous two home games saw attendances of only a few thousand--roughly one-third of our stadium's capacity--you can't blame them for trying.

   

   The club is losing money. Last month brought a loss just shy of £62,000; this month looks to be only slightly better. If crowds at our home games don't increase, we'll be relying on award money--for success in the league and cup competitions--to keep our balance in the black. Cutting the wage bill would help, but it won't fix the problem unless we gut our squad--the current wage expenditure is £900 a week over budget.

   

   I renewed my efforts to sell off several players anyway. I offered transfer-listed men Taylor, Sheridan, and Pacquette, plus fringe players Platt, Nicolau, Russell, and Sinclair, and youngsters Rodney, Wilson, Robinson, McGoldrick, and Cunningham to any clubs willing to listen.

   

   We didn't get a single offer or expression of interest--what a sad lot. The main problem seems to be that most of the unwanted players were new arrivals just prior to my taking over. Oh, how I wish I could turn back the clock on those terrible moves.

   

   We did, however, unsettle Nialle Rodney, whose concerns I sated immediately. Of course he can stay. I just thought there might be another club keen to pony up some money for the talented young striker.




Day 52 - 25th August, 2011




The first-team's tactic familiarity levels are finally looking good. Only formation and creative freedom are noticeably lacking now. I'm not sure why they'd be so much less familiar with the formation than other aspects of our tactics, since I never played them in anything other than a 4-4-2 (sometimes with one or both wide midfielders pushed slightly higher up the wing).

   

   I decided this was good enough that I could lower the training time spent on match preparation. I reduced this workload from "Very High" to "Average" (which corresponds to a reduction from 50% to 30% of most players' training schedule) and switched the "Additional Focus Area" from "Teamwork" to "Attacking Movement"--the latter being because the lads are working pretty well together, but still rely a bit too much (for my liking) on the individual talents of Olembé and Shuker to create goal-scoring opportunities.

   

   My hope is that better movement off the ball will lead to more opportunities for both through balls from Power and great team goals made from a dozen or more simple passes.

   

   With a total lack of interest evident in my transfer-listed players, I felt the need to take matters into my own hands. Back when I released Tyrone Thompson and Andrew Hutchinson as the two weakest links in the squad, Jake Sheridan got a reprieve. This time there was no-one standing on the cliff-face before him.

   

   I tried to talk Sheridan into leaving by mutual consent, then, failing that, terminated his contract. It cost the club £18,000 in compensation, but saved us £400 a week in wages--so we probably came out even, given that he had 44 weeks remaining and a few bonuses (plus the cost of treatment if he were to get injured).

   

   The Lincoln fans supported my decision. I wonder if they'll support the next one.

   

   As with player attributes, Football Manager abstracts tactical and training elements away from their real-life intricacies and into a cold world of numbers. You get to play with a number of sliders, toggles, and drop-down lists. Some have many degrees of control--creative freedom and player-training intensity (which is split into several categories as well as an "overall" workload)--while others offer only a few--you can play with counter attacks, or not; use an offside trap, or not; tackle hard, soft, or regular in a typical challenge. Training has a separate element attached to the tactics screen, which is for match preparation. You need to use this. If your team's ratings on match preparedness (tactical familiarity), they'll struggle to perform well together. The additional focus area helps give them an edge--or patch up a weakness--in a particular aspect of your tactics.




Day 53 - 26th August, 2011




We're favourites to win tomorrow's match against Newport County. The bookies gave us odds of 6-4 for the win, 2-1 for a draw, and 13-8 for a loss.

   

   I don't know why I keep going to these press conferences; I always get asked boring questions. Today some journalist from a website I haven't heard of (I don't read non-league news) asked, "It has been suggested that you will adopt a defensive approach in order to avoid defeat in this game, is that true?" What I wanted to say was along the lines of "Absolutely not! When have I ever adopted a defensive approach? We play football to win and entertain the fans."

   

   Instead I had to give a more politically-correct response--which is to say a non-answer. "I am looking to play an open, free-flowing attacking game." This job really cramps my style sometimes. 

   

   The truth, if you recall, is that I'm offered a choice of five responses--ranging from one extreme (saying we'll shut up shop, in this case) to the other (all-out attack)--or "no comment." Press conferences have felt shallow, unsubstantial, and tacked-on in the series since their introduction in Football Manager 2009, even after a major revamp in 2011. And this extends to other interactions with the media, such as talking up a potential signing or responding to another manager's comment. 

   

   The whole system for dealing with the press in Football Manager is weak and boring, and it always has been--even when its novelty made the shortcomings easy to overlook. If a little indie developer like New Star Games (creator of the excellent New Star Soccer) can make media dealings interesting (and dare I say, fun), why can't Sports Interactive? Reality and the need to preserve players' reputations (to prevent a lawsuit for defamation) can't be this restrictive, surely.

   

   I've got something of a selection headache to deal with tomorrow. New loan signing Matthew Park is ready to go, but left back (and club captain) John Nutter is in form. Kanouté's been struggling at right back, and I'd like to move him into a central role. But Josh Gowling doesn't deserve to lose his spot to either Kanouté or Park. Meanwhile in attack, Koroma's few impressive moments in his debut off the bench put a good case forward for the young striker to start. I refuse to drop the in-form Barnes-Homer, however, and Shuker's been brilliant since I pushed him up from the wing.

   

   I guess I'll sleep on it.




Day 54 - 27th August, 2011




Kanouté got called up for international duty with the Mali Under 20s. He'll be unavailable for our match on September 3rd. I don't know whether this will have any real impact on us, since we've got two matches before then (one today and another midweek). 

   

   After yesterday's uncertainty, selecting a side proved surprisingly easy. I moved Shuker back out to the right wing, with Koroma stepping in up front full his full debut. Bore dropped to right back, while Kanouté took a place on the bench, and newcomer Matthew Park came in for Gowling in central defence. Youngster Nialle Rodney made the bench. Otherwise, we were unchanged from the side that drew against Wrexham.

   

   Marques was again rated our key man--for the fourth time in five matches. It makes rather more sense on this occasion, since Newport's key player was expected to be on-loan Cardiff youngster Nathanial Jarvis--an attacker.

   

   We looked the more likely team early on, going close twice in the opening ten minutes. But it was Newport who got the first serious chance. Jarvis fired wide when he should have done better on nine minutes. We made them pay moments later.

   

   Koroma raced onto a lofted through ball from Power to score our opener--and his first for the club--in the 13th minute.

   

   Good goalkeeping prevented Shuker doubling the lead on 20 minutes, after an excellent Marques long ball. Barnes-Homer then shot just over with a half-chance.

   

   Marques found himself unmarked on the far post two minutes into first-half stoppage time to convert a Shuker free kick.

   

   Two goals up at the break, we looked good value for our lead and comfortably in control.

   

   Newport star man Jarvis was booked for diving early in the second half, as his side struggled to make anything happen in the final third.

   

   Not so for Lincoln, however, as penetrating runs from Shuker and Koroma tore into the Newport defence.

   

   Jarvis wasted another chance in the 58th minute; the striker looked low on confidence and struggling, despite an impressive three goals in three games record coming into this fixture.

   

   Newport winger Cherno Samba had a goal disallowed for offside, as The Exiles made a late rally.

   

   Anyon got down well to save a close-range effort from Velez in the 83rd minute, but Newport failed to test the keeper again. We held out for a valuable 2-0 away win.

   

   Marques lived up to his label as the decisive factor, earning man of the match honours for the second time this season. Park had a great debut, while Koroma, Christophe, Olembé, Shuker, and Bore also performed well.

   

   We stay top of the table thanks to superior goal difference over Mansfield. Next match is against 12th-placed Gateshead in three days.




Day 55 - 28th August, 2011




Mark Bradshaw gave a report on Aston Villa's 17-year-old striker Michael Drennan. Looks like he'll be a great player in a few years, but he isn't one now. I won't be pursuing him any further.

   

   Bradshaw also updated me on his UK & Ireland roaming assignment. None of the five newly-recommended players are worth serious scouting.

   

   That was it for this lazy Sunday. For once I welcomed the dull quiet of nothingness--we all need a break from football every now and then, and today I had other things to do.




Day 56 - 29th August, 2011




The odds are overwhelmingly in our favour for tomorrow's match against Gateshead. A win would extend our unbeaten run to six games--not a bad effort for a squad almost entirely hacked together in the off-season/pre-season.

   

   I'll be watching the attendance figures with interest--it's a fan day, where kids get in at half-price, and we haven't managed even a quarter-filled ground yet.

   

   I'm hoping to go with an unchanged lineup from Saturday's match, but the three-day recovery period might be too much for a couple of players. Olembé, Nutter, and Park are still looking tired. I'll see how they pull up tomorrow before making a decision--there could be a return to the starting eleven for Mali Under 20s star Samba Kanouté.




Day 57 - 30th August, 2011




Nutter, Park, and Olembé all pulled up looking fresh today, so we went with an unchanged squad from the weekend match against Newport.

   

   Gateshead's lineup suggested they were set to park the bus and defend from the outset. Given the odds against them winning, you can hardly blame manager Ian Bogie for his choice.

   

   I told my boys to control the match. Early signs were that they would, with four corners and three shots in the opening six minutes.

   

   Then disaster struck with a bizarre own goal from Bore. Gateshead midfielder Odhiambo's long-range effort cannoned off the underside of the crossbar, sending Anyon flying backwards into his own goal. Bore was first to the rebound, but he stupidly tried to head the ball back to the keeper, who was still doubled over behind the goal line.

   

   Chandler added insult to injury around half an hour into the match, converting a Rents right-wing cross for Gateshead's second. We were in all kinds of trouble, and looked a complete mess.

   

   Christophe set up Koroma in the 38th minute, but the Gambian handled the ball. Two-nil down at the break, we needed major improvements in the second half to stand any chance of turning it around.

   

   I took off club captain John Nutter, replacing him with Samba Kanouté (Park moved out to the left), and tried to light a fire under the team.

   

   Desperate goalkeeping kept substitute Simon Russell from pulling a goal back on 80 minutes, before Shuker was called offside when a cross deflected off him into the back of the net. Russell forced a good save on 83 minutes. But despite looking the better team, we still couldn't score.

   

   The match stats tell all the story needed. Wasted opportunities, poor finishing, and reckless defending undid us against a solid, studious Gateshead team. A five-match unbeaten run ends with a terrible performance. How do we regroup from this one?

   

   We drop to third, three points behind Mansfield and one point shy of Wrexham--with a two-point cushion from Fleetwood and Kidderminster.

   

   It could not have been a worse time to hold a fan day. The board reported a "bumper crowd" of 3,341, but all they saw from their team was rubbish.

   

   The Reserves have a friendly tomorrow. I'll be checking out the trialists to see if any of them should be offered a contract. Our next match is in four days.




Day 58 - 31st August, 2011




We had a backroom meeting today. Apparently Josh Gowling is unhappy with training--he thinks he shouldn't have to do any extra work. I turned off his free-kick-taking individual training focus, but left the preferred move training as is.

   

   Meanwhile, I put Shuker on an individual regime emphasising free kick taking--at the behest of coach Grant Brown.

   

   Brown also suggested that Conal Platt had the wrong squad status. The Irish midfielder should be considered "no longer needed." After shaking off my initial shock, I transfer-listed Platt. If we don't need him, then we should offload him as soon as possible. (Unfortunately, he's another of the "new" signings from before my arrival--so selling the lad won't be easy.)

   

   Brown felt the same way about goalkeeping coach and Reserves keeper Chris Adamson. I disagreed--we need Adamson as an emergency player, to be called upon while I look for a loan signing if Anyon gets injured.

   

   It took the Reserves less than 12 minutes to take the lead against Stafford Rangers. Rezgane beat his man before scoring with a powerful strike from just inside the box. Two minutes later, he missed an easy chance to double the lead.

   

   Wasteful finishing from both sides kept the scoreline at one-nil going into the break. 

   

   Stafford equalised in the 48th minute, with an opportunistic strike from Docker--who pounced on a deflected cross.

   

   After an hour, I wasn't feeling too pleased with the efforts of the trialists. Rezgane's contributions all occurred in the opening 15 minutes, while Camaño looked like he thought he had better things to do with his evening than play football and Cuenca had been quiet all match.

   

   Camaño still managed to pick up man of the match, though, thanks to his total dominance at the back. Six tackles, seven headers, and seven interceptions all went to his name. He may have been uninterested, but he was still by far and away the best player on the pitch.

   

   I terminated the trials of Cuenca, Rezgane, and Thompson after the match. They haven't shown enough to justify further consideration. Camaño is still a chance, but I'll wait until I've seen him play one more game before I make a decision.

   

   As I expected, selling Platt will not be an easy task.

   

   Stevenage Reserves striker Ben May was mentioned as a potential signing during the backroom meeting. Brown compiled a report for me later that evening. He's good--better than any of our current attacking options. But signing him looks unlikely--we can't afford any transfer fee whatsoever, and he probably wouldn't be willing to join on loan.

   

   I offered Conal Platt in an exchange deal, thinking "it's a long shot, but I might as well try." Stevenage accepted.

   

   I had to haggle his wage demands down around £500 from £1,300 to £850 per week, raising the goal bonus offer by £20 and adding an £8,500 bonus for scoring 20 league goals in a season. But we got him, minutes before the transfer window closed. That ought to prove an interesting selection headache--three high-calibre strikers, May, Koroma, and Barnes-Homer, set to duke it out for the two available starting places.

   

   The transfer won't go through until January 1st, mind you, so Koroma and Barnes-Homer have plenty of time to earn their stripes.




Day 59 - 1st September, 2011




With the transfer window closed, I was treated to a roundup of activity in the league. We weren't the biggest movers in the market--newly-promoted Alfreton signed nine players to our seven (although it appears the half dozen signings before my arrival were not counted).

   

   We have five league games this month (September), including an away tie against title-favourites Luton Town.

   

   On the training front, assistant manager Curtis Woodhouse reported that Joe Anyon and Jean-François Christophe made the most progress.

   

   Meanwhile, I picked up 3rd place on August's Manager of the Month Award. I'm pretty stoked to pull that off in the first month of my first season as a football manager. Here's to many more awards to come.

   

   The board confidence update kept me firmly on my feet, though. They are "satisfied" with my management. Ouch--I thought I was doing well, exceeding expectations and building a strong first-team squad with no transfer budget.




Day 60 - 2nd September, 2011




Tomorrow's match against part-timers Tamworth could well have the feel of a training game, with a measly thousand people expected to attend.

   

   We appear to be firm favourites, but if our last outing taught me anything it's that having the bookies on our side counts for nought. The gap in quality and experience is huge, but this is football. Anything can happen, and nothing is a sure-thing.

   

   John Ward, the current Colchester manager and a former Lincoln favourite (before I was born), told the press that we should be weary of Tamworth right-back Paul Green. The lad spent the past five seasons in a Lincoln shirt, signing for Tamworth after the former regime got us relegated, so he'll probably have a point to prove. (That he should be re-signed, I suspect--with only the slightest trace of arrogance.)

   

   Scout Mark Bradshaw still thinks Irish full-back Neal Horgan would be a good signing. I'll wait for him to watch a couple more matches before I make a decision, but the lad is absolutely killing it at Cork City. After 20 appearances, he's got an average rating of 7.91 along with six goals and six assists. It is a lower standard league that he's playing in, but that's still bloody impressive.

   

   Before retiring for the night, I turned my attention to tomorrow's match. Kanouté's off on international duty, so he can't play. I don't want Park starting in central defence, though, so Gowling will probably return to the side. Nutter had a shocker last time out, but it's too soon to drop him on bad form, which means Park will sit on the bench.

   

   Further up the pitch, I'm considering throwing Atkinson in for his first start. Power is struggling to command a presence in the midfield, and looks to still be recovering from the last match, so he'd be the one to make way. 

   

   Olembé's a fitness concern--the veteran Cameroonian can't handle back-to-back matches in the same week so well these days. If he needs to drop to the bench, my choices are Nicolau, Platt, Russell, or a change to the formation (with either wing backs or no left-sided midfielder).

   

   And finally, I'm not sure about a Koroma/Barnes-Homer pairing in attack--after their anaemic display last time out. If I drop Koroma to the bench, Shuker will most likely push forward. But then I have to worry about the right wing. Robson's injured and Kanouté's on international duty, so Bore can't step up from right back. And Russell may be required on the left side if Olembé's not fit enough to start.

   

   Lots of things to ponder for tomorrow.




Day 61 - 3rd September, 2011




Youngsters Kanouté and Taylor both played in international friendlies yesterday. Taylor came off the bench for Finland to share in a 5-0 drubbing from the English Under 21s, while Kanouté had a decent game for the Mali Under 20s. I'm pleased to see them getting the experience, whatever the results.

   

   Olembé was passed fit, but Power was not. I brought Atkinson into the centre of midfield to replace him. I also opted to drop Koroma back to the bench, with Russell coming in to play an advanced right-wing role and Shuker moving into attack. Atkinson's defensive emphasis should balance out the slightly more offensive formation.

   

   We had an early chance through an over-the-top pass for Shuker, who raced away towards goal before being dragged down inside the box, but the striker was offside.

   

   The first goal came in the 13th minute. Russell crossed from deep on the right wing, after finding himself in acres of space, and Barnes-Homer met the ball with a brilliant diving header that sailed past the Tamworth keeper. 

   

   I looked on with worry when Marques picked up a knock on 24 minutes. We'd suffer without our talisman.

   

   Russell continued to impress, with energetic running on the right flank and shots on goal on either side of the half hour mark. He then got dragged down by Tamworth defender Sam Oji in the middle of the penalty area. Tamworth just couldn't handle him. Nutter slotted the penalty away with the utmost of composure, while Oji walked for a professional foul in a goal-scoring opportunity.

   

   Olembé received a cross-field pass from Russell in the 50th minute, then cut inside and fired in a low strike that Hedge saved well. We appeared to be in absolute control.

   

   I took a tired-looking Olembé off for Nicolau on 56 minutes. With a two-goal lead and Russell running the show, I had no fears that resting our star midfielder would leave us vulnerable.

   

   Patterson broke free of our defence in the 65th minute, forcing quick reactions from Anyon to keep Tamworth goalless.

   

   I replaced Shuker with Koroma on 66 minutes. Koroma then missed a gilt-edged chance to increase the lead. He dribbled around his man, then weakly struck the ball straight into the keeper when he had ample time to place his shot. Russell pounced on the rebound, but his shot went wide.

   

   Bore made way for Park in the 69th minute. I was looking to the next match.

   

   Unfortunately, I acted too soon. Christophe collided with McKoy in the 83rd minute, and had to be stretchered off the pitch. With no remaining substitutes, we were left a man down (although thankfully not one less than Tamworth, who of course were already playing with ten men).

   

   Paul Green nearly embarrassed us in the 87th minute when a deep cross got carried goal-bound by the wind. Anyon was alert enough to save any potential blushes, though, scrambling to make a save.

   

   Russell held the ball up brilliantly before threading the needle to release Barnes-Homer in the 90th minute, but the striker could not match his teammate's magic.

   

   He received a well-deserved man of the match award for two assists and one of the best performances I've seen from any player. The win put us into second place on goal difference, although Wrexham below us and Mansfield above us each have a game in hand.

   

   Christophe looks to be okay. The physio's given him the all-clear, so he should be fine to start our next match a week from now.




Day 62 - 4th September, 2011




The Reserves faced North Ferriby in a friendly today. It wasn't easy picking a team from the dregs of the first-team and Under 18 squad. We only selected eight substitutes out of a possible 12.

   

   Pacquette opened the scoring with a vicious strike into the roof of the net when he had way too much time in the box in the fourth minute.

   

   It was a terrible game. Both teams struggled to do anything decent, giving the ball away, squandering possession, and wasting goal-scoring opportunities. And Camaño, the only player whose performance I cared about, looked awful.

   

   Platt blasted a penalty over the bar in the 39th minute. Rather than react with disappointment, I shrugged my shoulders. It's that kind of day.

   

   North Ferribly equalised on 47 minutes, when a lovely through ball made our central defenders look awful and Brown converted his chance. That was probably the highlight of the match, from an impartial viewpoint. No, wait, make that any viewpoint. I struggle to recall a worse game, qualitatively speaking.

   

   North Ferriby striker Richard Brown earned a well-deserved man of the match. He was the only player to impress for either side. We drew 1-1.

   

   I don't know when I'll schedule the next Reserves friendly--probably next month. The first team next plays in six days.

   

   Mansfield won their game in hand, so they're three points clear of us--with a five goal advantage. Wrexham still have to play their catch-up match.




Day 63 - 5th September, 2011




I took a look at our finances. We lost a lot of money last month--£120,612. Going over the numbers, I'd say we'll be spending between £250,000 and £350,000 a month (it was £298,009 last month). Our income, meanwhile, will struggle to cross £200,000 in any month, unless attendance at our home games increases considerably.

   

   Maybe we'll get a couple of sell-outs for cup games against bigger teams, if the schedule pits us in such a situation, and maybe one of those matches will make it onto TV. If we can make it to the Second Round of the FA Cup, there'll be some money there. Otherwise, I'm really concerned about the club's bottom line.

   

   Trimming the wage bill will only help a little, since it's a mere £14,966 a week--all that would be likely to achieve is to slow the bleeding in the short-term while gutting the club in the long-term. The real problem, as I alluded to above, is that our stadium seats 10,120 people, but our average attendance is just over 3300.

   

   My guess is that, without selling a star player or finding cup success, Lincoln will lose a million pounds this season. I hope either investment or overdraft will keep us afloat. It seems there's a real imperative to rebound the team back into League 2, but we might not have the depth to pull it off.




Day 64 - 6th September, 2011




I called the staff in for a backroom meeting (because I had nothing else to do).

   

   At their suggestion, I put youngsters Oliver Pannell, Will Rawdon, and Nick Draper on individual training regimes. Injured winger Francis Laurent can look forward to movement training--focused on staying out wide when dribbling--when he returns (at least five weeks from now). 

   

   I agreed to scout the recommended players, but I doubt they'll be up to scratch.

   

   Assistant manager Curtis Woodhouse tried to talk me into changing Samba Kanouté's squad status from "important first team player" to "backup to the first team." I flatly refused, insistent that once the lad settles in he'll be a regular starter.

   

   Grant Brown argued that transfer-listed striker Jamie Taylor should be considered a backup for the first team. I don't think so. I mean, technically he is exactly that--if we were to suffer a big injury crisis, he'd be in line to play...after Barnes-Homer, Koroma, Shuker, Smith, Rodney, Pacquette, and Laurent. He remains "not needed."

   

   I did agree, however, to bump Jason Beardsley down from "hot prospect" to not needed--at 22, he's not likely to improve enough to ever stake a claim for a place in the side. I won't transfer list or release him, though, because we're not actually paying him anything (not sure how that happened).




Day 65 - 7th September, 2011




Kanouté and Taylor both started for their international youth teams yesterday. Taylor didn't do so well for the Finland Under 21s in their European U21 Championship qualifying match. Kanouté impressed for the Mali Under 20s in their friendly win, with an assist and a vital header during his 72 minutes on the park.

   

   Coach Grant Brown gave Gillingham defender Garry Richards a glowing report. I don't see any way for us to sign him, though--he's happy and under contract, and we have no transfer budget. Still, it's good to know we have options if we come into money.

   

   Brown also suggested that Blackpool's young transfer-listed keeper Mark Halstead would walk straight into our starting lineup. I decided to put in a loan offer for the lad, in the hope that we could get him for the short-term then sign him on a free transfer at the end of the season. With the transfer window closed, we can only loan players for up to three months. I hope to extend that deal to the end of the season when the opportunity presents itself. 

   

   But one thing at a time--first we need the lad to join us on loan.




Day 66 - 8th September, 2011




Blackpool accepted my loan offer for Mark Halstead. I never doubted they would. The uncertainty now comes in whether or not Halstead himself is willing to play for Lincoln. Grant Brown think yes; past experience (Fanimo, anyone?) leaves me unsure.

   

   Brown handed me a report for two more talented young keepers today. First was Middlesbrough Under 18s' Connor Ripley, who looks to be a decent second preference option to Halstead.

   

   Second was Ipswich youngster Cody Cropper, who's of a similar calibre to Halstead. Cropper, an American with a British passport, would challenge Anyon for a place right off the bat, and could develop into a good Championship goalkeeper (three divisions above us). If the Halstead deal falls through, I'll give Cropper a try for sure.




Day 67 - 9th September, 2011




Attendance expectations for tomorrow's match against Cambridge United don't exactly fill me with confidence that the Lincoln board have our bottom line secured from further punishment. I just hope that, if things get worse, I won't be forced to sell any of my key players. It's out of my control, but it's a cloud hanging over me and Lincoln's future.

   

   We are, at least, strong favourites to win. Not that that means anything. Remember what happened last time the bookies said we'd win comfortably? Yeah, I don't want that to happen again.

   

   In other news, coach Jason Fowler reports that the team is pretty comfortable with my tactics and each other now--but they're unfamiliar with the current formation. I wonder if that's because I moved the right winger further up the pitch, or because we had a slight personnel change (thanks to new men and injuries), or a combination of the two.

   

   Mark Bradshaw had another look at Irish full-back Neal Horgan. He still says that we should sign Horgan, but I'm getting cold feet. I think we might be better off waiting until next season, whereupon I'll go looking for a talented youngster to groom as Bore's replacement.

   

   Halstead agreed to the loan, and it's only the day after our offer was accepted--which indicates that he had no doubts. Excellent. He should give Anyon a real run for his money as first-choice goalkeeper. If my coaching staff are to be believed, he'll do even more than that--they think Halstead's the slightly-better player, so he should win the spot.

   

   Close comparison shows that it's not so straightforward. Anyon has vastly better handling, anticipation, and teamwork skills to Halstead, but greatly inferior first touch and command of area. Anyon's also stronger, more creative, and has less of a tendency to punch. But Halstead makes better, faster decisions and holds more influence over his teammates. 

   

   I wish they'd morph into one goalkeeper, so then I'd have the best parts of each--that keeper would be a quality player.

   

   If only comparing real footballers could be so easy and mathematical as it is in a game. Having said that, however, I don't think it should be so easy in a game. Any football fan or coach worth his or her salt could tell you that a player's ability is not so reductive. Some players seem to have all the talent in the world, but you take them off the training ground and put them in a real match and they disappear. Other players look ordinary and unskilled, yet they consistently perform at a high level--in the most extreme circumstances this goes to the point where you'll only realise how brilliant they are on reflection, following a series of great under-the-radar performances.

   

   The beauty of football is that it's an art, not a science. No amount of technique, physique, intelligence, and planning can overcome the intangibles of 22 players running around a rectangular field trying to kick a ball between two sticks and beneath a third one. Messi's brilliance transcends his numbers--as the New York Times headline went. He is like a great painter seeing magic where no one else can, and then making us bear witness to its beauty through his exquisite passes, mazy runs, breathtaking acceleration and awareness, inhuman technique, and instinctive talent for doing the impossible.

   

   There's a reasonable argument, I think, in the idea that a simulation can never be more than an imitation. There will always be another variable to consider, one more not-quite-random element that changes everything. But there's a beauty in that, too. The appeal of Football Manager--even back in the earliest Champ Man days of text-only commentary and simple systems and stats cooked up by two brothers--has always been that its brilliance lies in how it transcends its numbers.




Day 68 - 10th September, 2011




The Lincoln Under 18s cranked out another win. How about that? They're now third in their group, after four games. It was 16-year-old Luke Weaver who stole the show this time, with a goal and a strong defensive display.

   

   I opted for an unchanged lineup against Cambridge. Kanouté, Power, and new-boy Halstead all took places on the bench, along with Koroma and Park. I hoped that Russell could pull out a repeat of his performance from last week.

   

   Olembé was named our key player by the match pundit, while young central-midfielder Luke Berry got the nod as Cambridge's man to watch.

   

   I told the boys to control the match--we're favourites, so we should attack, but I don't want to let them sneak a goal on the break.

   

   We created a few early chances, capitalising on the opposition's lack of confidence, but failed to turn them into anything. 

   

   Olembé forced a fine save on 18 minutes, with a vicious strike from a tight angle. Then two minutes later he had another chance from straight-on. This time the keeper had no chance; the powerful strike shook the back of the net.

   

   Shuker had a chance to double our lead just before the break, but the forward took too long to pull the trigger and was tackled. One-nil at half time, we looked a sure-thing to win.

   

   Olembé's dominance on the left wing continued in the second half. Jackson dragged him down in the 54th minute, resulting in a yellow card, while his teammates looked to have no answer to the Cameroonian's mazy runs.

   

   Russell played in Shuker on 63 minutes. The forward was once again wasteful, firing his shot straight into the Cambridge keeper.

   

   Then disaster struck in the 69th minute. Jackson evaded an Olembé tackle before charging up the right wing. His cross met the boot of Stephen Sterling, then ricocheted off Josh Gowling and past our hapless, wrong-footed keeper.

   

   We took the game to them. Shuker fired over the bar from a free kick, then I subbed Alan Power in for Chris Atkinson to give us more midfield creativity.

   

   Gowling did just enough to prevent Marriott from sneaking Cambridge ahead with ten minutes to play, after the striker broke free chasing down a through ball.

   

   Back at the other end, Koroma raced onto a Shuker flick and found himself in a one-on-one against the Cambridge keeper. He buried his shot, giving us a dramatic lead late in the game.

   

   Cambridge weren't out of it yet, though. Stirling found the back of the net with an excellent free kick from 25 yards out in the 90th minute.

   

   We threw more men forward, recklessly pushing for a win. Our efforts earned a couple of injury-time corners. Gowling sent a header over the bar in the 93rd minute, with what proved to be the final chance of the match.

   

   I have no idea how we managed to throw away the points in that one. Two-all in a match we should have won--both in terms of player calibre and performance on the pitch. And with Olembé pulling out a vintage performance. These kinds of results could cost us dearly come the end of the season.

   

   Gowling will sit out the next few games. He made some important contributions for us, but his mistakes cost us a win.

   

   2,632 fans showed up to watch the game. The stadium was just one-quarter full. That's pathetic.

   

   In other news, Paul Robson resumed full training, so we have our back-up right back available again.




Day 69 - 11th September, 2011




We have some really cool analytical tools for studying the performances of individual players and the effectiveness of certain plays. Today I finally pulled them out.

   

   I looked at the analysis of yesterday's match. I didn't go particularly in-depth, since I'm still learning what the tools can show me--I expect I'll come back to this again later in the week, and maybe on a regular basis in future.

   

   A few things jumped out at me, though.

   

   All of Atkinson's intercepted passes were forward balls; interestingly, he mostly played short backward passes from just inside our own half. Christophe and Power, the other central midfielders who played yesterday, both predominately played forward and sideways balls, and Christophe managed a brilliant 92.9% success rate (from 28 attempted passes).

   

   Anyon's long balls tended to fail. Of the six times he put the ball near or past the halfway line, five were intercepted. This suggests that I might want to look into whether or not changing his distribution instructions would be a good idea. He also mostly gave the ball to Bore, whose 51 attempted passes far overshadowed the contribution of any other players.

   

   Olembé attempted 14 crosses during the match. Half of those were in open play, and of these only two successfully found their target. Should I alter his instructions for crossing, or was this a one-off?

[image: Image]

   Both Olembé and Russell do the most damage when they stay close to the touchline, yet both had an average position some twenty yards infield. I don't know whether they might be better served by individual or team instructions to use more width.

   

   Our attacking players tackled poorly--by which I mean that they consistently lost tackles, no matter where they were on the pitch. Olembé was particularly problematic on this point, with all three of his missed tackles being inside his own half (and, by memory, two of these led to goal-scoring opportunities for Cambridge).

[image: Image]

   No clear pattern emerges from the map of passes made by all of our players during the match, but I'm sure there is one. It may not be clear until I see the analysis of several more matches, but I'm sure there's something to learn.

   

   This is a fascinating tool. I'll definitely be digging deeper into analysis in the coming days and weeks.




Day 70 - 12th September, 2011




Our hopes of staying near the top of the table took a serious hit today. Olembé picked up a thigh strain during training. He'll be out for the best part of two months.

   

   I'm not sure what we'll do without our star man. Who will replace him in the team? How can we get by without the Cameroonian's dynamic runs on the left wing?

   

   I don't know that I can answer the second question, although it's obviously my job to try. As for the second, I could switch Russell to the left and drop Shuker back into midfield, or put Nicky Nicolau into the side. I could also try pushing Nutter into midfield, with Park taking his place at left back. Coach Grant Brown thinks that Park could be a possible option on the left wing, too, although he's only rated "competent" in the position.

   

   I asked Woodhouse to look around for any loan options we might have--none of the players in the squad strike me as capable of filling in for seven weeks on the left flank.

   

   Talented young defender Samba Kanouté also found his way onto the injury list today. He overexerted himself lifting weights and suffered a back strain. He'll be out for five to six weeks. That complicates my desire to drop Gowling for the next match. I guess I could go with Park or Sinclair in the role, but neither of them fill me with confidence.




Day 71 - 13th September, 2011




After yesterday's injury news, club physio Kevin Oxby thought it prudent to report on our current squad fitness. Of the names on the injured list, Laurent and Olembé are most notable. Olembé, of course, because he's our star player; Laurent because he's supposedly a very good right-sided forward, who I imagine could take some pressure off Shuker.

   

   As for the others, Watson and Kanouté are talented young defenders, both of whom I expect to make a run for the first team in the second half of the season. Kanouté especially, since he's already been earmarked for a starting berth--he was even set to start in the next match before the injury.

   

   Smith is being missed for the little something different he brings to our attack. A big, strong player, he offers a target for his teammates to aim at. None of Koroma, Barnes-Homer, or Shuker have the physique to do anything similar.

   

   I took a look at the league injury table. We're sixth, with five injuries. All of the teams above us have six injuries. With four players suffering from long-term injuries and one soon to recover from a long-term injury, we're in the worst shape of all Conference teams--the other big physio room victims have two or three minor injuries and only one or two serious injuries among their ranks.




Day 72 - 14th September, 2011




Assistant manager Curtis Woodhouse came back with the report I requested on potential loan signings who could fill in for Olembé. My early impressions on the recommended players, based on incomplete and limited information, were generally positive. A few of the players look to be talented enough to fill out most of Olembé's shoes, while only one player--Elliott Frear--does not seem worth my time. I asked for scout reports on them all.

   

   The first couple of reports have already come in. Conner McGlinchey isn't good enough, despite a fair amount of potential. Alex Cooper strikes me as a fine talent, so I asked for a second opinion on the young Scot.

   

   Scout Mark Bradshaw updated me on his findings in the league. Tendayi Darikwa may be the most versatile player I've ever seen. He can play anywhere except left back or goalkeeper. I requested match reports on him from my scouts; I'd be interested in approaching him, if possible, when his loan deal at Tamworth (he's contracted to Chesterfield) expires in January.

   

   I arranged a Reserves friendly against Buxton for six days from now. It'll give the fringe players a chance to gain some match fitness.




Day 73 - 15th September, 2011




More reports came in for the potential Olembé temp replacements. Max Harrop is a definite no. Arsenal youngster Zak Ansah is more of a striker, but could possibly do the job--if he's willing to play for us. Cooper would be a decent option, but it seems we can't loan him at this stage, perhaps because it's outside the transfer window and he's based in Scotland rather than England--I'm not sure, and no-one answered when I asked.

   

   I put in a loan offer for Ansah, and asked my scouts to take another look at him (Woodhouse isn't the most reliable source on player quality). I need to be quick, since we've got two matches in the next week.




Day 74 - 16th September, 2011




Our attendance is set to sink even lower at tomorrow's match against Kidderminster, with estimates for ticket sales at just 2,000. There's really not much more I can do--I've signed players with international pedigree, we're doing well in the league, and we're playing good football. I hope it turns around soon.

   

   Speaking of tomorrow's match, we're "comfortable favourites" to win. With Kiddermister rated 3-1 to win, though, it's no sure thing. The fact that they're on a three match losing streak gives me confidence, but I don't know how we'll play without midfield talisman Salomon Olembé. There's a lot of pressure on the other stars of the team--Shuker and Marques--to pull out something special to make up for the Cameroonian's absence.

   

   Kidderminster manager Steve Burr hit out at our playing style in a pre-match press conference: "I don't enjoy the style of football Juan Day insists on his teams playing." I took exception to this remark, since I pride myself on an attractive passing and counter-attacking style. Left with few means of rebuttal, I questioned his ability as a manager. Take that!

   

   I got reports on the rest of the potential left-wing loan signings. McCann is a talented young player, but he's better suited to a central midfield role, so he's out of contention. Elliott Frear could do well in the role, with a fair amount of pace and relatively good dribbling ability. I asked scout Mark Bradshaw to take another look at him.

   

   Bradshaw's report on Zak Ansah cemented my desire to get the Arsenal youngster on loan, even if he is more suited to a striking role. His pace and flair would do him well at this level, regardless of his position on the field.




Day 75 - 17th September, 2011




Arsenal accepted my loan offer for Zak Ansah. I took the news with caution--it's anyone's guess which way the youngster would go.

   

   I settled for Russell as today's Olembé replacement--the winger shifted flanks, with Shuker dropping from attack to right midfield. Gowling kept his place, but was in a delicate "one more mistake and you're out" situation, while Koroma returned to the starting 11 to lead the attack. Pacquette took a place on the bench for the first time. I also opted to bring Power back in for Atkinson, who reverted to the bench--I'd like to see more creativity in the midfield.

   

   Rui Marques got singled out as our key man. His influence has clearly played a part in our excellent defensive record--eight goals conceded in eight games.

   

   The match started out evenly, with neither side making much headway. Then in the 10th minute Marques lost an aerial contest with Williams, who knocked the ball down to Bradshaw. The Kidderminster forward left the out-of-position Gowling for dead with a great change of pace, then raced to the edge of the area and fired past Anyon. It was a slight deflection from Gowling that sent the ball beyond our keeper's grasp.

   

   One down so early in the game was not how I'd anticipated things proceeding. I told the boys to push forward, pressing for an equaliser.

   

   It nearly came on 17 minutes, when Shuker's corner met the head of an unmarked Josh Gowling. But the defender couldn't keep it down, and the ball sailed harmlessly over the bar.

   

   On 22 minutes, Koroma was unlucky not to get through on goal after a defensive error.

   

   Christophe went down injured in the 34th minute. He was able to continue, but I had concerns that the injury might be impeding his play.

   

   Koroma made a great run down the right wing in the 37th minute. Dribbling to the byline, he cut the ball back perfectly into the path of Barnes-Homer--who made no mistake. 1-1 at the break.

   

   Gowling redeemed himself in the 56th minute, climbing above Marshall to head home a Shuker corner. We'd turned it around, from a goal down to a goal up. I looked immediately at my options for how to stay ahead.

   

   The first point of order was shifting our tactics to an emphasis on counter attack and keeping possession. I also subbed the disappointing Nutter off for Park.

   

   Barnes-Homer doubled our lead on the hour mark, thanks to an incisive breakaway. Power won the ball on the edge of our own area, splaying it forward to Russell--whose through ball was chased down by Koroma. Running at full pelt, Koroma passed low across the area, and Barnes-Homer had all the time in the world to tap in at the far post.

   

   With an eye to the midweek fixture, I took Power off for Atkinson immediately afterwards. The substitute nearly added a fourth on 70 minutes, as he found himself in acres of space outside the Kidderminster penalty area and fired a powerful shot at goal. The placement wasn't good enough, however, and Lewis saved easily.

   

   I made another substitution on 72 minutes. Shuker, who had played well despite looking short on confidence, made way for Pacquette, with Koroma dropping to the wing. I wanted to make sure Shuker would be fit to start the midweek game.

   

   Both sides created a few more chances as the match approached its end, with Koroma especially dangerous, but no more goals were scored. We took it out 3-1. Barnes-Homer's brace earned him man of the match, although for me Koroma was the stand-out performer.

   

   We're third, five points behind league leaders Mansfield, three points above 4th and 5th placed Telford and Grimsby.

   

   2,550 people attended the match--more than expected, but still pretty awful. Maybe our continuing success will bring some more fans in for the next home game in two weeks.

   

   Christophe damaged his elbow; he'll be out for three weeks. I hope Atkinson can fill his shoes as our ball-winning midfielder.

   

   Ian Gardner reported on Tamworth's utility man Tendayi Darikwa. I don't think we'll be going after him at any stage soon.




Day 76 - 18th September, 2011




Zak Ansah agreed to join us on loan. That's brilliant. Hopefully he'll be able to fill Olembé's shoes while the Cameroonian is injured. Russell struggled in the role yesterday, so I doubt there are any decent alternatives at this stage.

   

   Grant Brown thinks the 17-year-old Ansah is better than the strikers we have on contract, and a capable winger. I hope he's right.

   

   Camaño finished his trial. I'm a bit disappointed that he wasn't able to win a contract. He's clearly capable, but he didn't show me that he's sufficiently motivated or interested.

   

   I actually signed him in my previous Football Manager 2012 campaign, as Torquay manager, and he was a star for us until we hit the Championship. I won't let that influence me; every decision here is made according to the knowledge and information available to Juan Day. But that, of course, is the other big boon that comes from playing a simulation of the real thing--you can enter with knowledge of the future that puts you at a distinct advantage. It's not quite like travelling back in time, a la Back to the Future and the Sports Almanac, but you still get a big head start on who's likely to blow up big and who'll sink without a trace. 

   

   It kinda works with predicting our own future, too. It's no coincidence that many real-world football stars were known to Football Manager/Championship Manager fans years before the rest of the world--even guys as talented as Neymar. Sometimes numbers do tell the whole story. It's not always right, though--there's even a great story about a superstar who never actually existed (look up Tó Madeira on Google)--which I've always taken as a signal of how much football is at the mercy of random chance. How many potential Ronaldo's (either one) never made it because of injury, lack of professional training, or a decision they made outside of football? And how many were just never that good to begin with?

   

   Next match is in two days. Ansah will start, if he's fit enough to do so. And Atkinson will come in for the injured Christophe. Otherwise, I intend to play an unchanged lineup. Again on the condition that people are fit. If they're not...well, I have some thinking to do.




Day 77 - 19th September, 2011




The bookies aren't even taking bets on us winning against Stockport tomorrow, yet we're apparently only "slight" favourites.

   

   We had a backroom meeting today. At Grant Brown's suggestion, new loan signing Zak Ansah is now on an individual training regime to improve his heading. We're also going to scout some players recommended by the coaching staff--strikers Kenny Reeves and Adam Vickers (neither of whom seem likely to make the grade), along with central midfielder Danny Keen.

   

   I refused to go after a new scout, despite Brown's suggestion. Two is plenty for a team with no transfer budget, no real intention of signing new players, and an uncertain future.





Day 78 - 20th September, 2011




Josh Gowling and Matthew Barnes-Homer made the team of the week. It's a shame Koroma didn't get in there, too--the second striker spot went to Grimsby frontman Liam Hearn.

   

   I put Ansah in for Russell on the left wing, and Atkinson replaced the injured Christophe--things went as planned with team selection, for a change.

   

   Stockport play a 3-5-2 with an attacking midfielder. This presented us with a new challenge--how to keep the opposition from killing us through the middle, due to sheer weight of numbers if nothing else, while we destroy them on the wings. I told my boys to focus their passing out wide--I wanted to get in behind the Stockport defence.

   

   Barnes-Homer nearly got us off to a flyer, with a powerful run and shot on five minutes. Then Koroma used his pace to beat the Stockport keeper to a long pass from Power. Once the young striker went round Locke, he had the goal at his mercy. We were up one-nil after eight minutes.

   

   Bore played Koroma down the right wing a minute later, and the striker's cross was scrambled away just shy of Barnes-Homer's boot. Koroma was running wild, popping up everywhere on the right side of the field. He won the ball and queued up Shuker in the 18th minute with a chance from up close at a tight angle, but the winger's shot was blocked.

   

   Power's passing consistently found the gaps, but Stockport did better to recover. Then they equalised in the 27th minute. McConville, the spare man in central midfield who had tried to sit in the gap between our midfield and defence, got the ball on the edge of the area and played an excellent ball through to Wyke, who was left with a simple finish.

   

   Another barnstorming run from Barnes-Homer caused chaos on 29 minutes, leading to a loose ball that Ansah tried to snap up. But the young forward was pushed, and controversy reared its ugly head. No penalty, said the referee. I worried about the impact it would have on the game--my players were furious. If they lost their focus on the game, we could find ourselves a goal down--not just short of a penalty.

   

   Ansah went close with an individual effort from the resulting throw in, then Stockport threatened on the break. Wyke was causing all sorts of problems. Back at the other end, Barnes-Homer had a great chance after he'd beaten his man, but his shot was too close to the keeper.

   

   Marques won the ball with an excellent tackle on the stroke of half-time, then sent the ball forward. We attacked fast, pouring players forward. By the time the ball reached Ansah, we had four players in the box. Ansah's cross need not have been a good one, with five of our players challenging against just two Stockport defenders. But the youngster sent an inch-perfect ball to Koroma, who tapped it home.

   

   I sent the boys out with a slightly different strategy for the second half. We had the lead, and I wanted to protect it, so I instructed them to play a possession-focused counter-attacking game--hit Stockport with a rapid turnover when they send men forward; keep the ball when they don't.

   

   I dragged Chris Shuker, who'd been poor, on 52 minutes--Russell his replacement. Ansah's shot on 60 minutes was parried away. The on-loan forward should have done better. Then Nutter made way for Park in the 62nd minute.

   

   Holden went close for Stockport on 64 minutes, then Sheridan did well to break up our counter attack from the resulting corner. Russell was awfully unlucky not to score a minute later when he struck a vicious effort goalward. Stockport looked to be struggling with the speed of our attack.

   

   Russell set up Ansah with a floated cross on 68 minutes, but the youngster was wasteful again. Then Barnes-Homer and Koroma combined to send Ansah into space on the left wing. Ansah drew the defender to him before releasing Park, whose cross was aimed low and hard towards Koroma. Stockport double-teamed Koroma, but left Russell unmarked on the far post. The ball spilled right to Russell's feet, and the winger made no mistake--scoring his first goal in a Lincoln shirt.

   

   I took the two-goal cushion as the signal that I could withdraw Power, who I wanted to save for the next match on the weekend. Conal Platt took his place in the 71st minute.

   

   A Marques clearance on 75 minutes put Koroma in behind the Stockport defence, but the striker's finish was lacking. I hoped he would get another chance to complete the hat-trick he so deserved.

   

   Ansah had yet another chance to get his first goal on 80 minutes, but his shot went into the side-netting when it was easier to score.

   

   Bore was cautioned for an unnecessary foul with eight minutes left on the clock. Stockport appeared to have no ideas left.

   

   We won 3-1, despite not being awarded a crucial penalty. Koroma and Power were brilliant. I think it's telling that we had 21 shots and a whopping seven clear-cut chances, where Stockport had just six and one, respectively.

   

   We climb to 2nd in the league, two points clear of Wrexham and five points behind Mansfield after ten games.




Day 79 - 21st September, 2011




The Reserves played a friendly against Buxton today, and they nearly scored straight from the kick off. Pacquette walked through the Buxton defence and laid the ball sideways to Lloyd-McGoldrick, whose shot was too close to the keeper.

   

   The main purpose of the friendly was to give match fitness to Halstead, Robson, and Taylor. Halstead started brilliantly, flying to his left to keep the scores level on 11 minutes.

   

   Buxton took the lead on 26 minutes when the hapless Rawdon put the ball into his own net--a cross rebounded off him and past Halstead, who could perform no heroics this time.

   

   They doubled their lead in the 41st minute. Sinclair was lax in his marking duties, and Barraclough moved unnoticed into space on the edge of the area. Parker played to his feet, and the striker had time to turn and shoot--his finish too good for Halstead.

   

   Pacquette missed an easy chance to close up the margin after 50 minutes, but he put his shot wide. Then Weaver climbed high to convert a corner from Ryan Taylor in the 54th minute.

   

   Buxton held on for a deserved 2-1 victory. My Reserves once again disappoint, despite some moments of promise.

   

   I scheduled another friendly for them in five days (against a team called Dinnington Town). Halstead and Robson still need more game time before they'll be ready to challenge for a first-team place.




Day 80 - 22nd September, 2011




I dove into goal analysis today. Turns out we have some really neat tools for doing it.

   

   The first thing I noticed was that most of our goals come from the wings--passes or crosses from wide positions. Interestingly, our opponents have not yet scored by passing from one player to another within the penalty area. We have managed it four times in the league, however.

   

   We tend to score either early in the match or in the middle portion of the match--18 out of 38 of our goals in all matches, and 12 out of 23 of our goals in the league have been scored between 31 and 60 minutes into a match.
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   In friendly matches, our goals mostly came through long passes from within our own half; we've managed that four times in the league, making for an even distribution. As for the type of assists, passing dominates for both goals we score and goals we concede. Having said that, though, our crossing has apparently improved over the last five matches--four of the six goals scored by converting a cross came in those most recent five games.

   

   I'm also pleased to see that we have yet to concede during injury time at the end of a match (although we haven't scored then, either, which is unfortunate).

   

   I can't wait to revisit this later in the season, when there's more data to go on and the trends are more apparent.




Day 81 - 23rd September, 2011




For the first time this season, we've been rated as underdogs in a league game. The bookies put us at 11-5 to win, and they aren't taking bets on the out-of-form Luton Town. I won't be taking a defensive approach, though--at least not at the outset. We'll attack, with reasonable caution, as we always do.

   

   Colchester manager and former local hero John Ward warned us about Luton's Keith Keane. The defensive midfielder is a cut above the usual Conference National (aka Blue Square Bet Premier) fare, so I'll be hoping we can keep him quiet.

   

   Apparently it's set to be Barnes-Homer's first run-out against his former club. The press seem to be trying to spark fires. I'll be expecting the lad to put together a professional performance that proves he made the right choice joining our ranks.

   

   As for my lineup, there are questions over the fitness of Bore and Ansah. I may need to rush Robson back or move Gowling across to the right side of defence if Bore pulls up tired and jaded-looking again tomorrow. Russell will come in on the left wing if Ansah doesn't recover enough of his fitness to start.




Day 82 - 24th September, 2011




The Lincoln Under 18s cranked out another win--this time a convincing 5-2 display against Braintree Town (there's really a place with that name? Really?). Our youngsters are now 2nd after five games. Maybe they're not as bad as I thought.

   

   Bore pulled up fit enough to start against Luton, but Ansah did not. Russell stepped in on the left wing, and I swapped Taylor in for Platt on the bench, while we fielded an otherwise unchanged team.

   

   We could have taken the lead in the fifth minute, when Russell crossed to an unmarked Koroma. The striker's header was weak, however, and the Luton keeper saved easily.

   

   A good attacking play on the right side gave us another chance around ten minutes into the match. The final chance fell to Barnes-Homer, whose shot whistled just wide of the post. Luton attacked quickly in response, with strikers Fleetwood and Crowe threatening.

   

   In the 18th minute a Koroma pass was deflected into the radius of Russell. The winger raced in front of his man to claim the ball, then drilled a low shot towards the near post. Luton goalkeeper Mark Tyler reacted too slow, and had barely begun his dive when the ball nestled into the back of the net.

   

   Russell went close twice more before half time. One up in a fairly even encounter, it was the winger's influence giving us an edge.

   

   I sent the lads out for the second half with instructions to stay tight at the back--keep the ball and attack on the break. Luton had already shown a capability to punish any lapses in concentration.

   

   A poor pass from centre half George Pilkington nearly gave us another goal in the 49th minute. Shuker intercepted the sloppy cross-field ball, then played it through for Koroma. The striker raced clear of Blackett and fired a powerful shot goalwards. It thundered off the crossbar, having beaten the keeper, and bounced clear.

   

   Koroma had another chance in the 53rd minute, but couldn't keep his header down. We were in control. Russell, Koroma, and Shuker all threatened over the next few minutes, before Gowling's close-range header from a Shuker corner doubled our lead.

   

   Luton pulled a goal back moments later. Curtis Osano got the ball on the edge of the six-yard box, and turned to shoot. Marques blocked the shot, but the Luton defender was first to the rebound and tucked it away. 2-1 after 63 minutes.

   

   I took off a tired-looking Koroma for target-man Richard Pacquette before play resumed. The match turned to a cagey affair after that--neither side willing to give an inch defensively, but both eager to attack. Ansah replaced Barnes-Homer in the 73rd minute, then Pacquette took a serious knock on 76 minutes.

   

   Luton piled on the pressure, but it was my boys who scored the next goal. Russell bounded down the left wing and crossed low to the near post. Ansah was first on scene, and the young forward made no mistake. 3-1 up with eight minutes to spare, we looked assured of the three points.

   

   Shuker, who appeared dead on his feet from exhaustion, nearly cost us a goal two minutes later. He lost possession in a vulnerable position, but Gowling got across just in time to cover. Taylor came on for Shuker moments later to help us run out the game.

   

   It was a victory we both earned and deserved. A strong defensive display coupled with great performances from Koroma and the wingers Shuker and Russell. Man of the match went to Josh Gowling for a fine defensive performance and a goal.

   

   But it should have gone to Russell, whose goal and assist were just a fraction of his immense, game-changing contribution. On another day, Russell could have easily scored a hat-trick. His boundless energy on the left wing set the tone for the team, and he showed a cutting edge that we've tended to lack in prior matches. (And he works so beautifully with Koroma.)

   

   The result turned out to be the final nail in the coffin of Luton manager Gary Brabin, who was unceremoniously sacked after the match. I've never caused anyone to lose their job by being my awesome self before, so I'm not sure how to feel about this. I guess I should be glad that it wasn't me. I've not had the chance to chat with Brabin, so it is only on a professional level that I can relate to the news.

   

   My job appears to be safer than ever before. The fans were described as "jubilant" after the victory, and both fans and board are happy with my performance. But I know it could just take one bad run to turn them against me. An injury crisis and a broken confidence would cripple this team, and probably put me out on the street. It's a dog-eat-dog world, this football management business.

   

   We stay second in the league, unbeaten in the past five matches.




Day 83 - 25th September, 2011




I had a look at more statistics today. This time, my focus was on the team comparison tool.

   

   The average age of the Lincoln squad is 24.32, which is three years older than the youngest squad, Stockport (21.22), and three years younger than the oldest squad, Bath (27.22). We have the most internationally-experienced side, with an average of three caps per player (thanks to just four players--Olembé, Marques, Koroma, and Pacquette, who have 65, 19, 2, and 2 caps, respectively).

   

   We have the quickest defence in the league, with the average pace and acceleration of our defenders rated at 10.80 and 11.50 (out of 20), respectively. We suck at marking, though, and have the worst midfielders in the league at shooting from distance.

   

   We're rated ninth best at passing if you take the average across the entire squad, but we're fourth best if you look at just the midfielders. Our midfield creativity is also fourth best, but our teamwork is rather poor (average of 9.55 in the midfield).

   

   In attack, we have poor finishing, heading, and movement (those just so happen to be the weaknesses of Rodney and Ansah). But we're among the fastest, only lagging slightly behind Fleetwood on pace and acceleration.

   

   This indicates to me that I'm probably playing to the strengths of my team. We pass the ball around, but hold our formation rather than shift players here and there until a gap appears. Our goals come from speedy dribbling, counter attacks, and excellent wing play leading to low crosses. Meanwhile, our strong defence comes from good heading and great tackling, chasing down anyone who gets in behind. These are our strengths. I'm glad to have data to back me up.




Day 84 - 26th September, 2011




The Reserves faced Dinnington in another friendly today. The main purpose of this one was to give Halstead more match fitness. I also gave starts to Robson, Park (who I want to keep sharp), Sinclair, Taylor, and Rodney, in hopes that they'd impress me and put pressure on the current first-choice starting eleven.

   

   Jamie Taylor looked great out the gate, creating a chance for himself just 20 seconds into the match. He challenged the keeper again in the sixth minute, and the Dinnington number one parried right into the path of Robert Taylor--who dispatched the ball into the empty net.

   

   Jamie Taylor got on the scoresheet in the 15th minute, with a powerful finish from close range to convert Rodney's low cross. Dinnington didn't appear to be picking up the striker at all.

   

   Thorne pulled one back for the away side on 27 minutes. Park lost track of him in the box, and Rawdon was beaten by Dinngton winger Shaw. It wasn't an easy finish, though--Thorne connected with a diving header to put the cross past Halstead in goal.

   

   Lloyd-McGoldrick reinstated our two-goal lead just before the break. From the edge of the box, he cushioned Robert Taylor's cross and dribbled around the defender, then poked the ball goalwards. It slid beneath the Dinnington goalkeeper.

   

   A horrendous back-pass from Rodney gifted Dinnington a goal at the beginning of the second half. He passed the ball straight to Thorn, who only needed to turn and shoot to get his second goal of the game.

   

   The striker amended for his error in the 65th minute, however, getting on the end of Rawdon's cross for our fourth goal.

   

   And that's how it stayed. Finally, a good performance from the Reserves--well...the attacking quartet, anyway (Robert Taylor and Lloyd-McGoldrick on the wings; Jamie Taylor and Nialle Rodney up front).

   

   Halstead is now rated as match fit. I'd say he needs one more game before he's ready for the first-team, though. Then it's just a matter of getting a chance--I'm not dropping Anyon unless he screws up or gets injured.




Day 85 - 27th September, 2011




I got a call this morning from coach Grant Brown about Olembé's happiness. It worried me. The Cameroonian--our star player--is apparently struggling to adapt to life in England. I called him in for a private chat.

   

   I offered him a leave of absence to go away and get his life in order. Hopefully he'll come back ready and firing. An unsettled star player is the last thing I need.

   

   He's still two weeks from a return to fitness after his injury, so it won't have any real impact on the team unless he needs longer than that to settle.

   

   Speaking of injuries, Oxby filed an update on our physio room status. Defender Karlton Watson is nearing a return from torn knee ligaments. I'll insist he play in a few Reserve team games before he's allowed to contend for a first-team place. Christophe looks to be about two weeks away, while big striker Sam Smith could be back in full training in as few as 12 days. Laurent still looks unlikely to play before the new year.




Day 86 - 28th September, 2011




We're nearing the end of the month, so I took another look at the club finances. We're steadily losing money, just like we were last time I looked. Current losses for the month sit at £63,893, which puts the balance at negative £78,958. I wonder what it'll be come end of the season. And what's our overdraft limit?

   

   I'd hate to have to sell players further down the track because attendances are too low at our home games and we end up on the brink of falling into administration.

   

   Apparently Olembé will not return from his leave of absence for another 33 days. That's a lot longer than I expected. I hope the man can sort out his problems. I need him back in a Lincoln shirt, leading our team from the left wing. For now we'll have to make do with Ansah and Russell. If they keep playing well, we might not miss the Cameroonian as much as I fear. That feels like a big if.




Day 87 - 29th September, 2011




I welcomed four new trialists to the club today. South African full-back Gabriel Mofokeng is a cut above most of the players in the squad, but I'll need to watch him play before I can gauge whether he'd fit in. The fact that he can play on either side or defence or in a defensive midfield role makes him a prime candidate for signing.

   

   Fatih Akyel, a former Turkish international, boasts a huge amount of experience, but he may be a bit too far gone to make the grade even at this low level. Anyone who's played 64 times for his country (earning a third-place World Cup medal, no less) and four Turkish Premier Division winners medals merits the benefit of the doubt, however.

   

   Iranian youngster Porya Ahmadi is brimming with talent, but he doesn't appear ready for first-team football, which will hurt his chances of a contract with us--especially given our plethora of capable young forwards. I don't know how he'd go with securing a work permit, either, since he has just three Under 21 international caps.

   

   Veteran Mozambican striker Tô still has some magic left in him, it appears. I'm not sure what the situation would be with getting him a work permit, but if he performs just once in a friendly match during this four-week trial I'll offer him a deal.

   

   Of course, I may not be able to wrangle any of them into my squad. We're still slightly over the wage budget, and I've already voiced my concerns about the poor state of club finances.




Day 88 - 30th September, 2011




We're favourites for tomorrow's home encounter with Alfreton. With odds of 1-6, I don't know why anyone would bother betting on us to win--the return on investment would be too small.

   

   Gareth Ainsworth, the veteran Wycombe midfielder who spent two-and-a-bit seasons at Lincoln back in the 90s, singled out Lacine Cherif as Alfreton's danger man. I got Bradshaw to compile a report on the boy. He's no better than Power, and his only real stand-out attribute is his speed. I'm not too worried. He might cause problems, but I think we'll handle him in the end. Famous last words? I pray not.

   

   Young defender Karlton Watson made a big step forward in recovering from a career-threatening injury. He's resumed full training after 16 months out with torn knee ligaments. I'll be careful to nurse the lad back to health slowly. He's got the talent to have a long and successful career--I'd hate to see it end before it really has time to begin because we were callous about his long-term health and fitness.

   

   A couple more trialists came aboard today. Bermudan winger Tyrell Burgess, who inextricably reminds me of Blade Runner, has plenty of pace and decent skills. He doesn't hold a candle to Olembé, but he'd make a great second choice--which of course means first choice while Olembé's off on his leave of absence.

   

   Zambian defender Sashi Chalwe is a class act at the peak of his ability. He'd probably walk into our starting eleven. I need to take a look at whether he's a fit for our playing style and the English game first, though. And I don't know what the situation would be with getting a work permit.

   

   Luton went with the Money for their new manager--Richard Money, that is. It's Money's second spell as Luton manager, apparently, and it comes just six months after he left. I wish him luck, especially after the previous gaffer got sacked when we beat them in the league.




Day 89 - 1st October, 2011




I picked up second place in the Blue Square Bet Premier Manager of the Month award for September. That's an improvement over last month, where I came third. Maybe next month I'll win it. Stranger things have happened.

   

   The Lincoln Under 18s only managed to draw 0-0 this week. They're still doing well overall, though--third place after six games. With five much bigger teams in their group, it'll be no mean feat to stay there.

   

   I got a board confidence update. They are "satisfied" with my performance. I thought I was doing well enough to bump that up to "happy"...but I guess that's not the case. I hope they show more confidence in me next month.

   

   I fielded an unchanged lineup for the match against Alfreton. It wouldn't seem fair to drop Russell back to the bench after his heroics against Luton last time out.

   

   The match started out as quite a cagey affair. Alfreton weren't willing to give us an inch, and the weather didn't do us any favours.

   

   A brilliant long-range effort from Russell on 31 minutes sparked life into the game. We went close twice more in the following several minutes. Alfreton star Lacine Cherif got himself booked for a poor challenge on the edge of the box in the 37th minute.

   

   Both sides struggled to get shots on goal, however, and Alfreton kept us from playing the way we wanted.

   

   I told the boys in no uncertain terms that I wasn't happy at half-time. I directed them to push forward and attack in the second half--to break through the Alfreton defensive barricade.

   

   They did exactly that. Thirty seconds into the second half Barnes-Homer hit the post, after good link play between Power, him, and Koroma.

   

   Alfreton keeper Joe Day was proving a stalwart opponent, consistently mopping up and keeping us out. But then Theo Streete pulled Koroma down inside the box. He was booked once for the challenge, then again for dissent. Nutter scored the penalty, adding insult to injury for Alfreton--now a goal and a man down.

   

   Barnes-Homer missed a golden opportunity on 66 minutes to double our lead, when he was left unmarked just outside the six-yard box. He couldn't keep his header down.

   

   I took Marques off in the 71st minute, after an uncharacteristically poor performance. Then a tired-looking Koroma made way for Pacquette a minute later.

   

   Alfreton had a fifth player booked on 83 minutes, as I wondered whether they'd end the match with nine men. Then Ansah headed against the bar and the rebound was cleared off the goal line.

   

   We almost had a late-game heartbreak in the 88th minute. A mishit cross from deep from Alfreton winger Nathan Arnold curled towards goal, forcing Anyon to dive to his right. The ball spilled to Cherif, who turned to shoot on an open goal. Gowling came sliding in out of nowhere with an inch-perfect challenge that put the ball behind for a corner.

   

   Thoughts of safety came too soon for my boys, however, as Alfreton scored from that resulting corner. Law's cross floated high towards the far post, where Alfreton captain Greg Young climbed above Gowling to power a header past the hapless Anyon. They had equalised with ten men and a minute to spare. It was like something out of a nightmare.

   

   We piled men forward, desperately seeking a winner, while Alfreton did the opposite, holding possession and pulling players back to defend. They succeeded. We barely touched the ball during the three minutes of injury time, even though they never got the ball more than a few yards beyond the halfway line.

   

   It was an embarrassing way to draw in front of the home fans. Credit has to be given to the stunning man-of-the-match performance of Alfreton keeper Joe Day, but we should have won that game by a few goals. We outplayed them--they barely played at all--and created several excellent chances.

   

   I feel for Josh Gowling. The poor guy thought he'd saved the team with a brilliant last-ditch challenge, then less than a minute later he was beaten in the air on a corner. From hero to villain in mere seconds.

   

   Attendance numbered at 2,559 people. The fans were understandably frustrated with the result.

   

   Alfreton manager Nicky Law told the press he didn't like the approach I took during the last game. I didn't take kindly to this, since he's the one who refused to let there be football on the pitch. I hit back that his team will get relegated. Yes, it's on.

   

   The press also asked me about Olembé. I told them straight: "Salomon is not finding it as easy as we had all hoped [to settle in England] but we're going to support him through this difficult patch."

   

   I scheduled a Reserves friendly against Rocester for three days from now. In a bid to get the players extra fitness and to make the game more competitive, I decided to have it go to extra time if scores are level after 90 minutes.




Day 90 - 2nd October, 2011




I called another backroom advice meeting today. It felt like a while since the last one. It was filled with the usual--individual training suggestions, squad status changes, and player recommendations. Jason Fowler's suggested central midfielders Dale Fulton and Michael Richardson looked pretty good, though. I'll be very interested to see what my scouts make of them.

   

   I also pulled out another of the cool analysis tools available to me. I compared our stats and plays in last week's match against Luton Town (which we won convincingly) and yesterday's match against Alfreton Town (which we drew despite being the better team).

   

   Looking at the shots didn't tell me anything, but comparing the spread of passes started to show some differences. Our passing against Alfreton was very bogged down in the centre of the park. We played only a handful of balls into the box and barely used the full width. Against Luton, by contrast, we played a lot of passes from wide positions, seldom got bogged down in the centre of the park, put a lot of balls into the penalty area, and used more angled passes (yesterday's match featured few of these, and lots of straight forward or sideways passes).
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   This tells me that our movement against Alfreton was poor, but I'm not sure why. We had the same personnel in attack and midfield for much of the game, so I must conclude that it's down to our opposition (and possibly also the poor weather). One of the most interesting statistics, I thought, was Barnes-Homer's passing. In yesterday's match he completed 17 out of an attempted 20 passes. Last week, he completed six out of nine attempted passes. Why the huge discrepancy between matches? He was subbed off in the 73rd minute last week, but that doesn't account for it. No, the reason is that he had his back to the goal against Alfreton, and he's not a traditional hold-up player. We needed to get more through balls to him, so he could run at the defence.

   

   Watching the game, I felt that Alfreton were keeping us from playing football with men behind the ball and conservative positioning. Looking at the stats, I can see I was right.

   

   Yet we created the same number of scoring chances in both games (11 in total), which means that--while we struggled to attack effectively--we really did waste and squander opportunities to score against Alfreton.
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   The movement diagrams really paint the picture I've been describing. I counted just nine runs (including one offside call) against Alfreton, compared to 24 (including four offside calls) against Luton. Koroma, who made a third of those runs last week, was clearly marked out of the game yesterday. And our lack of dynamics going forward made it too easy for our opponents to keep us pegged in. Next time we play a defensive team that tries to keep the ball in central areas, I must push my players to use the width and move the ball around--creating space for them to run into.




Day 91 - 3rd October, 2011




I got reports on two of the players suggested during yesterday's backroom meeting. Central defender Fraser Kerr is a talented lad with a bright future ahead of him, and I would seriously consider approaching Birmingham about loaning him...but he joined Conference league leaders Mansfield on loan this morning. Damn.

   

   Stephen Sama--a German central defender--is not as good as Kerr, but he is available to loan. I think I'll pass on him for now--we've already got cover at centre back, and that's all he'd be at this stage. I did ask for another scout report, though.

   

   Mark Bradshaw updated me on his UK & Ireland scouting assignment. Kiwi defender Steven Old is not at all old, and looks worthy of a closer look. I offered him a four-week trial and asked for a more detailed report. Dunfermline midfielder Craig Easton is getting rather old, but he's still got plenty of ability. I requested another report on him, since we don't have reliable information on his ability, but I think I might go after the Scot.




Day 92 - 4th October, 2011




In a frustratingly-comedic turn of events, Jean-François Christophe returned to full training only to injure winger Simon Russell in his first session. Russell's injury isn't bad, thankfully--he'll only be out for a couple of weeks. I think we can handle that.

   

   The Reserves faced Rocester in a friendly match today. It was my chance to look at trialists Chalwe, Ahmadi, Tô, Fatih Akyel, and Mofokeng.

   

   It only took seven minutes for Tô to threaten. The striker turned sharply on the edge of the box and fired a shot inches wide of the post. We piled on the pressure, with right-sided players Mofokeng and Rodney putting several crosses into the box in quick succession.

   

   Tô put us in front on 37 minutes after a one-two pass, turn, and shot with Cunningham. He looked great value--a cut above the other players on the pitch.

   

   Rodney doubled the lead three minutes later, opportunistically running onto Park's speculative cross when the Rocester defenders stood on their heels.

   

   Fatih Akyel added our third on 53 minutes when he broke off his marker and Burgess's corner met his head. Burgess, who'd been poor up to that point, sprang to life, firing a vicious strike towards the corner of the goal moments later. Then in the 68th minute the winger wasted an opportunity to get a goal, after doing the hard work to win the ball inside the penalty area.

   

   We took the game out 3-0. Ahmadi was quiet, but the other trialists played well. I was also delighted to see good performances from Park, Cunningham, and Rodney.

   

   I got more scout reports today--on the midfielders recommended two days ago in a backroom meeting and on the players I asked my scouts to looks at yesterday. Newcastle youngster Michael Richardson looks like he'd be a great addition to the side. He has an incredible engine. I approached his club with a loan offer.

   

   Falkirk's Dale Fulton is decent, but not as good as Richardson. Since they play the same position, I won't be going after the young Scot unless Richardson turns sour. Liverpool defender Stephen Sama is similarly talented but unworthy of an approach.

   

   Kiwi free agent Steven Old still sounds like a good bet after Ian Gardner's report. Hopefully he'll join us on trial shortly and I can take a closer look.

   

   And Dunfermline castaway Craig Easton looks like a definite purchase, except we have no means of signing him at this stage. I don't want to agree to a January transfer so far ahead of the new year, and a loan deal is off the table. I'll have to remember to re-evaluate closer to that date.




Day 93 - 5th October, 2011




Today I entertained myself with league stats. It turns out the defensive record I'm so proud of--given that we average more than two goals a game--is only fourth best in the league. Leaders Mansfield have conceded just eight goals (and scored 28) in 12 games. That's dominance, if ever I saw it.

   

   I felt better about our measly attendance when I saw it was sixth best in the league...then immediately worse when I looked at the numbers. Our average of 2,943 pales in comparison to Luton's 6,563--or even to 2nd best Stockport's 4,161. Looking at it by capacity, we're averaging just 29.08% of the maximum. Luton are at 63.72%, Stockport at 40.40%, and the hapless Hayes & Yeading at 6.44%.

   

   At least we have the best away record in the league. That'll hold us in good steady as the season progresses. (Our home record, on the other hand, is way down in 11th, with three draws, a loss, and two wins).

   

   I've felt all along that I'm doing a lot with a little when it comes to personnel at Lincoln. Turns out that "little" is not quite a fair term. Our current salary per annum is £778K, which is fifth highest (Luton lead the way with £1.41M). Telford are fifth in the league and getting by on £384K a year in player wages. I guess I should stop complaining about budget.

   

   We play a clean game (and so do league leaders Mansfield, I was pleased to see). Just eight yellow cards, giving us the third best discipline. I don't like dirty play, so I'll take that as a sign my boys play clean and honest--rather than being pansies.

   

   On the players front, Shuker's holding equal third on the assists charts--behind fellow aging stars Lee Hendrie and Steve Jones. Power, Barnes-Homer, and Atkinson are all passing well--at greater than 80% completion rates. Koroma loves to go for a run, and the stats show it. His 3.46 dribbles a game place him second behind York winger Matty Blair.

   

   Barnes-Homer's record in front of goal is a wasteful one--just 37% of his shots have been on target. Peter Bore, meanwhile, has covered an astounding 128.2 kilometres--that's 10.9 kilometres a game. Olembé was averaging a staggering best-in-the-league 12 kilometres a game before his injury and subsequent leave of absence. We miss him for more than his passing and shooting. That's a lot of running power we've lost.

   

   Power has averaged slightly more than a key pass every game--13 from the 11 times he's played. That puts his importance in perspective for me. Marques and Gowling dominate in the air against most opponents. Now I have some numbers to prove it. Marques's 22 key headers is sixth best in the league, while Gowling's 19 key headers is 10th.

   

   The official verdict on my best performers so far this season puts Olembé at top (and 11th in the league), followed by Barnes-Homer, Russell, Marques, Bore, Gowling, Koroma, Shuker, then Power. None of my other players are listed in the top 100.




Day 94 - 6th October, 2011




Newcastle accepted my loan offer for young industrious midfielder Michael Richardson. He agreed to join us at 11:45pm. Christophe may now find himself warming the bench instead of starting (when he's fit).

   

   I scheduled a Reserves match against Long Eaton tomorrow. I need to take another look at the trial men (Akyel, Mofokeng, Chalwe, Burgess, Tô, and Ahmadi).

   

   The first-team squad is apparently still unfamiliar with our starting formation. Considering that I've barely changed it at all in the past ten matches, I find this puzzling. Surely bumping one of the wide men a little further up the pitch then back to the old spot, then bumping the other wide man forward, could not have such a big impact?

   

   Eh, I don't know. I switched the additional focus area of our match preparation from defensive positioning to defending set pieces. Hopefully that will prevent a future late-game set-piece goal scored against us.




Day 95 - 7th October, 2011




We face lowly Southport tomorrow. Their manager, Liam Watson, spoke out against my style of football (what opposition manager would like it when we keep a tight defence while attacking with venom?). I hit back that they're struggling because he's a shit manager. I'll take anyone on with these stupid mind games.

   

   We've been given odds of 4-7 to win, despite being the away team, while Southport are at 4-1. That tells me the bookies are not ruling out an upset, so we should be careful not to get caught out.

   

   Kiwi defender Steven Old arrived on trial just in time to play for the Reserves in their friendly against Long Eaton today. Unfortunately his fellow trialist Tô was off on international duty. And just when I was on the brink of going after the lad. Maybe next time. Mofokeng, another trialist who impressed in the last match, dropped to the bench because of poor fitness.

   

   Fatih Akyel's high looping cross fell to Burgess on the far post at the 11-minute mark, opening the scoring. It looked set to be a very one-sided match, but Long Eaton rallied immediately--with two close efforts in quick succession. 

   

   Nothing came of it, though, and we exposed the weakness of their defence with another goal. Burgess crossed to the near post and young striker Jordan Thomas broke from his man to tuck the ball in. Long Eaton's defenders never moved.

   

   Once again Long Eaton tried to rally, and it took great goalkeeping from Halstead to prevent a goal from close range. Nothing was going to stop Joe Gray's strike from some 35-or-so yards out, however. They looked to be back in it.

   

   The goals continued to flow freely up the other end. A corner from Burgess was cleared unsuccessfully to the centre of the six-yard box, where Old poked at the ball. It rebounded off two players before rolling over the line--3-1.

   

   Just moments later Fatih Akyel played another cross from deep, aiming for the edge of the box. Thomas threw himself head-first towards the oncoming ball, connecting with a diving header that bounced past the surprised Long Eaton keeper--4-1.

   

   After a thrilling first period, the second half felt anti-climactic. It took 33 minutes for anything noteworthy to happen, and that was a horrendously-mishit shot from Long Eaton's Moss--after a great run forward into space. In the 85th minute Husbands tried to get onto the end of a great long ball from Paul Hunt. Chalwe outpaced the striker, and went to pass back to Halstead. But Moss was alert to the move, and beat the keeper to the ball. Moss's shot ricocheted off Halstead into the path of Husbands, who fired into an empty net--4-2.

   

   Fatih Akyel, Thomas, and Burgess all impressed me. Thomas looks to have a bright future, while the two trialists have now performed well twice. Ahmadi killed off his hopes of a contract. I ended his trial three weeks early. I think I'll wait to see what happens with Olembé before I make a decision on Burgess. We don't really need (or have the budget for) another left winger, but he'd be a decent replacement for the Cameroonian.




Day 96 - 8th October, 2011




The Under 18s lost to Chesterfield in the Under 18s Cup--no doubt in large part to a red card in the 27th minute. That knocks them out of the competition at the Second Round. Shame they won't get any more cup experience this season, but that's otherwise no big deal.

   

   We played Southport in the league today. I put new loan signing Michael Richardson on the bench--I don't want to throw him in the deep end after just a day at the club. Christophe returned to the starting eleven after two weeks out with a damaged elbow. Atkinson dropped out to make way for the Frenchman. With Russell injured, I had no choice but to bring Ansah back in on the left wing. We kept the same back four that's been holding steady for most of the season.

   

   Disaster struck in the third minute when Ansah went down injured. With no specialist left wingers available, I had a tough decision to make. Matthew Park could do a decent job, but he was still recovering from yesterday's Reserves friendly and I doubted he would last the 86 minutes. Nialle Rodney is rated at "awkward" for playing on either wing. Shuker is a "competent" left winger, while Koroma is a "competent" right winger.

   

   The pecking order on a player's ability in a position goes Natural, Accomplished, Competent, Unconvincing, Awkward, Ineffectual. He will play best in his natural position, and struggle in one for which he's rated ineffectual. At least, that's the theory--in practice, it depends on your tactics (he might be awful in his natural position but brilliant in a competent spot, if you tune your playing style and his individual role in certain ways). Through either training or match practice (preferably both), players can learns and improve their ability in a given position.

   

   I opted to shuffle things around. Rodney came in, and slotted up front. Shuker switched flanks. Koroma dropped to the right wing and took on the role of inside forward. I prayed it would work out.

   

   It appeared that we'd be fine. Barnes-Homer linked up with Rodney in the 10th minute, then went charging through the Southport defence before belting a strike past the keeper and into the roof of the net. It was one of the best goals I've seen this season. Brilliant stuff.

   

   Two minutes later, a Barnes-Homer long ball put Koroma and Rodney on the break in a two-on-two matchup. The Southport defenders did just enough to concede a corner rather than a goal.

   

   An excellent run and cross from Koroma should have doubled our lead on 23 minutes, but Barnes-Homer's header sailed way over the bar. No matter, as Gowling converted a Shuker corner with a close-range header in the 26th minute.

   

   We were unlucky not to add a third in the 33rd minute. Nutter's looping cross was flicked goalwards by Barnes-Homer. Nemes dived to his left to make the save, but could only parry the ball into the path of Rodney. Rodney's shot rebounded off the defender trying to protect the goal-line, then off Barnes-Homer and back to the defender--who cleared the danger.

   

   Rodney blew another chance to make it 3-0 in the 50th minute, shooting straight into the keeper after a lofted through ball put him in a one-on-one.

   

   I had an eye to the midweek fixture coming up against Fleetwood, so Power made way for Richardson on 55 minutes. Park came on for Shuker in the 78th minute, moments after Richardson nearly scored a cracking long-range effort on his debut.

   

   Two-nil is how it finished. Gowling earned man of the match for a strong all-round performance. Barnes-Homer, Marques, and Bore also impressed. The only negatives were Ansah's injury--out for four-to-five weeks--and that we didn't win by more.

   

   And Mansfield lost, so we closed the gap to two points. Awesome.

   

   Now I have to think fast about the left wing problem. Olembé's still away, Ansah's out, Russell's out. That leaves Park, Nicolau, or Shuker playing out of position. Or I could try to sign Burgess.




Day 97 - 9th October, 2011




I've been thinking about how to tackle the left-wing problem. Olembé's not due to return from his leave of absence for another 22 days. Ansah's injured for four to five weeks. And Russell's due back in a few days. We do have other players who can play out wide on the left side of midfield--Nicolau, Platt, Park, and Shuker too if I play him out of his comfort zone.

   

   But there's a lot of doubt about the quality of these options. Nicolau and Platt are not very good, to put it mildly. Park is perfectly capable of playing at this level, but he's really a defender and I fear his lack of pace could be an issue (not that it seems to cause many problems for Russell or Shuker). Shuker did well on the left yesterday, after Ansah got stretchered off, but I doubt his ability to perform consistently there across 90 minutes--not just from one game to the next.

   

   And Russell may have been in great form before his injury, but he's punching above his weight if he holds down a regular starting spot.

   

   The choice I need to make is whether or not to try and bring someone new in. Perhaps we offer Burgess a contract. Perhaps we find someone to bring in on loan. Or maybe I scour the list of free agents, looking for a suitable candidate. We can't really afford to do this, though. And our squad is getting big for a team at this level. So I'd need to release someone. And that costs a lot of money--like, the wages for the remainder of their contract.

   

   A casual glance at the roster revealed two potential candidates--Miro, a Mozambican international, and Khano Smith, a Bermudan international with MLS experience. Neither of them has EU nationality, which complicates matters somewhat, but I offered them trials anyway.

   

   I also offered a trial to Johann Smith, who holds three passports (USA, UK, Jamaica) and has loads of pace. I don't expect anything to come of these moves, but I want to consider all of my options.




Day 98 - 10th October, 2011




For the third time this season, the Lincoln board is expecting a "record low" turnout. Just 2,000 people are expected to show for a clash between two of the biggest clubs--us and Fleetwood--in the Conference League.

   

   I really don't understand this. We're going from strength to strength on the pitch. Second in the league, with 2.2 goals a game, unbeaten in seven matches. Fleetwood are underachieving in 11th, but they've got a strong squad of emerging stars--the second highest-paid team in the league. Why do our attendances struggle so dearly?

   

   Anyway, we're being touted as "comfortable favourites" to win. At 4-7 odds for a win, 5-2 for a draw, and 4-1 for a loss, I don't know that I'd phrase it quite that way. Especially with the problem we're having with our left wingers dropping like flies.

   

   Looking to tomorrow's match, there may be changes beyond the one that is necessary. Bore looks exhausted. I'm considering resting him, but I'm not sure how I'd feel about putting Robson in from the start. Nutter, Christophe, and Park all have question marks hanging over their fitness. And it appears that Simon Russell won't be ready to return from injury.

   

   If Russell's still out and Park isn't fit to start, that complicates matters. Shuker may need to play on the left. Youngster Robert Taylor is busy on international duty, so if Shuker plays on the left, Koroma will need to play out of position on the right wing. And there's no way I'm fielding two weak full backs, if Nutter and Bore need a rest--yet Nicolau and Robson are the only other full backs available.




Day 99 - 11th October, 2011




Josh Gowling made the Team of the Week. Good for him, I say. He had a great game against Southport. This week's Blue Square Bet Premier best eleven was dominated by Tamworth players--a whopping seven of them.

   

   As for today's game against Fleetwood, I wasn't able to call on Russell in any way--not even for a spot on the bench. Park wasn't up to a starting berth, either. I settled for deploying the same formation and personnel that got us through the last match after Ansah's injury; Shuker switched to the left flank, Koroma dropped to the right wing (with an inside forward role), and Rodney came in up front. I prayed that would get us through against capable but out-of-form opposition.

   

   The opening 15 minutes were a nervous affair, with both sides snatching at half chances and giving the ball away needlessly. Worryingly for me, Fleetwood looked dangerous. Although it was our boy Barnes-Homer who had the first real opportunity to score. He got in behind the defence for a one-on-one with the keeper, but Davies came off his line quickly and the striker's indecisiveness gave the Fleetwood defenders time to regroup for an important tackle.

   

   Barnes-Homer got another chance a few minutes later, and this time he was clinical. The striker danced into the opposition's penalty area and seemed to take everyone by surprise. From a tight angle, it should have been a difficult chance to convert, but Fleetwood's defenders were stuck on their heels and their keeper much too slow to register the danger. Barnes-Homer slotted the ball home effortlessly. One-nil after 28 minutes. He's in a rich-vein of form at the moment--I hope these wonder runs can continue.

   

   The remainder of the second half passed by with little of note. Fleetwood were a mess, but nonetheless threatening, while we wanted to make sure we didn't concede just before the break.

   

   Richardson replaced Power on 52 minutes. I hoped he would add both energy and steel to our midfield. Then Nutter, who'd been disappointing, made way for Park around the 60-minute mark. I was forced to use our third substitution a few minutes later, when Christophe went down injured. Robson came on, and I shuffled the pack. Koroma moved inside, just behind the strikers; Bore moved up to right midfield; and Richardson dropped into a defensive midfield role, protecting the defence.

   

   Shuker put a free kick mere inches over the bar in the 72nd minute; I wanted a second goal. We should have had it on 76 minutes, when Koroma played Rodney through on goal. The young striker took too long, however, and was tackled. Then Gowling hit the bar with a header from the resulting corner.

   

   Barnes-Homer continued to threaten, going close twice more in the next ten minutes. It wasn't quite all Lincoln--Fleetwood scraped together a few set piece chances--but my boys were dominant. I thought perhaps we deserved a second goal, but 1-0 is how it stayed. Barnes-Homer picked up man of the match; he was really the only stand-out performer for either side.

   

   The verdict on Christophe is bad. He injured his hip. I had to choose between sending him to a specialist, at a cost of £500, for a three-month layoff, or let the physio treat him for a six-to-seven-month spell on the sidelines. He earns more than that in a week, so it was a no-brainer. We'll be reliant on loan players in the ball-winning midfield role for the next few months.

   

   In a nice change of pace, Fleetwood manager Micky Mellon (I can't be the only one who finds his name funny) praised me for my tactical choices in today's game. Looking at how things played out, I'd agree--I got the big tactical decisions right.

   

   Our attendance, in case you were wondering, passed the 2,000 mark--but not by much. 2,172 people showed up to watch the game (approximately one-fifth of the full stadium capacity). These low attendances are not doing our finances any favours.




Day 100 - 12th October, 2011




Wow, so I made it through 100 days. That's pretty cool. Here's to the next hundred days going as well as (or better than) the previous hundred.

   

   Christophe wasn't able to adapt himself to a short passing game. Too bad--I like to have the midfielders focused on short passing. I'm beginning to wonder whether he'll stay at the club after the January transfer window. He's a good player who doesn't quite fit the way I want to play, and he'd be a prime candidate for a quick sale to help balance the books.

   

   Kanouté's back in full training! The young Malian defender was absent for the past four weeks with a back strain. I think the upcoming weekend game will be too soon for him, but we should see the lad in a Lincoln shirt again soon.

   

   I scheduled a Reserves friendly against North Ferriby for Monday (five days from now). We'll use that to give Kanouté some match fitness and to take another look at the current trialists.




Day 101 - 13th October, 2011




We took a new left winger on trial today. Miro looks like a pretty good player. The coaching staff believe that he's just as good as Olembé. From what I can gather, he's not as quick or skilful as the Cameroonian, but Miro is more creative and is stronger defensively. He's useless in the air, and isn't exactly the gutsiest individual. But he'd be a fine addition to the squad, if he fits in.

   

   I'm not sure how he'd fare with getting a work permit, though. I guess we'll cross that bridge when we come to it. First I need to see him in action. He'll start in the Reserves friendly four days from now.

   

   Meanwhile, Olembé's another 18 days from a return from his leave of absence. And striker Sam Smith is about to resume full training after sustaining a hip injury in the second game of the season.




Day 102 - 14th October, 2011




We've been given odds of 7-4 to beat York tomorrow. For the third (I think) time this season, we're underdogs. We've yet to lose on our travels, though, and I have no plans to start doing so now.

   

   I took a look at their squad. Industrious striker Jason Walker has been the main instigator in their successful run. He's determined, hardworking, and flamboyant, but not especially good in the air or in front of goal or with the ball at his feet (just decent at everything). If we neutralise him, that'll take a lot of wind out of their sails.

   

   Their wingers could be a problem if they get a lot of space. Both have pace to burn and good crossing ability. They have slow central defenders, though, and our big chance to destroy them could be exploiting Chris Doig's lead-footedness. Nialle Rodney's lightning quick, so maybe we'll keep him in the starting lineup.

   

   On the subject of starting lineups, I'm concerned about right-back Peter Bore; he looks exhausted. I could put Robson in for the next match, but he might get destroyed for a lack of pace. It's too soon for Kanouté. I guess we'll see how Bore pulls up tomorrow. Either way, that could be our weak spot against York.

   

   Khano Smith arrived on trial today. I don't think there's any chance we'll offer him a permanent deal. He has decent skill and pace, but not a determined bone in his body. He also lacks composure, creativity, and decision-making ability. Then again, who knows? Maybe he'll surprise me.




Day 103 - 15th October, 2011




American winger Johann Smith joined us on trial today. He's really quick. My coaching staff seem to think he's the bees knees. I'll reserve judgement until I see him in action. We now have four left-sided midfielders on trial at the club. That's going to be a tricky one to manage--how can I give them all a decent look?

   

   The Under 18s lost again in their group match. That sends them sliding down to sixth, which is more in line with where I expected them to be early in the season.

   

   Bore pulled up exhausted again. I called him in for a chat and said that I'd be giving him a rest. He agreed that he needed it. I told him to take a week off.

   

   The problem with that decision is that, with Kanouté still short of fitness, we don't have any good right backs to cover for Bore. I put Robson in, praying that he'd survive against York's quick and skilful wingers. In other changes, Richardson replaced the injured Christophe, Matthew Park took Nutter's spot at left-back, and Taylor and Atkinson returned to the bench.

   

   We had to wait until the 30th minute before going close. Barnes-Homer picked up the ball on the edge of the box and fired a powerful shot towards the bottom corner. The York keeper only just managed to tip it wide for a corner.

   

   Barnes-Homer popped up again 13 minutes later. Shuker drew a man out of position, then fed the ball through to the in-form striker. Barnes-Homer confidently placed his shot, leaving Ingham with no chance.

   

   York changed formation at half time, bringing a second striker (Moses Ashikodi) on and moving into a conventional 4-4-2. I hoped that this would open up the game, which would enable us to do some real damage on the break.

   

   I took Shuker off for Nutter on 59 minutes. He was beginning to slow down, and I felt we needed wingers full of energy. A disappointing and oddly-complacent performance from Nialle Rodney was cut short moments later, as I subbed in young winger Robert Taylor. Koroma pushed up to take on his favoured striking duties.

   

   Koroma nearly scored on 67 minutes, sliding across the turf to connect with Nutter's low cross. The shot went just wide, though.

   

   Taylor doubled our lead on 73 minutes, running onto a fine through ball from midfield playmaker Alan Power before tapping the ball into the bottom corner. I took this as an opportunity to rest Power, bringing defensive midfielder Chris Atkinson in to replace him. I didn't think York had much chance of turning the game around.

   

   Of course, as is the way, they scored two minutes later. McGurk rose above our keeper to head a Swallow corner into the empty net. Two-one with 15 minutes to go. We were in for a tense finish.

   

   Then they drew level in the 82nd minute, once again from a header. McGurk threw the ball in short to Tønne, who crossed to the near post from the byline on the left. Jason Walker beat Anyon to the ball, heading across the goal and into the back of the net. We'd thrown away a two-goal lead. I was furious.

   

   We sent men pouring forward, but it was too late. Anyon's mistakes cost us the game, as he twice came for the ball and was beaten to it. David McGurk earned man of the match. We lost ground on league-leaders Mansfield.




Day 104 - 16th October, 2011




Taylor's goal yesterday marks him as the youngest ever Lincoln goalscorer, at 16 years and 359 days. That's a pretty cool statistic. Hopefully the youngster will bang in several more off the bench as the season progresses.

   

   We had our first backroom meeting in two weeks today (my, how time flies). I heard the usual training and new player recommendations. I don't think we'll do anything about the recommended players after scouting them, with the sole exception of central midfielder Michael Woods. A free agent, the 21 year old is pretty good, from what I've heard. If he's better than Power, he could find himself with a contract offer.

   

   I thought it telling that Grant Brown suggested I drop Joe Anyon due to poor form. I was seriously considering just that, especially with a quality keeper such as Mark Halstead in reserve. I'll be playing Halstead for the Reserves tomorrow. We'll see how he goes there, then make a decision.

   

   We've been drawn against Buxton at home for the FA Cup Fourth Qualifying Round in two weeks time. Buxton apparently play in the "Northern Premier Premier." They're semi-professional, and their only known player is Bradley Barraclough--on loan from us. I'll be shocked if we don't crush them.




Day 105 - 17th October, 2011




Striker Sam Smith returned to full training today. It might take him a couple of weeks to get his fitness up, but I'm glad to have him back. We could do with his physical style to mix things up in attack.

   

   The Reserves hosted North Ferriby for a friendly match. I filled the team with trial players--Miro at left back, slightly out of position so that Johann Smith could take the left wing; Tô up front; Mofokeng in defensive midfield, pushed forward so that Miro and Fatih Akyel could be full backs; Chalwe and Old in central defence; and Khano Smith as Tô's strike partner, playing further forward than he'd like because we had too many left wingers to look at.

   

   It only took five minutes for the team of trialists to score. Johann Smith met a deep Fatih Akyel cross with a brilliant diving header, leaving the North Ferriby keeper stranded.

   

   Tô could--and perhaps should--have doubled the lead ten minutes later when a wayward backpass crossed his path. He raced forward and tried to chip the onrushing goalkeeper, but his shot went wide of the mark. Then it was North Ferriby's turn to be wasteful. My defenders gifted them an opportunity from close range, but the shot wasn't good enough to beat Halstead.

   

   Back up the other end, Khano Smith hit the post from six yards out. It wasn't quite a home-and-hosed certain goal, but it was pretty close to it.

   

   I took Miro off at half time, reverting to the usual advanced 4-4-2 (Mofokeng dropped to left back and substitute Conal Platt slotted in central midfield). I wanted to see more of the defensive winger, but he was clearly struggling with a knock. Halstead made way for youngster Oliver Pannel. I had made my decision to start Halstead in the next league game.

   

   North Ferriby had been tearing holes in our defence all day, and they finally made us pay on 54 minutes. Old won a tackle that spilled to one of their players, who slid the ball through to Old's vacated space for his strike partner to equalise.

   

   Khano Smith put us back in the lead, but only after a bit of luck. The winger-cum-striker went on a mazy run and rounded the keeper, then hit his shot straight into a defender. Lady luck smiled on him, though, and the rebound landed right at his feet. He made no mistake the second time.

   

   A wonder strike from North Ferriby striker Liam Hinds levelled the scores on 68 minutes. Poor Pannell never stood a chance, despite the shot coming from way outside the box.

   

   But Khano Smith popped up to restore our lead once again in the 72nd minute. Pacquette, with his first touch of the game, flicked a header towards the edge of the area. Smith showed great pace to run onto the ball and tap it past the keeper. I hadn't expected him to do well at all, and there he was marching towards a man of the match performance.

   

   Mofokeng had to come off injured with 12 minutes to play. I had a feeling that'd be the last we saw of him. Meanwhile, Smith blew two golden opportunities to complete his hat-trick--firing over the bar after doing all the hard work. Then the lad went down with what appeared to be a serious injury during stoppage time. Tough break.

   

   More drama ensued as North Ferriby won a 96th-minute penalty. Fatih Akyel apparently fouled in the box, but it looked like a dive from where I was sitting. Brown converted the chance, so the match ended three goals apiece after regulation time.

   

   I had scheduled extra time and penalties in the event of scores being level, so that wasn't the final score. North Ferriby took the lead for the first time in the 100th minute, converting a corner thanks to some lax marking in the six-yard box.

   

   We piled on the pressure, desperately seeking an equaliser. But it just wouldn't come. Shots were blocked or just wide, or saved--sometimes all of the above. And even as we got in behind the defence, nobody managed to bundle the ball over the line. There could have been a dramatic 121st-minute equaliser, in the dying seconds of the game, but luck smiled on North Ferriby this time.

   

   Great viewing all round. 4-3 the final score in favour of the visitors. But I got a great look at my Reserve players and the nine men on trial.

   

   As it turns out, of the three trialists who went off injured, only Miro will be out for any period of time. The physio put the figure at five-to-six weeks, so his trial is effectively over.

   

   Closing out today's news, the report came back on young central midfielder Michael Woods. I was right; he's better than our existing crop. I asked for a second opinion from one of the scouts. If they agree with Woodhouse, I'll offer a contract--no trial for this lad.




Day 106 - 18th October, 2011




Mark Bradshaw took a look at Michael Woods, and came back impressed. He thinks Woods is slightly better than Michael Richardson, the hard-working loanee that started for the first time on the weekend. It'll be interesting to see if the two of them can strike up a partnership...if we sign Woods.

   

   I offered the 21 year old a contract. I talked him down from £1,500 a week wage demands, and he forced me to go way above the £950 a week I initially offered. But I think £1,300 a week with a £150 appearance fee and £35 goal bonus is fair for a player of his calibre.

   

   If the deal goes through, I'll consider selling Alan Power--the current creative outlet in the centre of our midfield. Woods doesn't pass the ball as well as Power, but he's a better across the board. I'd love to try the two together, though I worry about how it might impact on us defensively.




Day 107 - 19th October, 2011




Today was a quiet day. It rained, but that's to be expected. This is England, after all. The lads trained, and it was nice to see Francis Laurent out there doing light drills after four months out. He's the one player on the Lincoln books that I haven't yet seen in action--his hamstring injury predated my arrival.

   

   I'm coasting on autopilot. The team picks itself most weeks, and I watch to see how the dynamics play out. There's not much to do, so I sit twiddling my thumbs--waiting for fresh drama to make life difficult. With a bit of luck, Woods will sign that contract offer tomorrow.

   

   I've really got into the swing of things over the past few weeks. I don't need to think about what I'm writing to put together an entry each day. That's great as a stream-of-consciousness look at my experience, but I fear it may become shallow if I let it go on much longer without a bit of deeper analysis.

   

   After 106 days, it's not easy to think of something new and interesting to say. And we're at a point in the season--mid-October--where it's too soon to meaningfully evaluate progress or to prepare for the January transfer window. But I feel like I've missed opportunities to write something special--such as when Olembé suffered homesickness and needed a huge 34-day leave of absence (which is still 12 days short of completion).

   

   I'm floundering, to be honest, not sure where to take this story or how to make (keep?) it compelling for another (roughly) 200 days. How do I externalise what I'm doing instinctively, reacting to what the game throws at me with no real understanding of why I make a particular decision. I'm largely just going with the flow; there is no method to my madness--at least that I can describe.




Day 108 - 20th October, 2011




No news on the Woods transfer. Maybe he'll sign tomorrow. Regardless, he won't be involved in Saturday's match against Ebbsfleet. If he's up to it and we get him in time, I may give him a run in next week's cup tie. In the meantime, I'm looking to Power and Richardson to forge a strong central-midfield partnership.

   

   While we're talking about selection policies, I need to figure out a way to ease Smith and Kanouté back into the side. Kanouté's at 71% match fitness, while Smith's at 63%. I'm reluctant to even play them off the bench at those levels.

   

   I've decided to transfer-list Rodney in December (ahead of the January transfer window) if he doesn't change his attitude and put together a string of good performances at some stage over the next couple of months. I'll also be renewing my efforts to sell all my transfer-listed players around that time--but it's two months away, so they've got time to win me over.

   

   I had a look at the transfer rumours page today, which I've not done before. Apparently we're preparing to make a £10,000 bid for defensive midfielder Stuart Kettlewell. I'm not sure how we'd manage that. I had not heard of the lad before today, and there are plenty of other players I'd look at first if I had £10K to spend (which I don't--I have nothing).

   

   I'll never read Pitchero Non-League again. (Not that I ever did before.)




Day 109 - 21st October, 2011




We got him. Michael Woods signed his contract this morning, to the delight of the fans. He looks set to be one of our best players, but it might take a few weeks for the 21 year old to win a regular starting berth. Why? Because his match fitness is rated at just 60%. He needs a lot of sharpness before he's ready for the responsibility of leading our midfield in the league.

   

   We're huge favourites to beat Ebbsfleet tomorrow. Let's hope the bookies are right this time. A big win would be great to keep the team's confidence and momentum high.




Day 110 - 22nd October, 2011




Match day--my favourite day of the week. Today's opponents: Ebbsfleet, placed 8th going into the match.

   

   Today also happens to be the day where we unveiled a big new signing to the media. I showed Michael Woods off to the three journalists in attendance, telling them all about my respect for the lad and how great he'll be for the club. They kept asking about finances--do we need to sell anyone?--and whether there's any internal drama related to the deal. Bloody journalists, always looking for a story with a bit of controversy.

   

   I made several changes to the team. Halstead got his long-awaited debut as he stepped in for the misfiring Anyon between the sticks. Shuker reverted to his favoured role on the right side of midfield. Russell returned to the side and took his place on the left wing. Koroma moved up to striker. And Rodney dropped out entirely--Pacquette preferred as the striker on the bench.

   

   It's too soon for Woods, along with recently-injured Kanouté and Smith--they'll all start for the Reserves in a friendly in a couple of days. Bore and Olembé, meanwhile, are still away from the club. Bore will be back for the next match; Olembé's got another nine days on his leave of absence (then it's anyone's guess what happens with the brilliant Cameroonian).

   

   Koroma put us in front in the 7th minute, breaking his eight-and-a-half game scoring drought (he played on the wing for most of those). Barnes-Homer picked up the ball deep on the left wing, then ran forward before cutting inside and crossing with his right foot towards the six-yard box. Koroma flicked it past the keeper.

   

   We added a second 12 minutes later. Shuker took a free kick from the left wing, ten yards shy of the goal line. He crossed speculatively to the near post, where Marques came steaming in to convert a powerful header from close range. The Ebbsleet defenders didn't track him.

   

   Richardson nearly made it three with a long-range effort on 21 minutes. We were dominating the match, and looking great value for it. A great passing move ended with a shot wide of the target from Koroma on 26 minutes.

   

   Shuker got a rare header off on goal after half an hour, rising on the far post to meet Russell's cross. The diminutive winger could only place his header into the Ebbsfleet keeper's grateful arms, however.

   

   But Koroma popped up again in the 35th minute to make it 3-0. Barnes-Homer received the ball on the halfway line, dribbled forward a few metres, then slid it through for Koroma, who raced into the box and slotted the ball calmly into the bottom corner.

   

   Ebsfleet pulled one back in the 54th minute, thanks to some lax defending. Shuker gave Lough too much space on the wing, allowing the Ebbsleet full back to cross from deep. Neither Park nor Marques picked up West, who volleyed first-time past Halstead.

   

   I took Power off after that. The midfielder hadn't been pulling his weight, and looked complacent out there.

   

   At the other end, Russell hit the bar with a close-range header in the 59th minute. Then on 65 minutes a wayward header from Lough allowed Shuker to get in behind the Ebbsfleet defence. Shuker went to the byline and cut back for Barnes-Homer, but the striker scuffed his shot. With two-thirds of the goal open, the ball harmlessly bounced and rolled into the goalkeeper's hands.

   

   A tired-looking Park made way for Nutter on 72 minutes. I wanted fresh running at the back.

   

   Koroma was playing with a lot of heart. On 76 minutes he sprinted some 30-or-so yards to close down an Ebbsfleet defender, winning a free kick near the edge of the box in the process.

   

   Ebbsfleet had a goal disallowed in the 77th minute for offside. I looked on worried about how easily they opened up our defence.

   

   Shuker made way for 16-year-old Robert Taylor in the 84th minute. The youngster impressed last time out; I hoped for more of the same. He didn't get much of a chance to make an impact, however, as Ebbsfleet earned a flurry of corners and the match turned cagey in the closing stages.

   

   We took out the game 3-1. Koroma received a well-deserved man of the match award, although the highlight for me was evidence that Barnes-Homer can act as provider as well as finisher of goal-scoring chances.

   

   Mansfield slipped up, drawing 1-1 at home against Forest Green, so we close to within two points of the league leaders.

   

   I sung Koroma's praises in the post-match press conference. I would have sung Barnes-Homer's praises, too, but nobody let me. I'm not very happy with journalists today.




Day 111 - 23rd October, 2011




Bore returned from his week off. He's looking much better for his time away. I may rest him for the cup game next weekend, to give him a bit of extra rest before things start to get crazy. (The fixtures get pretty congested towards the end of the year.)

   

   Returning to the issue of our finances and the worrisome amount we're spending on wages for players who aren't good enough to play at this level, I transfer-listed Danny Lloyd-McGoldrick and tried to talk Jamie Taylor into a mutual contract termination.

   

   He wasn't having any of it. But I've had enough, so I ponied up the £12,000 to release him from the club. I consider him a disruptive influence, and at this point I see no possibility of a sale--even at the low-low price of zero pounds. Another "new" signing from before I arrived given the boot without ever breaking into the team.

   

   I also offered Karlton Watson and Tony Sinclair to other clubs, at their market value. I don't currently plan on selling either of them, but I want to feel out the market. I do consider them dispensable, however, if I can get a decent return (Sinclair especially, since he's getting £500 a week to play in the Reserves). I must consider selling Nicolau, too, as he's earning £500 a week and struggling to even make the bench.

   

   Unsurprisingly, I didn't get any response.




Day 112 - 24th October, 2011




The Reserves hosted Hednesford in a friendly tonight. The core purpose of this fixture was to give match practice to Kanouté, Woods, and Sam Smith. But it was also another chance for Old, Chalwe, Mofokeng, Johann Smith, Khano Smith, and Tô to convince me they should get a contract offer.

   

   Things did not get off to a great start. Kanouté conceded a penalty with a sloppy challenge just one minute, thirty seconds into the game. We were given a reprieve, though, as Callaghan put his shot on the wrong side of the post.

   

   Three minutes later Hednesford hit us on the counter. A beautiful long ball over the top of our defenders put Chris Taylor through on goal. With only the keeper to beat, he made no mistake.

   

   Then things turned from bad to worse. A 15th-minute corner wasn't adequately dealt with by Cunningham, and some pinball shooting led to Hednesford's second goal. I was stunned.

   

   Johann Smith earned us a path back into the game on 17 minutes, drawing a foul inside the penalty area. Tô converted the spot kick, despite the keeper guessing the right way.

   

   Then we took control of the game, dominating possession and pulling level with an excellent strike from Tô before the half hour mark. It was a nail-biting affair, as both sides threw caution to the wind.

   

   In the 38th minute, Sam Smith did brilliantly to chase down a ball and muscle off the defender before turning goalward--but his shot could not match the gutsy run.

   

   Chalwe put us in front on the stroke of half time, meeting a near post corner ball with a textbook header. I hoped we could score more after the break.

   

   Woods threaded the needle to put Tô one-on-one with the keeper in the 60th minute, but the striker was caught just barely offside. Khano Smith then hit the bar with a vicious strike. The winger was having a great game, much as he did in attack last time out.

   

   I subbed Woods out after 71 minutes. He took a knock early in the second half, and looked tired. No need to rush him to fitness.

   

   Cunningham was lucky to stay on the pitch with eight minutes on the clock. He took down a Hednesford player with an awful two-footed challenge, right in front of the referee. He got off easy, though, with a yellow card.

   

   Tô received the man of the match award, but it could have just as easily been handed to Khano Smith or Johann Smith. All three were fantastic. Woods and Sam Smith showed signs of promise, while Kanouté recovered well after conceding an early penalty.

   

   Kanouté and Sam Smith are both good chances to start in the FA Cup match against Buxton on Saturday (five days from now). I'll probably put Woods on the bench. There's a league match away at Hayes & Yeading three days later, so I'll need to pick my team with that in mind. Buxton are from a lower league, so they should be a pushover. I can safely rest a few first-team regulars, but not all of them.




Day 113 - 25th October, 2011




Centre backs Josh Gowling and Rui Marques made it into the Team of the Week. That's the third time for Gowling and the first time for Marques. They've been brilliant together so far; I hope they keep it up for the rest of the season.

   

   I realised today that we're up to ten games without losing. Wow, that's one hell of a run. Our home-game attendance appears to be improving as a result, although at an average of 2791 people per game it's still pretty piss-poor. Our stadium is nearly quadruple that capacity.

   

   We're also leading on goals scored, third on (fewest) goals conceded, and top of the charts for "games scored in a row."

   

   On the individual ratings, Barnes-Homer's brilliant average of 7.42 (out of 10) puts him as the third best-performing player in the league. His form has been astounding lately--7.70 in the past five games, during which time he's scored three and assisted two goals.

   

   I knew I was onto a good thing when I signed him, but after a shaky start I thought he'd be one of those patchy players who scores a hat-trick then looks like crap for five games before another brilliant performance. That his poor performances have been limited to the pre-season delights me. Fingers crossed his confidence doesn't break.




Day 114 - 26th October, 2011




I called a backroom meeting today. We seemed due for another one.

   

   Suggestions included agility training for Michael Woods and Sam Smith, five potential signings, and two squad-status changes (Woods from key to important first-team player, Jordan Thomas from hot prospect to decent young player).

   

   Grant Brown also indicated that he considers Michael Woods, Chris Shuker, and Joe Anyon overpaid. I think Shuker's earning his keep, while Woods hasn't yet had a chance to prove himself worthy of his high salary. As for Anyon, I'll think about it. He's getting £950 a week, with a contract expiring at the end of the season. He is not willing to consider a pay cut.

   

   It may be worth looking into the possibility of selling the 24 year old, then relying on loan signings like Mark Halstead to play between the sticks. I don't know how much we could get for him; Anyon's valued at £7,000, but at this level of football we may be lucky to get half that--conversely, we may be able to get double, or even triple, that market price.

   

   I'll keep it in the back of my mind, then make a decision in a couple of months. Anyon's got good hands and a seemingly bright future ahead of him. It's not clear whether we'd be better off cashing in on him or buttering him up for a long-term deal.




Day 115 - 27th October, 2011




Fatih Akyel, Mofokeng, and Tô all finished their trials today. I'm still tempted to go after Mofokeng, but he didn't do enough to justify the expense in any friendlies...and we don't really have room for another full back right now.

   

   I got reports on two of the players recommended at yesterday's backroom meeting. Blackburn right back/midfielder is a decent talent, but he's no better than our current crop. Brentford central midfielder Toumani Diagouraga is exceptional, however, and I'm seriously considering going after him on loan for the second half of the season. I asked my scouts to watch him for a few games.




Day 116 - 28th October, 2011




A lowly one thousand people are expected to attend tomorrow's FA Cup Fourth Qualifying Round match against Buxton. That's a real shame, because I think we'll put on a show. I'm hardly surprised, though--we're considered shoe-ins for a big victory, and one-sided games can be awfully boring to watch.

   

   The bookies rated us at 1-20 odds to win. Would anyone even bother to bet? The odds on a draw or loss are favourable for risk takers--11-2 for a draw and 30-1 for defeat. Betting on the draw seems like a smart choice. If we get shocked, or play with too much arrogance, Buxton could easily sneak a draw and force a replay...What am I saying? Put your life savings on us to win. You might get enough to buy yourself a nice dinner after the game.

   

   I had a bit of a think about match selection. We've got a league game midweek--just three days after tomorrow's fixture. I'll save Bore's return for then. I'm looking to put Kanouté, Woods, and Sam Smith in from the start. Gowling, Power, and Barnes-Homer will likely make way. I may give youngsters Robert Taylor and Karlton Watson starting berths, too. It's tempting to throw 16-year-old left back Will Rawdon in from the start, but I'm weary of leaving us too vulnerable in defence. The lad's a good chance for the bench, though.

   

   In other news, Chalwe and Burgess finished their trials today. I'm still interested in Chalwe, but with Gowling and Marques playing so well together there's really no place for him.




Day 117 - 29th October, 2011




I went ahead with the plan of putting Kanouté, Woods, Robert Taylor, and Sam Smith in the starting lineup for our cup game against Buxton. It was set to be Taylor's first start for the team, just one week after his 17th birthday. And for Woods, the new signing upon whom we're pinning our hopes, it was to be his professional debut--the 21 year old never played for his former club Chelsea, and failed to make an appearance during a brief loan spell at Notts County last season.

   

   Youngsters Karlton Watson and Will Rawdon made the bench, while regular starters Shuker and Barnes-Homer were also among the substitutes. Anyon, Atkinson, and Rodney made up the numbers.

   

   I sent my boys out with clear instructions to attack. We earned three corners in the opening ten minutes, and dominated possession, but Buxton put up a good defensive fight...for a while.

   

   In the 25th minute Smith was pulled down in the box. Koroma calmly converted the resulting penalty. We continued our domination from there, with Koroma going close from a glancing header five minutes later and Russell blocked at close range on 35 minutes.

   

   Buxton held out for the remainder of the half, just barely clinging on to their one goal deficit. We looked strong and confident going forward, so I figured there'd be more goals in the second half.

   

   Koroma was unlucky not to double our lead in the 53rd minute, when he beat his man with a brilliant change of pace and fired a shot in low. The goalkeeper did well to punch it away.

   

   Park scored his first Lincoln goal from a direct free kick on the hour mark. It should have been Koroma's goal, though, after a lovely move that led to the striker being cynically dragged down just outside the box before he could shoot.

   

   Taylor added a third just two minutes later. Koroma passed short to Smith from the edge of the area, then the big striker took three touches and fired a shot against the inside of the post. First to react, young Taylor had the goal at his mercy.

   

   I took the opportunity here to bring youngsters Watson and Rawdon in for Marques and Russell. It seemed a great chance for the lads to get first-team experience in a low-pressure environment.

   

   Smith finally got his goal in the 68th minute, climbing high to meet a Taylor corner. It was a powerful header from the striker, who had been unlucky not to score on two previous occasions.

   

   I took Koroma off for Rodney after this; I wanted to keep my in-form striker fresh for the midweek match.

   

   Youngster Will Rawdon set up Taylor with an inch-perfect cross on 74 minutes. The 17-year-old winger met the ball with a diving header that left the hapless Buxton keeper to pick the ball out of his net for the fifth time.

   

   Robert Taylor earned a well-deserved man of the match, although the honours could have just as easily been given to Sam Smith--stunning on his return from a two-month injury layoff.

   

   The attendance predictions were way off--1,831 people turned up to watch the demolition of Buxton. And we got £12,500 in prize money.




Day 118 - 30th October, 2011




I watched nervously as the FA Cup First Round was drawn today. We finally came up around halfway through, pegged against League 2 side Crewe. I had hoped for a home game, but we couldn't have asked for a much kinder entry. Crewe are not a good team--by League 2 standards, anyway.

   

   They're 18th in the league above us, more than two months without a win. We have a great chance of beating them, or at least forcing a replay.

   

   The match is scheduled for November 12th--just under two weeks from now. We don't have to worry about any midweek games either side of it, so we're looking at a full-strength lineup--perhaps even including Salomon Olembé, who returns from his leave of absence tomorrow.

   

   Francis Laurent returned to full training today, after four months out with an injury. Now begins his long path to match fitness and, with a bit of luck, first-team contention. I'll give him a starting berth in the next Reserves friendly, then maybe put him on the bench for the first-team if he pulls up okay.




Day 119 - 31st October, 2011




Olembé returned from his leave of absence, adamant that he's now over his homesickness and committed to the club. I hope so--we need our star winger back. He kept himself in pretty good shape while he was away, but he'll need time to get back to match fitness. I'm thinking of putting him on the bench for tomorrow's game, then I'll play it by ear. I'm just so glad to have the Cameroonian back with us.

   

   We're favourites tomorrow, at 4-6 to win, 9-4 to draw, and 7-2 to lose. Hayes & Yeading are down in 13th spot in the league, which is way above where anyone expected them to be at this stage of the season. I understand that they have a few good players--who we'll need to look out for--but may be stretched too thin by having to play two games in three days.




Day 120 - 1st November, 2011




Shuker trained really well in October, I'm told, with modest improvements in just about every area. It's good to see the 29 year old still has life in him. Veteran Rui Marques, on the other hand, suffered significant degradation across his game, heading backwards in no fewer than 19 attributes that my staff track.

   

   Barnes-Homer earned second place in October's Player of the Month award, thanks to a string of impressive performances that netted him three goals and two assists. The striker also picked up third spot on the Goal of the Month award, for a brilliant individual effort against Southport.

   

   I took third on the October Manager of the Month tally, after previously being ranked second for September and third for August. I'd say I'm having a pretty amazing start to my managerial career. Do you think there's any chance that I could get into the top three managers each month of the season?

   

   The club, meanwhile, lost another £80,000 last month. The balance is now £187,521 in the red. That can't be good.

   

   Ansah returned to full training today, but it was too soon for him to claim a place in the match squad. Olembé and Smith were only deemed fit enough for the bench. Kanouté dropped to the bench after a solid first run-out since his injury three days ago. Shuker, Bore, Gowling, Power, and Barnes-Homer all returned to the starting eleven. And Michael Woods, who was still feeling the effects of playing 90 minutes on limited match fitness, dropped out entirely.

   

   We looked nervous out the blocks, before Barnes-Homer eased our jitters in the 8th minute. The in-form striker slipped behind the Hayes & Yeading defence to bury Koroma's speculative through ball first-time into the back of the net. Sprinting away, he celebrated with a stylish ten-yard body slide across the wet grass behind the goal line.

   

   A winding run from Koroma set up Russell around 20 minutes with a floating cross, but the winger's header was parried into the crossbar and hooked clear. Hayes & Yeading, meanwhile, pulled out another half-chance on the break. The slippery surface was not helping either side at the back.

   

   Barnes-Homer struck inches wide with a great effort on the half hour mark, then picked up Shuker's pass after an incisive Koroma run to double both his tally and ours in the 33rd minute.

   

   Pelé pulled one back for the home side in the 38th minute with a looping header from Moutaouakil's corner. Halstead got a hand on the slippery ball, but it wasn't enough to keep and it hit the inside of the roof of the net. Gowling may take the blame for getting in the way.

   

   A mazy run from Koroma nearly restored our two-goal lead just before half time. Hayes & Yeading were weary of the striker's trickery by then, though, and they tripled-teamed him--forcing an early shot that was deflected out for a corner.

   

   Sharp passing and good movement allowed Koroma to get the goal he deserved on 57 minutes, placing his shot into the bottom corner from the edge of the box.

   

   Hayes & Yeading answered immediately, though. Substitute winger Daniel Wishart crossed low and hard to the far post, where fellow winger Andy Yiadom was on hand to supply a finish. 3-2 after an hour of play--it was turning into quite the goal-fest.

   

   I dragged Gowling off for Kanouté before play restarted, hoping to stabilise our shaky defence. The young defender's first action was to get booked for a late challenge a minute later.

   

   Russell made way for Olembé in the 73rd minute. It was the Cameroonian's first appearance since his outstanding display against Cambridge in a 2-2 draw back on September 10th--53 days ago. Power followed a minute later, with Atkinson his replacement. Richardson switched his focus from defending to supporting from the other central midfield spot.

   

   Halstead saved well in the 76th minute to prevent an equaliser. The home side were giving us plenty of headaches.

   

   Koroma tried an ambitious lob that went horribly wrong in the 85th minute. Then he got his second goal of the match early on in stoppage time, after being left unmarked at the far post on a long-range Shuker free kick.

   

   Koroma took man of the match honours, although really they should be shared with his strike-partner Matthew Barnes-Homer. The two speedy forwards have struck up a potent partnership in recent weeks. I hope they can maintain this form.

   

   We stay second in the league, two points shy of the top, after leaders Mansfield thrashed Barrow 4-1 to keep their flawless home record. We've now gone 11 games without defeat in the league. How much longer can the run go on?

   

   I've had enough of these bloody managers getting slaughtered by our attack and then turning around and telling the media that they "don't like the approach [I] take" in my football. Not a fan of good, open, effective football, eh? Well, too bad. It works and it's entertaining to watch. I lashed out in response: "As long as Bashir is in charge, I think Hayes & Yeading are destined for relegation," I told the reporter.

   

   This is war now. I'm not holding back any longer. If you speak shit about me or my players, I'm gonna tear you down...unless I think you have a fair point.




Day 121 - 2nd November, 2011




Another manager got the sack today. Jim Gannon was axed from Stockport County, after leading them to a measly three wins and 13 points in 16 matches. We beat them 3-1 last month, thanks to spectacular performances from Power and Koroma. It's never nice to see someone lose their job like that, but I wish them luck in turning their fortunes around.

   

   Scout Mark Bradshaw came to me this evening with a report on Spanish striker Esteban Casagolda. I'm more than happy with my current lineup of forwards, and we've got another one coming on January 1st, but he looks good (perhaps better than Barnes-Homer)--so I'm keen to learn more about him.




Day 122 - 3rd November, 2011




Bradshaw came back with his full report on Spanish striker Esteban Casagolda. He's a skillful player, no doubt about it. But it doesn't look like he has enough of an edge over my current crop to warrant a contract offer. He's travelled around a bit, and even played in Scotland for Motherwell last season. I asked him over for a trial, just in case he's a special catch.

   

   I also got a report on central defender Conrad Balatoni, from scout Ian Gardner. Balatoni's already a decent player at age 20--slightly better than Kanouté, Gardner thinks. He has the potential to do well at League 1 level, and his wage demands are likely to be quite reasonable. But I'm not going to bother with even a trial. We're in good shape at the back, and I've turned down more talented players than he.




Day 123 - 4th November, 2011




We're favourites for tomorrow's match--really, at this point we should be favourites for just about any league game. The bookies put us at 1-6 to beat Braintree, who are six games without a win (contrastingly, we're 11 games without defeat).

   

   On the selection front, I'm considering an unchanged match squad and starting 11. The boys looked good last time out. The only player that might upset that choice is Michael Woods, who's looking like he might be fit enough for the bench.

   

   The media in attendance at the pre-match press conference asked about Koroma's form. I told them directly that I think he's been wonderful, and the fans have every right to be singing his praises. I don't think he listened to my commendations of his form; that's probably a good thing--we wouldn't want it to go to his head.




Day 124 - 5th November, 2011




The Lincoln Under 18s lost to Ipswich at home, slipping to fifth on the table. This is the position at which I expect them to finish; I wonder if they can pull it off.

   

   Michael Woods was passed fit for today's match, so I put him on the bench instead of Chris Atkinson. We went otherwise unchanged into the home tie with Braintree.

   

   We came out firing. Barnes-Homer tested the keeper from close range just 25 seconds into the match. Braintree barely touched the ball during the opening five minutes.

   

   The first goal came just before the 14-minute mark. Park threw the ball in from the left wing to Barnes-Homer, who had run to the byline. The striker turned and crossed at hip-height towards the penalty spot. Shuker moved into position and volleyed first-time past the Braintree keeper, who was frozen to the spot.

   

   Shuker nearly scored again three minutes later from a direct free kick, but the keeper got his fingertips to it and the ball bounced clear off the bar. A follow-up header had to be hacked off the line.

   

   We went close several more times over the following ten minutes, with shots from Barnes-Homer, Richardson, and Power. Then Braintree returned the pressure, hitting the post and putting our boys on the back foot for the first time in the match.

   

   A brilliant run through the Braintree defence should have ended with a goal for Koroma on 40 minutes, but McDonald was having none of it. The keeper saved well to preserve his side's one-goal deficit.

   

   Koroma went down injured early in the second half, battling for the goal he deserved. I thought he should have been awarded a penalty, but the free kick went the other way--Russell brought down a Braintree player. I introduced Sam Smith to replace Koroma.

   

   Disaster struck in the 51st minute when McCammon got in behind our defence. Unable to keep up with the striker, Marques slid in with a make-or-break challenge. He missed the ball but took the man, and was sent off for a professional foul. We were left to play the remaining 40 minutes with ten men and without our influential skipper.

   

   I moved Park into central defence and replaced Russell with Olembé, who slotted in at left back--ready to man the entire left side by himself. Knowing that we'd need more running power, I also swapped Power for Woods. Power was looking tired, and Woods has the better speed and stamina.

   

   Olembé went out with a lot of heart, easily handling the duties of two players--left full-back and left winger. But it was Smith who created our second goal. Winning the ball just over the halfway line, he sprinted deep into Braintree territory. It looked as though he might go it alone, but when the defenders closed in he crossed to empty space around the penalty spot. Racing in, Barnes-Homer arrived first on the scene. The striker expertly tucked it into the back of the net for his 12th goal of the season. Victory looked assured.

   

   Barnes-Homer could have scored another in stoppage time, after a loose ball fell at his feet just outside the box. But he snapped at the shot, when there was time to take a few touches and move into the area, and it sailed high and wide.

   

   An excellent all-round performance marred only by the Marques red card, our big stand-outs were Barnes-Homer and Bore--although Smith and Olembé looked great off the bench. The best news of all, though, was that Mansfield lost to Grimsby. We're top of the table for the first time, one point clear of The Stags.

   

   Bad news on Koroma--he twisted his knee. The striker's looking at four to five weeks on the sidelines, which means that Smith will have to step in right away.

   

   The Braintree manager Alan Devonshire told the press that he "can't see a better team" in battle for promotion than Lincoln. That's a glowing endorsement, but you can hardly blame him for saying it. He just watched his team get torn to shreds by my midfielders and strikers. I like to think he meant it, but I can see the strategic reasons for making such comments disingenuously. It allows him to deflect the blame for the loss onto our supreme ability. If we're set to win the league, of course his team would struggle to even score against us. Smart move.

   

   Meanwhile, we're celebrating today's win like no other it. We're top of the table. That's amazing. Four months ago, I thought we'd struggle to hold down a spot mid-table during the first half of the season, then sneak into the play-offs in the second half. But we're top after 18 games, miles ahead of everyone except Mansfield. Wow.




Day 125 - 6th November, 2011




I did some analysis on yesterday's match, since I thought it was a consummate performance.

   

   For comparison's sake, I also pulled up the analysis from our last defeat--the home tie against Gateshead just over two months ago.

   

   Our passing against Braintree was exceptional. We moved the ball around expertly, with Richardson (pictured below) especially impressive. He popped up all over the place, embodying the midfield support role to a T. The midfielder's work rate and stamina are second to none, and the difference he's made since coming into the side is clearly evident here.
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   Contrast that with the man he replaced, Jean-François Christophe. Christophe's passing against Gateshead was almost entirely directed towards Shuker on the right wing. It was also mostly square--he passed sideways, rather than forwards or backwards. Richardson's passing yesterday used the angles. Christophe looks downright one-dimensional in comparison.
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   If we look at movement, against Braintree we had players making runs across the entire forward line. But against Gateshead it was pretty much just Shuker on the right flank. Our attacking players look their best when running at defenders, but they just didn't do it in the anaemic display that saw us lose to Gateshead. If you rely too heavily on one player to lead the attack, the opposition can focus on dealing with him; by spreading the runs and through balls between four or five different players, we left Braintree stretched and on edge.
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   Other things I noticed: Bore is always very involved in our build-up play--he consistently contributes more passes than any but one or two other players in the team, and he makes a lot of interceptions. Richardson has, since coming into the team, dominated the midfield. He covers heaps of ground, makes several interceptions per game, and gets up for headers. If he could improve the quality of his output, he'll be brilliant. Shuker, meanwhile, is a beast. He covers 11.3 kilometres per game, on average, all the while managing several crosses, a few dozen passes, and a handful of forward runs.




Day 126 - 7th November, 2011




Zak Ansah strained his knee ligaments in training today. He's looking at two to three months on the sidelines. Poor kid--he just got back from an injury lay-off. And he can't return to Arsenal for better-quality treatment, since apparently we have him on a no-recall loan deal.

   

   Spanish striker Estaban Casagolda joined us on trial today, but not quite early enough to make the Reserves friendly against Matlock.

   

   I gave starts to Olembé and Laurent, hoping to give them some much-needed match fitness. Khano Smith and Johann Smith each got their last chance to impress me, while Pacquette and Robert Taylor returned to the Reserves after being on the fringes of the first team for the past few weeks.

   

   Laurent put the boys in the lead after 12 minutes, flying through the air to meet a Khano Smith cross with an excellent header. It was a majestic leap from the Frenchman.

   

   Khano Smith was sent off in the 33rd minute for a shocking challenge on Daniel Brown. He slid in with two feet when he barely even needed to apply pressure--the ball was deep inside the Matlock half, and neither side had other players nearby. Poor Brown was injured by the challenge; I pray it isn't serious.

   

   I subbed Olembé out for Nicky Nicolau at half time. The Cameroonian was looking tired, and I'm hopeful that he can start for the first team in five days.

   

   Matlock equalised in the 50th minute. Karlton Watson missed his interception of a speculative deep cross, allowing Richardson to sneak in and slide a shot beneath Adamson.

   

   A brilliant through ball from Laurent gave us the lead back in the 68th minute. The speedy Lloyd-McGoldrick raced onto Laurent's pass and calmly placed his shot into the bottom corner of the goal, past the onrushing keeper.

   

   The boys held on for a 2-1 victory, with a strong final 20 minutes where substitutes Woods, Atkinson, and Lloyd-McGoldrick controlled the game. The big highlight, of course, was Laurent's fantastic performance in his first run-out after four months on the sidelines.




Day 127 - 8th November, 2011




Shuker and Barnes-Homer made the team of the week. Remarkably--considering his exceptional average rating--this is only the second time Barnes-Homer has been selected. (It's the first for Shuker.)

   

   Barnes-Homer is now topping the league on average rating--at 7.53--and equal fourth on goals (he has 12). Shuker leads the assists chart, with 12. Barnes-Homer scores a goal every 125.83 minutes, and Koroma every 133.88 minutes, on average. That means that Barnes-Homer is currently on track to score 30+ goals this season. Impressive.

   

   Power ranks second on key passes, with 19--one less than Conor Newton of Gateshead. Barnes-Homer is up at equal sixth on this chart, managing an impressive 16--pretty bloody good for a striker who tends to play off the last man. Shuker has 13 key passes, putting him equal eighth.

   

   In the air, Rui Marques dominates. He has 34 key headers, more than all but two Conference players. Yado Mambo of Ebbsfleet has 36, while Graeme Lee of Darlington also has 34.




Day 128 - 9th November, 2011




We had a backroom meeting today. Apparently it's been two weeks since the last one. My, how time flies.

   

   Peter Bore is unhappy with the amount of extra work he's been asked to do in training. I cut back slightly on it. I wasn't willing to take it away entirely, since his passing skills are...not great--yet he sees lots of the ball.

   

   Turns out Karlton Watson and Rui Marques dislike each other. It was suggested that Marques should tutor Watson, which I thought was a good idea. But both players were extremely reluctant to go along with it. They agreed after a little push from me, but I'm not confident it'll last. As long as they don't kill each other, it's okay, I guess.




Day 129 - 10th November, 2011




The deadlines for loan transfers and free transfers are in a week. There'll be no opportunities whatsoever to bring outside players into the team after that, until the transfer window opens again in January. If we need any players to shore up the ranks for the last two months of the year, I need to act quickly.

   

   Left wing back Miro finished his trial and left the club today, clearly disappointed that his injury got in the way of his push for a contract. Of course, with Olembé back at the club and happy to stay, Miro wouldn't have stood much of a chance, anyway. The Mozambican was always seen as a potential replacement for Olembé, rather than a compliment or backup to his talents.

   

   Speaking of Olembé, the Cameroonian will be making his first start in two months this weekend...hopefully. There's still a question mark over his fitness, but if he gets his condition up above 90% I'll put him in.




Day 130 - 11th November, 2011




We're expected to lose in tomorrow's FA Cup First Round clash with League 1 side Crewe. I think we've got a decent chance, though. We're high on confidence and Crewe are having a terrible season. We'll be hurting without Koroma, but Olembé looks like he'll be fit to start.

   

   And I haven't wanted to win a match as much as I do this one. That must count for something.




Day 131 - 12th November, 2011




I made several changes to the team for today's FA Cup First Round match against Crewe. Olembé returned to the left wing, despite not being fully fit. Sam Smith and Samba Kanouté replaced the injured Koroma and suspended Marques, respectively. Woods stepped in for his first start since signing three weeks ago; Power dropped back to the bench. I also handed spots to Watson, Laurent, and Nutter in the 18-man match squad.

   

   We started the stronger side, pushing into the Crewe penalty area several times in the opening five minutes and twice testing the keeper.

   

   Crewe went close with two quick-fire strikes from close range in the 17th minute. They were starting to assert themselves after our bright start. Shuker was struggling with a few knocks, too. I worried that he wouldn't make it through the game.

   

   Gowling and Halstead saved Park from blushes just before half time. The left back gave the ball away deep inside our own half, but Gowling was quick to dive in front of Crewe striker Shaun Miller's shot. With the sting taken out of it, Halstead still needed to react quickly to keep the ball out.

   

   We went in level at the break, although Shuker and Smith perhaps should have scored on the stroke of half time--their shots were too close to the Crewe keeper.

   

   Crewe went ahead in the 55th minute. Tootie played short from the left wing to Moore, who was just inside the box. Moore trapped the ball, turned, and fired a shot low and hard towards goal. Halstead dived to his right and got a hand on the ball, but the goalkeeper could not keep it out. With Olembé and Shuker looking tired, I wondered whether we had the juice to get back in the match.

    

   We threw men forward, desperately seeking an equaliser. We created chances, but it was Crewe's Patrick Dillon who scored the next goal (in the 59th minute). On the break, Brough crossed low for Nick Powell--who got a toe to the ball, but could do no more thanks to a misunderstanding with Westwood. The ball fell to Dillon, who struck fiercely towards the top corner, catapulting his side to a two-goal lead.

   

   I sent Laurent and Power on for Shuker and Bore, switching to three at the back with Richardson as anchor. It was all or nothing; we had half an hour to turn the game around, in front of Crewe's fans.

   

   Smith had been terrible; I subbed him out for Russell with ten minutes to go, pushing Laurent up to striker. Russell nearly made an instant impact, heading an Olembé cross just wide on 81 minutes.

   

   Park conceded a penalty on the 88-minute mark. It was never a foul. Dillon calmly converted the spot kick, putting the result beyond doubt. I felt gutted. We didn't deserve to lose the game, but there I was powerless to stop my boys being knocked out of the FA Cup.

   

   We kept fighting for the last few minutes, and Barnes-Homer missed a golden opportunity for a consolation goal. But 3-0 to Crewe is how it ended. Would the game have gone differently if Marques and Koroma had been available? Maybe, but it's not worth dwelling on it.




Day 132 - 13th November, 2011




I did a bit of analysis to see how Crewe managed to beat us by three goals yesterday, despite my boys looking dangerous.

   

   First thing I noticed was the high concentration of passes to and from Crewe's left wing. Bore had a shocking game, and Shuker struggled. They also managed a significant number of successful balls on the right flank. Clearly we didn't do enough to stem the flow of possession to wide positions. Interestingly, there was barely anything through the middle. Crewe moved the ball out to the flanks quickly, and often. It's no wonder that we struggled to cope, then, with our chief defensive talents being through the middle and our wide men blessed more with attacking skills than anything else.
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   Crewe's passing chart (left side is defence; right side is attack)

   

   How could I have dealt with the problem? I could have moved Shuker into a more attacking role, shifting Bore into the right midfield slot. Kanouté or Gowling should have been deployed at right back, while Woods and Richardson should have been given more creative licence. We were effectively shut out on our left wing, so Nutter should have come in for Olembé to bolster our defence. And I should have changed our play style to focus on going through the middle, perhaps with balls over the top for the pacy strikers. Too many passes were intended for Smith to flick on with his head; he lost all six headers that he went for.
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   Our passing chart

   

   I might have also had some luck with three strikers or a man--probably Russell or Power--in the hole just behind the strikers.




Day 133 - 14th November, 2011




I got a scout report on Alloa player/manager Paul Hartley. He's a former Scottish international, and a brilliant player, but he's lost all his speed. I'm tempted to get him so that he can just walk around the centre circle directing the play. I can't get past that rating of 4/20 for pace, though, especially when he has 6/20 for acceleration and stamina.

   

   I offered to trade him for Pacquette. I doubt Alloa will accept. I still need to get the wage bill down, so I'd love to trade Pacquette for someone who could actually be of use during the second half of the season.




Day 134 - 15th November, 2011




I did some looking ahead. We have six league games before Christmas, along with one cup game (the FA Trophy First Round), plus two more before the new year. That's nine games over the next 46 days (and ten over the next 49, since there's another game on the 2nd of January). It's more than a game a week, but not a brutal schedule by any means.

   

   There's a strong likelihood that I'll be able to field a near full-strength side in every one of those matches. A couple of players may get burnt out and need a rest, but there's enough of a buffer for them to recover. And we've got enough depth that I can do light rotation--Laurent, Russell, Atkinson, Power, Nutter, Kanouté, Watson, Anyon, Taylor, and Smith are all second or third choice and all capable of playing regular Conference football. In fact, I expect Laurent, Russell, Nutter, and Kanouté to push for a spot in my first-choice eleven over the next six weeks.

   

   It'll be a crucial period. If we do well, we're set for promotion. If we do badly, we're back in the mix with the other playoff challengers. And if we fall somewhere in between, with middling performances and so-so results, we could give Mansfield a clear run at the title.




Day 135 - 16th November, 2011




Alloa refused my offer to trade Richard Pacquette for Paul Hartley. No surprises there. I added Danny Lloyd-McGoldrick to sweeten the deal, but I expect they'll turn that down too.

   

   We're still roughly £1,500 over the weekly wage budget. If I could get rid of the players I don't want, we'd fall under budget. Platt, Sinclair, Nicolau, Pacquette, Rodney, and Lloyd-McGoldrick together earn £2,900 a week. And they're the players I want to sell. Why doesn't anybody want them? I don't even care if they go on free transfers. I just don't want to terminate their contracts (unless they become a disruptive influence, in which case I'll bite the bullet and do it).

   

   Do other managers have this much trouble offloading players?

   

   I suspect that handling transfers and unwanted players is one of the less realistic aspects of Football Manager's simulation. The biggest issue, as any fellow fans of the series can attest, is that you very quickly accumulate gigantic squads. If you're decent at spotting bargains, you'll probably end up with an oversized squad where there are two or three teams worth of first-team-calibre players (rather like Manchester City in recent years, and Chelsea in the earliest Abramovich days). It's especially an issue when new to the club, or when rising through the divisions.

   

   You don't have to worry so much about the politics or internal drama or the culture of the club, as you would in real life. You just try to build the best team you can, to suit your style, with the budget and resources at hand. Offloading popular players seldom has an impact beyond a few weeks of fan discontent. And there's no neat way to sit someone down and say, "You have two options: Take this mutual termination deal, with x compensation, or sit on the sidelines until your contract runs out. You won't play for us again."

   

   You can pull up the Private Chat tool, and ask them--once--to accept a mutual termination of their contract. You can also warn them that you don't plan to use them again. But there's no way to categorically say what you mean. That gap makes it hard to communicate your intentions. And it's even more pronounced on signing players.

   

   Anyone worth their salt will care about far more than just money, bonuses, and job descriptions when changing employer. Players want to know that a club shares their values and ambitions, but these and the more intangible aspects of the game are mostly lost in the abstraction. They're lingering beneath the surface--a few numbers that fudge the dice rolls one way or the other. But, as everywhere else, Football Manager's numbers can't match the complex emergence of real-world interactions. Your negotiation strategy is abstracted down to just money, and at what loss?

   

   There's not enough subtlety to Football Manager. But how much should there be? We're not chasing total realism; we want the boring and tedious bits minimised and the fun and exciting parts maximised. Because it's just a game, even if we sometimes forget this.




Day 136 - 17th November, 2011




As expected, Alloa rejected my exchange offer for Paul Hartley. I switched out Richard Pacquette for Tony Sinclair and resubmitted the offer. They'll almost certainly turn it down, but I want to try anyway.

   

   The free transfer and loan transfer deadlines have now closed. That's it, then--we're stuck with the current bunch until January, with a couple of them finishing up their loan deals in December.




Day 137 - 18th November, 2011




We're expected to beat Bath pretty comfortably away from home tomorrow. It's important that we win, I think, after the disappointment in the FA Cup against Crewe last time out.

   

   The journalists at the pre-match press conference really got on my goat today. They kept asking for my opinion on how other teams would fare in their matches this week, pressing me for a response when I told them it wasn't my place to make predictions. I gave them their headline, though, stating that I think we'll win the league this season.

   

   I'm actually not so confident. I think we're a great chance for it, sure, and we're setting the pace, so I'll stake my claim and put out a challenge to the other managers: pick up and keep up, or be left in our dust. If we're still top at Christmas, I'll be confident. It's just big talk until then.




Day 138 - 19th November, 2011




Rui Marques returned from his one-match suspension for today's trip to Bath. Kanouté dropped to the bench to make way.

   

   Bath lined up conservatively, with a flat five-man midfield and Jamie Cook as lone striker. I worried about this, because we've struggled against crowded midfield's in the past. But we've got Richardson and Woods in the centre now, and we didn't before, so I hoped they would make the difference.

   

   We opened the scoring in the 19th minute. Olembé and Park linked well on the left wing before the Cameroonian swung a cross towards the near post. Barnes-Homer managed to get his head to the ball, but couldn't direct it goalwards under attention from Watkins. Paul Stonehouse found himself in the path of Barnes-Homer's header and snatched wildly in an attempt to clear. The ball bounced off his shin and rolled towards the goal line. Stonehouse panicked and slid in desperately, only succeeding in bundling the ball over the line--right out of his goalkeeper's grasp.

   

   Bath drew level on 25 minutes. Cook rose unmarked to meet a corner ball from the edge of the six-yard box. His header went in off the underside of the bar.

   

   Smith should have put us back in front on 30 minutes. With a clear shot on goal and plenty of time, he struck the ball straight into the Bath keeper's gloves from 20 yards out. Back up the other end, Bath went close on the stroke of half time. Only a quick reaction and great diving save from Halstead kept the scores level.

   

   Woods put us ahead in the 48th minute with a brilliant 25-yard strike. It was the central midfielder's first goal for the club, and it calmed the Lincoln nerves.

   

   We nearly scored a third just a minute later. Smith ran with the ball down the right and chipped into the box from the byline. Barnes-Homer rose well to head goalwards, but his effort went just wide. Not to worry, though, as it took only a further two minutes for Olembé to double the lead.

   

   Woods intercepted a loose ball deep inside opposition territory, then slid a pass sideways to the onrushing Cameroonian winger. Olembé took a touch before rifling a low left-footed shot at the far-bottom corner. Garner dived well to his left, but the strike was too powerful, and it shook the Bath net--to the horror of the home fans behind the goal.

   

   Gowling made it four in the 58th minute, left unmarked on the far post to head across goal and past the hapless Bath keeper.

   

   I took the three-goal lead as an opportunity to rest Olembé, replacing the winger with Russell before the match restarted. Woods was forced off six minutes later with injury, moments before a planned substitution for Power. I had been looking to keep the midfielder fresh for the midweek fixture; with the injury I just prayed he'd not spend much time out.

   

   Laurent replaced Shuker in the 74th minute, and once again looked bright. The Frenchman's been impressive since returning from a long-term injury; if he keeps this up he'll be getting a run in the starting lineup before long.

   

   I could not have been much happier with the second half performance. The boys were brilliant, especially Woods, Richardson, and Olembé. My pre-match prediction that Richardson and Woods would be vital in central midfield proved right; they won the ball and controlled the play throughout the final hour (or the middle half hour, for Woods).

   

   The injury verdict on Woods is a dead leg. He'll be out for a week, which unfortunately means he may miss the next two matches.




Day 139 - 20th November, 2011




It looks as though I'll be able to play an unchanged team for the midweek game, other than the forced switch of Power in for the injured Michael Woods. With Olembé and Shuker at the top of their game at the moment, we may not even notice the central midfielder is missing. At least, that's what I hope will happen.

   

   In other news, the Reserves face Tamworth Reserves in a friendly tomorrow. It'll be my chance to finally get a proper look at skilful striker Esteban Casagolda, who's on trial with us for another two weeks. Not sure how I'll make up eleven fit players who aren't wanted for the first-team match squad against Forest Green, but I'll figure something out.




Day 140 - 21st November, 2011




We're favourites for tomorrow's home game against Forest Green. We should win easily, but we need to be on guard for any surprises. There's a minor uncertainty over Barnes-Homer's fitness; he's pulled up today still looking tired. But I think he'll be okay.

   

   The Reserves faced off against Tamworth Reserves in a friendly today.

   

   It was a quiet game for the first 25 minutes, then Watson towered above everyone to power a header home from a corner.

   

   With a bit of momentum behind them, my boys carved out a few more chances before half time. But the two sides went into the break with one goal between them.

   

   A calamitous bit of goalkeeping in the 54th minute nearly handed Tamworth Reserves an equaliser. Only a quick reaction from Watson saved Adamson's blushes, as the defender swept the ball clear.

   

   Lloyd-McGoldrick doubled the lead in the 58th minute with a great bit of skill. The forward ran past three defenders, showing a remarkable change of pace, and slid his shot beneath the keeper.

   

   Casagolda made the third with a fine flick-on header in the 73rd minute. Lloyd-McGoldrick raced onto the ball and looked certain to score, only to be tackled at the last moment by Tamworth Reserves defender Dean Turner. Turner and the rest of his team watched on in despair as the ball rolled over the line for an own goal.

   

   Lloyd-McGoldrick was brilliant in his 45 minutes on the pitch. Casagolda, on the other hand, struggled to make an impact beyond that one moment in the 73rd minute. He'll have to do a lot better next time if he wants to get me seriously thinking about a contract offer.




Day 141 - 22nd November, 2011




Josh Gowling made the Team of the Week for the fourth time this season, after a fine performance on the weekend.

   

   Power replaced the injured Woods for today's game against Forest Green. Otherwise, we were unchanged.

   

   The match could not have got off to a worse start. Leon Redwood broke through and scored after just 33 seconds, stunning our fans into silence.

   

   Marques and Park had shots cleared off the line in the 10th minute, and it looked like we were set for an impending equaliser.

   

   Then Marques played a horrendous pass across his own penalty area. Redwood beat Gowling to the ball, drilling it past our hapless keeper. Two goals down after 17 minutes, we were in all kinds of trouble.

   

   We rallied well. Shuker thrice set up Barnes-Homer, but the striker couldn't put his shots on target. Then Smith and Bore combined to give Power a chance, but the midfielder's header was too soft. Olembé set up Smith for another chance soon after, as we took control of the match.

   

   Power finally pulled one back in the 41st minute from the penalty spot, calming placing his shot past the keeper.

   

   We came out just as strong in the second half. A strong cross from Olembé in the 48th minute bounced off a defender into the woodwork. Shuker responded instantly, and looked likely to reach the ball first, but Jamie Strong tripped the winger. Penalty, said referee Russell Fletcher. Power stepped up again and buried the ball into the bottom left corner.

   

   Barnes-Homer had a goal disallowed for offside in the 63rd minute, as we pressed for the lead. Then Tommy Wright climbed above our defenders to head a corner in and reclaim the lead. I was distraught, but we still had time to turn the game around.

   

   On came Laurent and Nutter for Smith and Park. Fresh legs and a different approach would surely make the difference, I thought. I was right. Shuker set up Laurent for the equaliser in the 70th minute, and the Frenchman made no mistake.

   

   Forest Green lucked out again on 75 minutes when an Assombalonga free kick snuck in beneath the cross bar, restoring their lead once again.

   

   Olembé headed just wide in the 79th minute; we desperately sought another equaliser. But it wasn't to be, and Forest Green hung on for the 4-3 win. We were shocked and devastated, having come from behind twice--once with a two-goal deficit. We dominated the match and the possession, but the curse of the five-man midfield struck once again.

   

   We failed to adequately handle the few chances the opposition had, and they punished us for it. We were unlucky and they were lucky, but they shouldn't have been given the chances in the first place. It was our first defeat in the league in 14 matches.




Day 142 - 23rd November, 2011




Our rivals at the top of the table, Mansfield, just got through a draining FA Cup First Round Replay with Torquay, and we play them in three days. That's great news for us--we get to face off against a tired Mansfield team.

   

   Star striker Ben Hutchinson looked particularly exhausted. If he plays against us on Saturday, he'll be below his best. They'll still have the home ground advantage, though, so the odds won't be stacked in our favour. Interesting bit of trivia there, actually, in that we've yet to lose an away game and they've yet to lose a home game this season. More concerning is that they've conceded just three goals in ten home matches.




Day 143 - 24th November, 2011




I hosted a backroom meeting today.

   

   Coach Grant Brown suggested two potential new scouts, neither of whom impressed me--through reputation or ability. He also indicated that I should drop goalkeeper Mark Halstead and left back Matthew Park from the first team. Halstead can hardly be blamed for the recent downturn in form, when his defence has opened up in front of him.

   

   Park has proven to be the patchiest player in the team, good one week and terrible the next. Nutter will return in his place for the next match, then I'll play it by ear as to which one gets the spot long-term.

   

   Brown also had the gall to suggest that Shuker shouldn't be taking corners. We've scored six goals from corners in the league -- equal third best -- and he took half of those. I'm not changing anything; after Olembé, he's the best option we have.




Day 144 - 25th November, 2011




We're only slight underdogs for tomorrow's top of the table clash with Mansfield. It's shaping up to be a brilliant game--two attacking sides with outstanding goal-scoring records; Mansfield unbeaten at home and us unbeaten away from home.

   

   Former Lincoln star Glenn Cockerill singled out defender Luke O'Neill as Mansfield's one to watch. He's certainly been having a strong season, but I have it on good authority that the lad's struggling with fatigue. Olembé's energetic running and technical skill could well prove too much for O'Neill to handle.

   

   This promises to be the most important game of the season--it could make or break our title campaign.




Day 145 - 26th November, 2011




Woods didn't quite make it back in time for today's big game against Mansfield, so Power kept his spot in central midfield. Nutter replaced Park at left back, but we were otherwise unchanged from the team that lost so dramatically to Forest Green.

   

   It was easy to see how Mansfield could come into the match with the best defensive record in the league. They calmly dealt with every through ball and attacking run, keeping us from making any concerted efforts on goal during the opening half hour.

   

   We struggled to find any way through, and Mansfield held the upper hand for the duration of the first half. We staved off the challenge, however, and went in at the break needing a change of strategy.

   

   I subbed Power out for Atkinson and told the boys to focus on attacking via the flanks.

   

   It seemed to work. We came out strong, with Olembé tearing holes in Mansfield's defence several times over a ten minute period. Shuker's running made the first goal, however, as the diminutive forward broke free on the right wing and crossed to the penalty spot--where Olembé popped up to head home.

   

   Barnes-Homer nearly made it two right on the hour mark, shooting just wide after a one-two with Smith on the edge of the area.

   

   Mansfield midfielder Gary Roberts went off injured in the 85th minute, after his side had made all three substitutions. With ten men on the pitch and fatigue setting in, they looked dead and buried. But I still worried about Ross Dyer's pace on the counter.

   

   My fears proved well-founded. Mansfield won a corner after a quick attack, and Briscoe converted the set piece from close range. It was a dramatic equaliser in the 92nd minute of the match, but on balance it was fair. Both teams put up a great fight, and neither deserved to win or lose. It still hurts to have the points taken away right at the close of the game, though.

   

   The result means that we both maintain our unbeaten records on this side of the draw--Mansfield at home and us on the road. Wrexham also drew, so there are no changes at the top of the table. And Mansfield can still reclaim first place if they win their game in hand. Today's match had the potential to swing the tides for or against us; in the end, it changed nothing.




Day 146 - 27th November, 2011




After the highs and lows and tension of the past week, today's complete and utter silence was a welcome change. We're going through a rough patch at the moment, but I think we're going to pull through.

   

   Rowan Kaiser wrote an interesting editorial on Gameranx about Football Manager and the Limitations of Fun (http://www.gameranx.com/features/id/9071/article/football-manager-and-the-limitations-of-fun/) that I'd like to discuss here. He described Football Manager as not being "fun," but still being worthwhile for its chance to go for "greatness," and asserted, "There's no way I can describe Football Manager and make it seem interesting." I take issue with this quote, but agree with the broader sentiment of the piece. Allow me to explain.

   

   To describe Football Manager--in its current incarnation or the original 1992 release of Championship Manager--as boring is to show either a lack of imagination or a failure to understand the beautiful game (or both). It is football management without the messy bits; reality distilled into a potent video-game concoction with you as the plausible hero. You get to live out the fantasy of leading your team to local, national, and international glory. Most of us don't stand a chance of playing professional football for Manchester United or Real Madrid or, ahem, England--we lack the necessary athleticism, skill, talent, and panache.

   

   But every football fan likes to think that he could set the tactics, sign the players, and pick the lineup that would lead his or her team to greatness--that's what we do over a pint at the pub or from our armchair at home. The dream of being a top football manager seems almost attainable, and that is the big draw of Sports Interactive's series.

   

   Fun is not a good word to describe the feeling I get as I discover a hidden gem--an unknown future star--while poring through dozens of pages of player listings, or when I make a substitution that instantly turns the game. It cannot explain my satisfaction with looking back over five years of building my squad and dragging the club from the lower leagues to European stardom on a nickel-and-dime budget.

   

   Watching my boys take the lead against Mansfield yesterday wasn't fun, nor was coming back from two goals behind against Forest Green a few days ago; it was exhilarating, thrilling, electrifying. My pulse quickened and my hands shook. When they scored a short time later I felt crushed and broken. I ran my hands through my hair, glanced around nervously, and willed my team to respond.

   

   My heart races just thinking about it. Adrenaline pumped through me as I sought the magical formula that would win us the match. Yesterday's game was important; it could have changed the course of the season. I was as eager and invested as any super fan, but unlike them my shouts and cries could to some extent be heard. I had just enough power to feel in control, commanding. But not enough that I didn't feel helpless, too--because I am but one man on the sidelines, rather than an omniscient being capable of bending the forces of reality in my favour (as I would do in a FIFA or Pro Evo game).

   

   These dualities of control and helplessness, plausible fantasies and undeniable realities are where Football Manager transcends "fun" and video games and becomes a dream world of quitting your job to get paid to think and talk about football. We all think we could be great managers; here we have the chance to prove it. Maybe there's some fun in that, but really it's about the glory, frustration, accomplishment, failure, control, and feasibility of managing a little slice of football history. Sounds pretty interesting to me.




Day 147 - 28th November, 2011




We drew Gainsborough in the FA Trophy First Round. The match is scheduled for Saturday the 10th of December--twelve days from now--at The Northolme. That's another away draw for us. Home or away, it should be an easy match, though--Gainsborough are in the league below us.

   

   Looking at the fixture list, it seems our next match is an important one. It's against fifth-placed and in-form Grimsby. We should have Koroma and Woods back in the team for it, so I'm feeling pretty confident.




Day 148 - 29th November, 2011




Koroma's back in full training after three weeks out with a twisted knee. We've missed his pace and direct running; it'll be great to have him in the side again. Smith's been disappointing since his return, and Barnes-Homer hasn't been as effective without a strike partner to do all the fetching.

   

   Gowling pulled up looking exhausted today. I guess playing 90 minutes week in, week out takes its toll. Kanouté's not ready to step in for a run in the starting lineup, though, so I hope he can survive another few weeks.




Day 149 - 30th November, 2011




We've been bumped off top spot in the league. Mansfield won their game in hand 2-1 tonight, so they leap frog into first with 49 points--two points ahead.

   

   Karlton Watson had a great month on the training ground in November. Perhaps working with Rui Marques is a good thing for him after all, despite the fuss they both made about it.

   

   Shuker's tireless efforts on the right wing recently didn't go unnoticed by the powers that be. He earned second place in the November Player of the Month awards. The big question is whether or not he can keep it up; he's been one of our best players this season, but's his form has been nonetheless patchy.

   

   And for the first time, I'm not among the top three managers of the month. Ian Bogie claimed the award for the second month running, as Gateshead continue their charge up the table. That's them on the red line below, while we're the green one. Perhaps it's Gateshead, not Mansfield, that I should be concerned about.




Day 150 - 1st December, 2011




The club's finances are sinking into further disrepair. Losses totalled £58,238 last month, leaving us with a current balance of £245,891 in the red. That's a quarter of a million pounds overdraft. How much more can the club afford before administration comes knocking?

   

   The club's only worth around a million, so I don't see how the board could borrow against value. The current wage bill is roughly £1,500 over budget. If we trimmed it down by two grand a week, that might stem the losses to...fifty thousand a month. This is ridiculous. How can they be running such an awful business, which seems incapable of turning a profit.

   

   At the moment it's their problem, not mine. But how much longer can this last before it trickles down to me and I have to gut my first team? It's like an axe dangling above my head, with finances rather than performance dictating whether it will fall.




Day 151 - 2nd December, 2011




The only thing of note that happened today was our own John Nutter getting a mention in the Non-League Paper. He's leading the league on penalty conversions (with four).

   

   I guess something else of note did happen, if you care about [virtual, simulated] world football. The World Golden Ball shortlist got announced, with Cristiano Ronaldo, Andrés Iniesta, Lionel Messi, Wayne Rooney, David Villa, and Xavi considered front-runners for the award. Perhaps the most surprising inclusion on the list is Yohan Cabaye of Newcastle--the Frenchman's having a brilliant debut season at The Magpies.




Day 152 - 3rd December, 2011




We're slight favourites for tomorrow's televised home tie against fifth-placed Grimsby.

   

   I told the press that we'll be attacking "whilst remaining responsible at the back." This press conference thing is getting pretty stale. They never ask me interesting questions. [And I'm never allowed to give interesting responses.]

   

   Our Under 18s lost again. They're still fifth, but rapidly losing ground on the teams above. Aaron Rice continues to be singled out by Grant Brown as the top performer, but he's really a small fish in a tiny pond.




Day 153 - 4th December, 2011




Koroma and Woods returned to the starting lineup for today's televised match against Grimsby. It was captain Rui Marques's 200th career league appearance (and his 22nd for Lincoln).

   

   Koroma opened the scoring after just 13 minutes, calmly slotting home Barnes-Homer's excellent pass. He nearly doubled his tally two minutes later, sliding in to meet Olembé's cross. But the ball rebounded off the inside of the post and got hacked clear.

   

   We missed Koroma while he was out injured, so it was no surprise to have his influence felt at such an early stage. Our attacks were all Koroma and Olembé during the opening half hour. But Shuker's the one who next found the back of the net, chipping his free kick over the wall and past the keeper from just outside the box in the 31st minute.

   

   I got worried when Koroma went down injured a short time later, landing awkwardly after a tackle at the end of one of his winding runs. After lengthy treatment on the sidelines, the striker returned to the pitch, but it wasn't clear that he'd shaken off the knock.

   

   Barnes-Homer hit the bar with a looping header on 62 minutes. We appeared well and truly in control of the match. Still struggling with his knock Koroma made way for Laurent moments later. The Frenchman could have made an immediate impact, first running on to Shuker's through ball then rising to head Olembé's cross. But neither of his efforts hit the target.

   

   He didn't miss in the 74th minute, though, when he volleyed Shuker's low cross past the keeper from six yards out.

   

   Gowling should have added a fourth ten minutes from the end of the match, with an easy far-post header. But the central defender's effort sailed high over the bar. It didn't matter, however, as we held on for a comfortable 3-0 victory. Koroma made the difference on his return, although credit has to be given to Shuker for another brilliant right-wing performance and to the defenders for keeping a tight ship.

   

   Barnes-Homer went another match goalless. He's playing well, though, so hopefully it won't affect his confidence.

   

   We're back on top of the league, but it's likely to be only temporary. Mansfield still have to play, and their opponents are the woeful Kettering--who are propping up the table with a measly nine points and just two wins.




Day 154 - 5th December, 2011




Esteban Casagolda finished his trial and left the club today. I'm still interested in signing him, but we have neither the budget nor room in the squad for the skilful striker. Between Koroma, Barnes-Homer, Laurent, and the new guy arriving in January, we're full up on high-quality striking options.

   

   Koroma and Shuker pulled up fine after their knocks in yesterday's win against Grimsby. They'll be fit to start next week.




Day 155 - 6th December, 2011




Koroma and Russell are unhappy with their training workloads. Given that it's the crazy part of the season, I elected to appease them. I took Koroma off extra passing training, and stopped Russell's right midfield (as opposed to his preferred right attacking midfield) positional focus.

   

   Another day of little things.





Day 156 - 7th December, 2011




Nothing to see here; move along.

   

   Today was the first day in which absolutely nothing happened. I'm pleasantly surprised that I managed to last so long with something to say each day. I expected to have a day like today every couple of weeks, so this is a huge turn up for the books.

   

   For anyone not familiar with the game, it's normal to have three days fly by in as many minutes. Hell, when it's really quiet you can go through an entire week without touching a button--unless you arrange for the game to stop, it will "continue" until something notable happens.

   

   It's not like the old days (or the Classic mode introduced by Football Manager 2013), where you could plow through an entire season in one or two evenings. But the life of a virtual football manager moves a lot faster than that of a real one--which is kind of getting into the whole point of this exercise. My experience here is way different, as this epic story of an entire season played "one day at a time" attests.




Day 157 - 8th December, 2011




I went through the list of unwanted players and offered them all to other clubs. The transfer window reopens in under a month, so now seems like a good time to try offloading these guys eating up a sizable chunk of the wage bill...again. I don't expect anything to happen, but you never know if you don't try.




Day 158 - 9th December, 2011




As expected, we didn't get any offers for Watson, Pacquette, Rodney, Lloyd-McGoldrick, or Sinclair. I don't know what I'm going to do with them. They're such deadweights being in the squad, but it's better to have them as backups in the event of a horrendous injury crisis than to cop it on the chin and pay out their contracts (i.e., release them).

   

   We're clear favourites for tomorrow's FA Trophy First Round clash with Blue Square Bet North side Gainsborough. I'm expecting us to destroy them.

   

   Michael Richardson is reportedly a transfer target for League 2 side Accrington. I sure hope they don't get him; he's been a revelation for us on loan from Newcastle, and I'd hate to miss out on the young central midfielder.

   

   In other news, we lost Mark Halstead today. His loan deal from Blackpool expired, so we're back to playing Anyon in goal--flying by the seat of our pants with no decent second choice keeper.




Day 159 - 10th December, 2011




I made several changes for the FA Trophy clash against Gainsborough. Anyon stepped in to the vacated spot between the sticks. Robson and Kanouté came in to the defence, with Gowling and Bore rested. Russell took Shuker's regular spot on the right wing, and Laurent got his chance to impress from the start--replacing Barnes-Homer, who was dropped to the bench.

   

   The first goal should have come on 11 minutes, when Woods played Laurent through to a one-on-one. The Frenchman snatched at his shot, however, and the ball sailed harmlessly wide. Up the other end, it took a good save from Anyon to keep the scores level in the 15th minute.

   

   Nutter hit the post a few minutes later, with neither Koroma nor Laurent able to convert the rebound--despite their best efforts. Both teams continued to threaten, with my boys looking the more likely to break the deadlock, but we went into the second half all square.

   

   Olembé put us in front in the 49th minute, creeping into the box for a throw in and being the first to Michael Woods' cross.

   

   Koroma doubled our lead on the hour mark, slipping through to the far post to meet Olembé's cross first time. The Gainsborough defenders did nothing to keep track of the striker's movement.

   

   Laurent finally got his goal with ten minutes to play. Koroma outpaced Cowan and broke into the penalty area on the right, then crossed low towards the Frenchman. The Gainsborough keeper came out, but couldn't catch the ball, and Laurent had an easy finish.

   

   The players left the pitch to a well-deserved and thunderous standing ovation, 3-0 victors after a superb second-half performance. Olembé took man of the match for his goal and assist, but it could just as easily gone to Woods or Koroma. Laurent, Nutter, Kanouté, and Robson were all excellent, too.

   

   We got £5,000 for advancing to the next round. This is a competition I think we can win, so I hope the fixtures are kind to us.

   

   Olembé's attracted interest from CSKA Sofia in Bulgaria. I don't want to lose him, but we may not have a choice if they put a good offer on the table. We're a small club in the fifth tier of English football; it's not right to stand in anyone's way if they get a better deal elsewhere.




Day 160 - 11th December, 2011




All was quiet today; Nothing happened. I guess everyone was taking a lazy Sunday off, after a fine win in the FA Trophy yesterday. Next match is in two days.




Day 161 - 12th December, 2011




I declined to comment on the Luton manager's assertion that Darlington could prove tricky for us. What's the point? And, really, who cares? It's not like he--or his team--matters.

   

   We're actually underdogs according to the bookmakers. Darlington are way down in 18th place, but that's with a ten-point deduction (for starting the season in administration, I believe). Without the penalty, they'd be seventh. Still, we're in better form. And we're unbeaten on the road. I'm frankly surprised that the odds aren't firmly stacked in our favour.

   

   We drew York in the FA Trophy Second Round. That's far from ideal, since they're one of the strongest teams in the competition. I still think we're a good chance to go all the way to the final, but now we may face a tricky path to get there.




Day 162 - 13th December, 2011




Bore, Gowling, Shuker, and Barnes-Homer all returned to the starting eleven for today's league fixture against Darlington, after being rested for the weekend cup match.

   

   We got our first chance in the fifth minute, when Koroma's pressing caused a defensive error on the edge of the box. Barnes-Homer intercepted and strode into the area, but his shot was easily parried away.

   

   The striker didn't make the same mistake twice. Shuker made it onto the end of Nutter's lofted through ball on the half hour mark. The winger crossed for Barnes-Homer, who took one touch before firing the ball past the wrong-footed Darlington keeper. It was his first league goal in eight matches.

   

   Barnes-Homer turned provider just after the break. He made an incisive run along the right side, then crossed low from the byline. Koroma got to the ball first, and he never misses from that close. We were two-nil up and in control of a match everyone said we'd lose. Surprise, surprise. Our incredible away form continues.

   

   Darlington pulled one back in the 54th minute, however, keeping things interesting. Fergus Bell made the goal with a great individual effort, dribbling from a central position 30 yards out to cross from the byline on the left wing. Nutter looked like he would get a clearance away, but Foster snuck in and tapped the ball into the back of the net.

   

   The match ebbed and flowed for the next half hour, with both sides creating chances but neither able to convert. Then Darlington pulled level from a set piece with eight minutes to spare. From deep in our half, Brown threw in short to Bell--who crossed low to the edge of the six-yard box. Bridge-Wilkinson broke free from his man to fire home. All square with less than ten minutes to play, and our wingers looking tired, I wondered if we had enough juice left in the tank to retake the lead.

   

   I thought we had it in the 89th minute. A great bit of direct passing led to a chance for substitute Laurent on the edge of the box. But the Frenchman fired his shot over the bar.

   

   Moments later, Barnes-Homer was dragged down inches outside the penalty area. Shuker hit the crossbar with the resultant free kick. Then we ran out of time.

   

   Barnes-Homer took man of the match, despite his failing to carry us to victory in the closing stages. Meanwhile, we move one point clear at the top of the table. But 2nd-placed Mansfield still have a match to play.

   

   Darlington manager Craig Liddle praised me for getting my players to move the ball around. I in turn praised him for the fine job he's done in charge of the troubled club.




Day 163 - 14th December, 2011




Nothing of note happened today. Again.




Day 164 - 15th December, 2011




I took a look at the statistics from our last match. It's amazing how similar the two sides were. Our actions across several different areas--including passing, shooting, crossing, heading, set pieces, and shots--mirrored those of Darlington. I've never seen this before.

   

   We did a better job of moving the ball around (see below; we're on the right), but that was the only noticeable difference. It's easy to see how we could draw the match.

[image: Image]

   Assistant Manager Curtis Woodhouse suggested I take a look at Sebastian Usai, a young Australian goalkeeper. I have some concerns already, just looking at what we know about the lad (teamwork, stamina, pace, acceleration, jumping, aggression, determination, and height are all less than ideal--and they play off each other to make me more uncertain). I'll get the scouts to write up a report on him, though.




Day 165 - 16th December, 2011




The Reserves played Matlock in a friendly match today. The game was all about getting the fringe players fit.

   

   Youngster Robert Taylor looked sharpest early on, and it was his excellent one-two with Pacquette that set out-of-favour striker Nialle Rodney up for the opening goal in the 12th minute.

   

   Matlock answered immediately, however, capitalising on poor defending to score an equaliser from close range just.

   

   I thought we might be in for an exciting--if scrappy--match, and the reckless way in which both sides continued to attack seemed to suggest that I was right.

   

   Taylor again turned provider for Nialle Rodney in the 33rd minute, crossing from the right for an easy tap in. This time, Matlock had no response. We kept pushing, and then a defensive error put Atkinson in possession outside the box.

   

   The midfielder chipped the ball into the penalty area, where it bounced off Pacquette's back and into the path of Rodney. The young striker converted effortlessly, spinning around with a huge grin on his face. He'd bagged a first-half hat-trick.

   

   Matlock striker Matt Goddard had a point to prove, and he twice turned his man before unleashing a vicious shot towards goal. Thankfully (for us), Adamson was more than up to the task of keeping the ball out of the goal.

   

   The second period was quiet, as my Reserves cruised and Matlock struggled for ideas. Rodney claimed the match ball for his hat-trick, and the only other incident of note was an injury to young left midfielder Aaron Rice.

   

   The first report on goalkeeper Sebastian Usai indicates that he is a talented young player, but--much as I judged yesterday--flawed in many respects. In particular, he is a woeful team player with bad positional sense and little physical presence. I'll get a second opinion before deciding whether to overlook these shortcomings and go after him.




Day 166 - 17th December, 2011




Our Under 18s have slipped to sixth in their division, after a two-all home draw with Southend. It looks as though they suffered from the absence of injured left midfielder Aaron Rice, who's been a stand-out performer this season.

   

   After 13 games, they sit 13 points behind leaders Watford. Fourth place seems like a possibility, but I'd wager that they'll finish sixth or seventh. For a team with only two or three players who look to have any future in professional football, that's not so bad.

   

   Mark Bradshaw agreed with Curtis Woodhouse about Sebastian Usai. I'm still concerned about the young keeper's weaknesses holding him back, so I've asked Ian Gardner to throw his hat in the ring. Then I'll make a call about whether to go after Usai.




Day 167 - 18th December, 2011




Zak Ansah finished his loan spell and returned to Arsenal. The 17 year old did well in his four appearances in a Lincoln shirt, scoring once and grabbing two assists. It's such a shame that he strained his knee ligaments and twisted his knee during the three months we had him--Ansah spent more time in the treatment room that he did on the pitch, unfortunately.

   

   I hope to get him back in a Lincoln shirt for the second half of the season, but I doubt that'll happen. We can only loan a few players for long periods each season, and he happens to play a position that we've got well covered (striker, or left wing). It's probably better to go after someone who could strengthen the team elsewhere.

   

   Ian Gardner's report on young goalkeeper Sebastian Usai was consistent with Woodhouse's and Bradshaw's. The lad has pretty good technical skills, along with strong bravery, decision-making, and concentration, but at 180 centimetres (5'11") he's short for a keeper. His positioning, strength, and teamwork are terrible. And he can't jump very high.

   

   I think I'll wait until January, then see if we can get him on loan until the end of the season. If he does well, I'll try to sign him permanently. If not, we let him go--no harm done.




Day 168 - 19th December, 2011




Christophe's on the march back to first-team duty, after having resumed full training today from his two-month injury lay-off.

   

   He needs to do more than just get his fitness and sharpness back, though. The central midfielder has dropped down the pecking order while he's been sidelined. Richardson and Woods are now the first choice pairing in the middle of the park, with Power as cover (for both of them, since Woods can handle a more defensive role if necessary).

   

   For the first time this season, none of my senior players are injured. A couple of the Under 18s are out of action, but every single full-time player is in training rather than the treatment room. If there's going to be discontent about lack of game time, I expect I'll be hearing about it soon--because our squad is big enough that several fringe guys will miss out, and a few others will find themselves out of the spotlight more often than they're willing to accept.

   

   It's currently a 28-man squad, with one set to leave and one soon to arrive. I'm actively trying to offload five others, which means that we're likely to have around 25 players for the second half of the season (including loan signings).




Day 169 - 20th December, 2011




Barnes-Homer made the Blue Square Bet Premier Team of the Week for the third time this season. He's leading the league on average rating, and sits equal third on the goalscoring charts.

   

   We're favourites to beat last-placed Kettering tomorrow. I'm hoping for a huge confidence-boosting win, with goals galore. But the most important thing is that we walk away with three points, whatever the scoreline or performance. I want to be top at Christmas, and that means we need to win.




Day 170 - 21st December, 2011




We fielded an unchanged lineup from the team that drew 2-2 with Darlington last week.

   

   It took just seven minutes for us to take the lead. Kettering defender Jerel Ifil sliced Koroma's cross into the inside top of the net, to the horror of his teammates. Koroma doubled our lead three minutes later, charging ahead of a crowd of players to convert Olembé's corner. 

   

   We weren't done yet. Koroma popped up again in the 34th minute to score his second. Shuker crossed towards the penalty spot, but the ball was cut out by Sangare. He couldn't control it, however, and the ball dropped at Koroma's feet. The in-form striker half-volleyed past a hapless Laurie Walker. 

   

   Kettering started to put up a fight after the break, but we still looked comfortably in control. I subbed Shuker and Woods off to keep them fresh for the next match.

   

   Craig Lindfield gave Kettering a lifeline back into the match in the 70th minute, cutting inside from the left and firing a brilliant shot into the top corner.

    

   The final 20 minutes were a little nervy, with Kettering desperate for goals and my boys caught between complacency and over-confidence. But we held on for a 3-1 win. It's not quite the thrashing that I wanted, but it's a clear margin and we were totally dominant in the first half.

   

   Mansfield lost and Wrexham won, so we're now four points clear of two sides that each have a game in hand. For the first time this season, Mansfield are outside the top two places--in third on goal difference.

   

   The board ran a fan day today, and it resulted in a boon of 2,796 people attending the match. That's still barely a quarter of the stadium capacity, but it's a great turnout for a game at this level. 

   

   Koroma's brace sees him leapfrog Barnes-Homer as our top goalscorer so far this season, despite having appeared in six fewer games. He's in incredible form at the moment, buoyed by the equally stunning performances of Shuker on the right flank.




Day 171 - 22nd December, 2011




With just over a week left until New Year, the club's declining finances don't appear to be getting any better. There's a clear downward trend, from a positive balance at the beginning of July to over a quarter million pounds overdraft today. If you look carefully, it seems that the losses are, ah, lessening.

   

   It's like we're losing money on a gentle trend of exponential decay, with the asymptote somewhere between £500,000 and a million pounds in the red.

   

   I'm watching this nervously because I desperately don't want to be forced into selling Olembé, Barnes-Homer, Koroma, or Shuker--my star players. If an unsolicited offer way above market value comes along, that's a different story--we'll consider it in terms of where that money could be reinvested. But if I have to transfer list anyone to raise funds to pay off debts, that could turn out to be a deal breaker for my future as Lincoln manager (depending on whether or not we go on to win the league).




Day 172 - 23rd December, 2011




The transfer window reopens in just over a week, so it's time to start to looking at potential signings again.

   

   Jason Fowler reported on Bishop's Stortford's young left back Sebastian Dunbar. He's not much chop now, but the lad'll be as good Olembé in a few years, Fowler says. I asked for a second opinion, but I'm leaning towards offering him a contract (he's currently an amateur) and taking my chances.

   

   Twenty-year-old Latvian keeper Evijs Putnins, who currently languishes in the QPR Reserves team, is better than our current number 1 Joe Anyon--at least Grant Brown thinks so. We should be able to get him on loan for the second half of the season, although there's a good chance that we could buy him for around £50,000 (if we had the money). He's also in the final year of his contact. Putnins doesn't have any glaring weaknesses, so I'm keen to go after him.




Day 173 - 24th December, 2011




We 4-6 favorites to win away from home against AFC Telford on Boxing Day (in two days time). They are on a terrible run of form, with six games without a win (four if you only count league matches).

    

   Mark Bradshaw agrees that Elvijs Putnins would be our first-choice keeper if we coaxed him into a Lincoln shirt. It's settled, then, when the transfer window reopens, I'll put in a loan offer.




Day 174 - 25th December, 2011




Tomorrow's match day. We'll be visiting AFC Telford, who we beat 4-1 on the opening day of the season. Olembé and Barnes-Homer worked their magic that day. I'm hoping they can do the same again--both players have had a slight downturn in form recently.

   

   But I'll worry about that later because today is Christmas Day. Get off my lawn; I want to eat some turkey and ham and pudding.

   

   What, you're still here? I said bugger off, I'm hungry. Come back tomorrow.




Day 175 - 26th December, 2011




I named an unchanged team for the trip to Telford. The boys have been playing so well together, and I don't want to tinker with a successful formula.

   

   Olembé nearly curled one in from way out on the left flank at the four-minute mark. We got a couple more chances in the opening ten minutes, suggesting that we were in for a high-scoring--or at least entertaining--match.

   

   AFC Telford's veteran winger Steve Jones went within inches of a freak goal in the 39th minute. His cross from deep went way off course, and Anyon had to react quickly to keep the ball from sneaking inside the post. The looks on both their faces told all the story needed--relief for Anyon and a bemused grin for Jones.

   

   All square at the break, I couldn't help but be disappointed that we didn't manage to do more with the momentum we'd been building. I told the players I wasn't happy, and sent them out to win the match.

   

   The deadlock finally came on the hour mark. Omar Koroma received Richardson's pass with his back to goal, but the striker quickly turned and sped past his marker. Racing unchallenged into the box, the striker fired low and hard towards goal, beating the diving Telford keeper with an excellent finish.

    

   Olembé could have put the game beyond doubt ten minutes later, running on to a long through pass from the left wing. The Cameroonian's shot ballooned into orbit, however--a great chance wasted.

   

   Koroma took a knock in the 72nd minute. It didn't look too serious, but it knocked the wind right out of his sails for several minutes. It proved most unfortunate when the striker was half a yard too slow to react to the rebound when Young could only parry Barnes-Homer's shot.

   

   We held on for the one-nil win, threatening to score a few more times in the closing stages, but it was far from convincing. I told the team off for underperforming. A win may well be a win, but a better team would have punished us for that lacklustre display.

   

   Wrexham's unbeaten streak finally ended, leaving them in third place seven points adrift (with a game in hand). Mansfield are still in touch with us, though, four points behind with a catch-up game still to play.

   

   We've still got one match to play before the New Year, but we're guaranteed to be top going into January. That's the only news I could get (at this stage of the season) better than being top at Christmas (which we already accomplished).




Day 176 - 27th December, 2011




It looks like Jason Beardsley's about to leave us. The 22-year-old full back has been playing without pay all season, on a performance-based contract (£350 per appearance). He hasn't managed to break into the first team, though--never even making the bench for a competitive fixture.

   

   I value having him there as a reserve, but not enough to ask him to join us full time. He now has four clubs vying for his signature, and I say best of luck to the lad. I hope he gets first-team football wherever he ends up.

   

   Olembé still has CSKA Sofia sniffing around, considering an offer, but no one else in the squad appears to be a transfer target...unfortunately.




Day 177 - 28th December, 2011




Shit. Goalkeeper Joe Anyon was injured in training today. He'll be out for at least five weeks.

    

   Given that our current next-best keeper is goalkeeping coach Chris Adamson, who isn't very good at all, we're in serious trouble. I put in short-term loan bids for Elvijs Putnins and Ian Bennett, knowing that we might not be allowed to bring anyone in before January but hoping we could.

   

   At the very least, I need a replacement at the club and ready to play Monday's match against Wrexham. That's just five days from now, and probably too soon to get someone sorted after the transfer window opens. Adamson will probably be good enough in the meantime--no offence intended towards our next opponents Barrow.




Day 178 - 29th December, 2011




Both of yesterday's hurriedly sent loan offers were accepted. Now I wait to see if Ian Bennett and Elvijs Putnins have any interest in donning the Lincoln jersey for a few months. I pray that they do.




Day 179 - 30th December, 2011




We're described as "firm favourites" for tomorrow's clash with 23rd placed Barrow. We've gone five consecutive games without defeat; they haven't won any of their last five matches. Anything but a big Lincoln win will be considered an upset.

   

   Barrow's key man is actually a Lincoln player. Central defender Danny Hone is on a season-long loan. I wasn't around when the deal was made, but it looks like he's eligible to play against us. That doesn't strike me as a very sensible strategy. What if he gets man of the match and leads Barrow to victory?

    

   Apparently Barrow's manager is in the comedy business. He said that if we beat them, "Of course" we'll be in a strong position for promotion. Because beating a team with four wins and 14 losses from 23 games is always a big indicator as to whether you can push for promotion. (Yeah, right.) If we lose, that means something (and it's not positive). If we win, it's nothing.

    

   Elvijs Putnins arrived at the club for a three-month loan spell today. Just in time, too. I was worried that I'd have to field Chris Adamson in goal. Putnins needs match fitness, but he's a quality player--so I think he'll be okay to play tomorrow.

   

   Ian Bennett flatly refused to demean himself by coming to play for a Conference team. It's his loss. He can sit out the final days of his career as Huddersfield's fourth-choice goalkeeper if that's what he wants to do. Pride causes people to make odd decisions sometimes.




Day 180 - 31st December, 2011




Putnins made his debut in goal against Barrow today, replacing the injured Joe Anyon. I selected an otherwise unchanged match squad and starting eleven.

   

   Barrow lined up defensively, putting both central midfielders just in front of the back four.

   

   Barnes-Homer could--and perhaps should--have put us in front after just a minute on the clock. Olembé crossed low from deep on the left wing, the ball impossibly sneaking through a crowd of defenders, and found the striker unmarked. Barnes-Homer's first-time effort was well wide of the post, however.

   

   Gowling scored the opening goal two and a half minutes later. Woods went down on the edge of the box, out near the right wing, after a heavy challenge. Shuker lofted the free kick to the far post, where Gowling stood in acres of space. The big defender nodded the ball in before the Barrow keeper could react.

    

   Barnes-Homer scored a stunning goal in the 15th minute, weaving through the Barrow defence before sliding the ball beneath the keeper from close range.

    

   I subbed Shuker and Woods out at half time, with an eye on the trip to Wrexham in two days. I didn't need them for the rest of this match--we were absolutely and totally in control.

   

   We continued to dominate the match well into the second half. Koroma twice went close to adding a third goal, but it was Josh Gowling who popped up for his second. This time it was an Olembé corner and a brilliant attacking header from the defender. He now has an incredible seven goals in the league this season. That's more than most starting strikers (not mine, though).

    

   Olembé left the field immediately after the goal--rested just like Woods and Shuker.

   

   The goal-fest wasn't over yet. Barnes-Homer pounced on the rebound to Simon Russell's shot in the 64th minute, adding his second and our fourth goal of the match.

    

   Brave defending prevented Laurent from making it five with 15 minutes to play. Barrow were in a real mess, outclassed, outpaced, and outmanoeuvred. It was with a fatalistic despair, then, that they watched Russell's phenomenal 30-yard strike fly into the top corner in the 86th minute. At 5-nil up, we looked like a championship-winning team. And that's precisely what I hoped we would be.

    

   It was an utterly comprehensive victory, and surely a great confidence booster for all the players--especially Barnes-Homer, who's struggled to find the net of late.

   

   As for the man making his debut, Putnins touched the ball 18 times. You wouldn't have known it from watching the game, though. Barrow managed just two shots--one of which was from long range--and three corners, and they never once tested the keeper--who appeared more spectator than player.

   

   I've done so well with the team so far this season that the board offered me an official change to our season expectations. I had told them at the beginning of the season that we'd challenge for promotion. I've now declared that we'll win the league. In exchange, I get my wage budget increased to £18,616 a week (from £15,931).

   

   Chris Shuker had another great month in training. Chris Atkinson and Michael Richardson were also excellent. 

    

   Lionel Messi won World Player of the Year. No surprises there.

   

   Simon Russell's strike today against Barrow earned third place in the Blue Square Bet Premier Goal of the Month award. Meanwhile, I scooped the Manager of the Month award for the first time--having come second once and third twice.

   

   I think today was a good day.




Day 181 - 1st January, 2012




Striker Ben May arrived at the club today, as my first January signing. Conal Platt headed out in an exchange deal with Stevenage. May has his work cut out breaking into the first team, with both Koroma and Barnes-Homer in great form, but he's a quality player and he gives us something different. He plays as a target man, throwing his body around to win headers and bring teammates into the game.

    

   We're slight underdogs for tomorrow's trip to Wrexham, with odds of 13-8 against their 6-4 for a win. Wrexham's manager told the press that we have "everything needed" to cause his team problems "and indeed beat [them]." Nice to see a gaffer with his head screwed properly onto his shoulders. We have the ability to destroy them, but by the same token they have the ability to close us out and score a few goals of their own.

    

   They have an added advantage in that their match yesterday was postponed due to bad weather, which means that they're fresh. Several of my players are noticeably tired, and that could take its toll if the match stays tight until the end.

   

   I offered my transfer-listed players to other clubs, asked if we could extend Richardson's loan until the end of the season, and began my search of the transfer market for a few new faces.

   

   Newcastle accepted my Richardson offer just before midnight. Now we wait to see if the young midfielder is willing to stay on with us for another five months.




Day 182 - 2nd January, 2012




With today's match just two days after the victory against Barrow, I was forced to make changes. Robson, Kanouté, and Park came in at the back, with Nutter dropping to the bench and Bore and Gowling rested. Woods looked tired but was kept in an unchanged midfield. I rested Koroma, with Laurent starting alongside Barnes-Homer in attack. New boy Ben May took his place on the bench.

   

   Wrexham are a strong team, so I told the team to defend in numbers and attack quickly. We're usually good on the break and defensively suspect against quality opposition. I thought this approach would be a nice balance between our usual open and free-flowing attacking play and the need to be tighter at the back.

   

   Shuker went down injured on the eight-minute mark. He didn't get back up, and had to be stretchered off the pitch. Trying to put my worries aside about the extent of the injury, I told Laurent to drop back to the midfield and substituted Ben May in to the attack for his debut appearance.

   

   May got right into the thick of things, laying off passes and headers for Barnes-Homer and Woods. He looked comfortable out there, and a one-two with Laurent led to his first chance. The striker rose well to meet Laurent's cross, but he couldn't keep the header on target.

   

   The first clear-cut chance of the game went to Wrexham in the 25th minute. Putnins could only parry a powerful long-range shot, and Wrexham striker Andy Morrell should have scored the rebound. Putnins did well to save both that and a chance from the resultant corner. Less than a third of the way through the match, Wrexham had already given us more trouble than any other team in the past several matches.

   

   In the 29th minute they made us feel it. Morrell flicked Ryan Blake's corner across the face of the goal, and Mark Creighton climbed above Kanouté to head past Putnins. One-nil behind for the first time in a while, I hoped my players would react well.

    

   Barnes-Homer should have converted Olembé's cross three minutes later for an equaliser, but he snatched at the chance. At the other end, Marques cleared off the line and Kanouté threw his body in front of the ball to prevent Wrexham's second.

   

   Neither of them could do anything to stop Morrell on 40 minutes. The Wrexham striker turned with the ball on the edge of the box and hit a thunderous drive into the top corner, doubling his team's lead.

    

   Disaster struck on the brink of half-time when my star player Salomon Olembé had to come off injured. He landed awkwardly after a tackle from Daniel Alfei. Wrexham weren't taking any prisoners, and now my two best players had left the field with injuries. We looked powerless to get anything from the game.

   

   Needing to try something drastic, I switched to a three-man defence for the second half. Paul Robson came off for Alan Power, who slotted in alongside Woods in central midfield. Richardson got defensive midfield duties, with Laurent and Russell manning the wings. If we were going to lose, we'd lose in style and we'd lose attacking.

   

   The players responded immediately. Laurent crossed from deep in the 49th minute to Barnes-Homer, who was loitering with intent around the penalty spot. The striker powered his header past Maxwell for our lifeline back into the game.

    

   Desperation and a little luck were all that stood between us and a spirit-shattering two-goal deficit for the following 20 minutes. Wrexham repeatedly went close, and looked certain to score on two separate occasions, but somehow we held on.

   

   Kanouté hurt himself in a challenge on 87 minutes and had to come off, leaving my exhausted players to fight for a last-minute equaliser with ten men.

   

   Of course it was too great a task. Wrexham held out for the 2-1 win. Credit goes to player/manager and former Coventry star Andy Morrell for a big game right when it mattered. He was the difference between the two sides, and without Olembé and Shuker to pull the strings we simply had no answer to him.

   

   Our unbeaten away run finally ended, we worried more about the health of the team and the impact this draining defeat would have on their morale. Mansfield were held to a draw, so we're still top of the league, but our position is now in jeopardy.

   

   The physio reported that Kanouté is fine but Shuker will be out for six to seven weeks with a groin strain and Olembé will sit the next two weeks on the sidelines. The good news is that our next match is not until the 14th, which is nearly two weeks from now, and it's only an FA Trophy tie with York.

   

   Olembé could potentially return just in time for the league game that follows four days later against Newport County. Shuker's likely to miss at least eight games. I'll have to consider bringing someone in on loan to replace him, although Russell and Laurent could both possibly handle the job.




Day 183 - 3rd January, 2012




Josh Gowling made the Team of the Week for his man of the match performance against Barrow a few days ago.

   

   I began my search in earnest today for a fill-in right winger. While I'm willing to give Laurent and Russell the opportunity to establish themselves in the team, I'm not going to ignore my options in bringing in someone of Shuker's calibre.

   

   I asked Assistant Manager Curtis Woodhouse to look into loan player availabilities, while I plunged into our scouting network for leads. Most of the players I found weren't up to snuff, but one stood out.

   

   Mark Bradshaw reported on Matteo Alberti a couple of weeks ago, suggesting that he's of a similar ability to Chris Shuker--albeit as a different kind of winger. I asked my other scout, Ian Gardner, to check him out, and then saw that Italian side San Marino had put an offer in for the lad. I hurriedly offered Alberti a contract, ready to pull out if Gardner says no.

   

   I don't know what my chances are like of securing the midfielder's signature. He's Italian, which would likely see him favour San Marino, but he's been playing in England for much of the past four years.

   

   In other news, Michael Richardson rejected my offer to extend his loan until the end of the season--which means he'll be returning to Newcastle in two days. We'll miss him and his impressive work rate.




Day 184 - 4th January, 2012




Scout Ian Gardner's report indicated that free agent Matteo Alberti is even better than my injured right winger Chris Shuker. And the Italian still has a few years of growth in him. Competition for the lad is heating up, however, with Perugia and Savona tabling offers today. I improved the terms of my offer, crossed my fingers, and hoped for the best.

   

   If we don't get Alberti, there are some other options. Gardner also reported on French winger Benjamin Laurant, who isn't quite as good as Shuker but will likely become a special player. I offered Laurant a trial so that I can evaluate him myself.

    

   There's also Chris Birchall, a 27 year old central midfielder from Trinidad & Tobago. Birchall's just arrived with us on trial, and he looks to be a great player. If he's effective on the right--and I'm told he should be--he could fill in for Shuker.

    

   Birchall can actually play just about anywhere. The staff tell me that he's one of the most versatile players they've seen, capable of slotting into any position except central defence or goalkeeper--although he's only considered to be a specialist in the centre or right side of midfield.

    

   I decided to offer him a contract based on the glowing reports he got from the coaching staff after his first day at the club. Premature? Perhaps, but this seems too good an opportunity to let slip through my fingers--and I know he has interest from a bigger team (Bristol Rovers). I figure we can snap him up before they're ready to make a move.




Day 185 - 5th January, 2012




Curtis Woodhouse returned with his loan player report for right-sided midfielders. Most of the ten players he found are well below the standard of my current first team, but I picked a few out to scout.

    

   The evening brought reports that these few aren't good enough either. The Birchall and Alberti deals mean way more to me now--they may be the only quality players I have a chance of signing this month.

   

   Michael Richardson finished his loan spell with us today and returned to Newcastle. He told The Daily Mirror that he enjoyed his time at Lincoln, and he's sad to leave. So why didn't he agree to extend his loan? I put a new loan bid in for the midfielder, hoping that he's had a change of heart rather than a case of verbal diarrhoea.

   

   Blackburn's young goalkeeper Sebastian Usai rejected my offer to bring him on loan for the rest of the season. I'm disappointed, but I can hardly say I'm surprised. It would be a big drop in divisions for the lad.




Day 186 - 6th January, 2012




My loan offer for Michael Richardson was accepted. As before, the question is whether he's willing to return to Lincoln for the remainder of the season. If not, I pray the Alberti and Birchall transfers come through for us. With those two on board, it wouldn't matter in the slightest whether Richardson wears a Lincoln shirt.

   

   Any efforts to offload Nicolau, Lloyd-McGoldrick, Pacquette, Rodney, and Sinclair appear to have stalled. None of them have garnered attention from other clubs, even after I sent word out that I'd let them go super cheap (even for nothing at all, in the cases of Pacquette and Sinclair). It appears that I've reached something of a crossroads--I can release them from their contracts, with compensation, or keep them around, rotting in the Reserves until their deals expire at the end of the season. Either way I lose.




Day 187 - 7th January, 2012




My Under 18s won a game! And against Norwich, the best team in their league. I'm proud of them. From what I can gather it was a strong defensive display coupled with some excellent attacking football in the second half. They took the game out 1-0, and now sit ten points off the league leaders Watford, in sixth place.

   

   Tomorrow the Reserves are playing a friendly. I'll be taking charge so that I can look at Birchall and boost the match fitness of a few other players.




Day 188 - 8th January, 2012




French winger Benjamin Laurant arrived on trial today, just in time to play in the Reserves friendly. Scott Bulloch came in, too, but a couple of hours too late for the friendly. They look to be similar players, although Bulloch is more versatile.

   

   Chris Birchall agreed to my contract offer. Brilliant! I got another player who could be a regular starter for most teams two divisions above us. With Olembé, Shuker, and Marques also fitting that description, I'm now up to four players who are way too good for this league. Barnes-Homer and Koroma have shown that they're pretty close to being on that list, too.

   

   The coaching staff tell me that Birchall is our best choice in central midfield or on the right flank--even better than Shuker. I can't wait to see him in action.

   

   Robert Taylor opened the scoring in the 8th minute, nodding Nicky Nicolau's deep left-wing cross into the empty net after the goalkeeper came out and missed the ball.

    

   The remainder of the first half was horrible. Birchall didn't seem interested--an attitude I'll have to make sure disappears before it sneaks into a competitive fixture. Laurant and new striker Ben May struggled to make an impact, and the other players just didn't do much of note.

   

   The second half looked to only be slightly better, although I hoped for a change when Laurant slid in to convert Nicolau's cross for our second goal.

    

   We were lucky not to concede when Beardsley passed across goal to a North Ferriby attacker. Good goalkeeping and a poor finish conspired in our favour to keep the scoreline at 2-0.

   

   Birchall and Pacquette both went close before Laurant completed his brace in the 84th minute. Birchall held the ball up just inside his own half, then launched a long ball into the path of the winger. The North Ferriby keeper came out to collect, but he fumbled the ball--leaving Laurant with an easy finish. We won 3-0.

    

   That leaves me liking Laurant--though not enough to offer a contract just yet. Birchall got some important match fitness under his belt, as did injury returnee Jean-François Christophe and fringe players Nicolau, Watson, Taylor, Rodney, and Atkinson.

   

   Newcastle's Michael Richardson refused to return to Lincoln for a second loan spell. I guess his "sad to leave" comment really was bullshit. I don't like it when people lie.




Day 189 - 9th January, 2012




My transfer target Matteo Alberti signed for Perugia. I'm hugely disappointed, but it's hardly a surprise. Thankfully he wasn't my only potential fill-in for Chris Shuker on the right wing--new boy Chris Birchall can play there, while trial players Scott Bulloch and Benjamin Laurant look a decent bet for the role too.

   

   Reserve team right back Jason Beardsley left the club for Tamworth today, after months of staying on a pay-per-game arrangement.




Day 190 - 10th January, 2012




It looks like one of my potential right wing signings will be signing elsewhere. Scott Bulloch got contract offers from Hereford and Crewe--both League 2 sides. I expect he'll take one of those offers even if I join the race.

   

   That means my options are now reduced to Benjamin Laurant or one of the players already under contract--fringe men Simon Russell and Francis Laurent or new boy Chris Birchall...at least until Shuker's back from injury.




Day 191 - 11th January, 2012




Several players whom I had previously shown interest in signing were offered to us by their clubs today. I don't have any money to spend, though, so I had to reject all of them without consideration. At this stage, I can only sign free agents on permanent deals.

    

   Simon Russell is unlikely to play again this season, after tearing his knee ligaments during training today. That greatly increases the need for me to sort out this right winger issue soon. Shuker's still at least a month away from returning, and I'm concerned that French forward Francis Laurent won't be able to perform consistently enough.

   

   Mansfield and Wrexham drew 2-2 in the league this evening. That means we're now clear at the top, with 60 points after 27 games. Mansfield sit second, with 58 points and an inferior goal difference. Wrexham are third, with 54 points and a game in hand.




Day 192 - 12th January, 2012




I put an offer in for goalkeeper Mark Halstead yesterday, at 25% of his next sale and nothing up front. You may recall that Halstead spent three months playing on loan for me at Lincoln during the first half of the season. He's a talented young keeper with a bright future ahead of him.

   

   Today his club Blackpool accepted my bid, and Halstead seemed happy with my contract offer. If the deal goes ahead, I may be in a position to try to cash in on Joe Anyon, who had been in terrible form prior to his injury late last month.




Day 193 - 13th January, 2012




We're slight underdogs for tomorrow's cup clash against York. This is a competition I think we can win, so I'm hope we trump The Minstermen. Our previous meeting was a 2-2 draw at York, in a league game three months ago. Barnes-Homer and youngster Robert Taylor scored our goals, in a team that was missing Peter Bore and Salomon Olembé and that had Koroma playing on the wing.

    

   Even with Shuker and Olembé missing tomorrow, I think we're stronger than in that earlier fixture. Hopefully I get proven right.




Day 194 - 14th January, 2012




My Under 18s won again--that's two games in a row. This one was rather easier than last week's upset of Norwich; they beat last-placed Alfreton 2-1 at home. Coach Grant Brown singled out Aaron Rice, on his comeback after three weeks out injured, as the most impressive performer.

   

   I put Jean-François Christophe in the central midfield spot vacated by the departed Michael Richardson. Christophe hadn't played a first-team game since being stretchered off against Fleetwood in October--three months ago. I tested new boy Chris Birchall's versatility by playing him out of position on the left wing, since Olembé's still a few days from being fit following his injury. Francis Laurent dropped back to right midfield to replace Shuker, with Ben May starting alongside Barnes-Homer in attack. Kanouté kept his place at the back, and Bore returned at right back after being rested in the previous match.

   

   Birchall had the first shot on goal--an unlikely effort from a tight angle just inside the box. We looked the slightly better team during the opening 20 minutes, but it was anyone's game.

   

   Poor Christophe had to come off injured just before half time. They say a player is most vulnerable to injury when he's just recovered from one--looks like the lad's fallen victim to the statistics. I brought Park on in his place, shifting Birchall into a central midfield playmaker role.

   

   York broke the deadlock in the 55th minute, capitalising on lax marking to get in behind the defence. Oyebanjo had an easy finish from Tønne's left-wing cross.

    

   A fine save prevented Barnes-Homer from equalising 15 minutes later. Substitute Omar Koroma broke free on the right wing, and sent a hard cross towards Barnes-Homer. The striker flicked the ball goalwards, denied only by Ben White's quick reaction.

   

   We paid the price once again for poor marking in the 80th minute. Oyebanjo found himself in space on the right wing, then crossed to Reed in the penalty area. The York striker couldn't believe his luck, left unmarked with the goal at his mercy. He fired home for York's second, leaving me shaking my head in disbelief. Are we completely inept without Olembé and Shuker?

    

   Koroma tried to make something happen from the restart, bursting down the right flank and crossing to Park. The Australian's header was well saved, however, and the goalkeeper again stood in the way when Koroma broke free of his man a minute later.

   

   York should have scored a third goal in the 88th minute, after Oyebanjo turned Nutter inside out, but the striker put his shot wide. Kanouté gave them another chance barely a minute later. He beat Reed in a footrace for a long ball, then turned right into the path of the York striker. Reed hit a fierce shot towards the bottom corner, just beyond the stunned goalkeeper. At 3-nil behind, we were down and out. I can't believe we've been eliminated at the Second Round from a competition I thought we could win.

    

   I yelled at the players for giving York three easy goals. Bore was the worst performer; he had an absolute shocker of a second half. The one and only bright spark for me was Koroma's spirited display off the bench. He's been brilliant this season; I'm glad that he's still hungry for more.

   

   Christophe's out for another three weeks. The Lincoln fans are furious. The media is shocked. We have four days to pick up the pieces ready for a league tie against Newport County.

   

   In other news, Scott Bulloch ended his trial early to join League 2 side Hereford. I never got to see him in action. I offered Benjamin Laurant--the other winger on trial--a contract. I think we could use a third talented winger. If he does really well, I might even be able to drop Olembé into defence without gutting our attack.




Day 195 - 15th January, 2012




Goalkeeper Mark Halstead joined us on a free transfer from Blackpool today. He had a moderately-successful loan spell earlier in the season, and his manager was willing to let him go on a conditional deal whereby we pay Blackpool a portion of any future transfer fee.

   

   I'm delighted to have the young keeper on board. He's already a good player, and he's looking at several years of development ahead of him. I won't rush him into the first team; he'll have to win his place. But we're now in good shape between the sticks.

   

   I took the opportunity to start shopping Joe Anyon around. I've been very disappointed by Anyon this season, but he has a good reputation. Now that we have Halstead on a permanent deal, I thought I might try to cash in on that reputation. I expect it'll take a while--at the very least we're likely to face little to no interest until Anyon resumes full training (after injury) in a couple of weeks. But I have some hope that I'll manage to offload the goalkeeper for a decent price before the transfer window closes at the end of the month.




Day 196 - 16th January, 2012




Most of the left backs that Curtis Woodhouse recommended in his loan report are well below the standard I'm looking for. A few might be decent prospects, though, and I asked my scouts to check them out. The idea is to get someone who can step in for Matthew Park, whose loan deal ends shortly. If they're better than first-choice left back John Nutter, great--but that's not important so long as they're good enough to perform consistently at this level.

   

   Based on the scout reports, I picked out Preston youngster Alex Billington, who has excellent pace, a solid technique, and a weakness in the air. I offered to loan him for five months, which is effectively through to the end of the season (and a little beyond). His contract expires at the end of the season, too, so if things go well we might be a chance to sign him permanently.

    

   French winger Benjamin Laurant signed for us today. And so begins the extreme confusion between Laurent and Laurant--both French, both specialising in the right wing, and both with names that start with Laur and end with nt. He's a decent chance to start against Newport in a couple of days, despite being "severely" short of match fitness. With Shuker and Russell injured, we're short of right wing options, and Laurent was disappointing last time out.




Day 197 - 17th January, 2012




I released striker Richard Pacquette from his contract today. I tried to get him to accept a mutual termination agreement, but his negative reaction solidified my feelings that he's wasting away in the Reserves. Better to spend his best years as a footballer plying his trade somewhere that it'll be appreciated.

   

   Tony Sinclair convinced me not to give him the same treatment. He's still on the transfer list, but if he trains hard he might just get off it.

   

   We're clear and comfortable favourites for tomorrow's match against Newport County. At 1-2 odds, the bookmakers obviously think it's a wash. I hope they're right--we desperately need a win to get back on track. Newport striker Cherno Samba will be trying to prove otherwise, and I'll be relying on Marques and Gowling to keep him quiet.




Day 198 - 18th January, 2012




Our match against Newport County was postponed due to heavy snow on the pitch. It's now scheduled for two weeks from today.

   

   That means our next game is in three days, against fourth-placed Gateshead. That could be a tough one.

   

   The good news about these delays is that it grants us more matches with Shuker available. I'd put him 70-30 to be fit to start in the rescheduled Newport game, which would mean he misses only three matches (plus the one he couldn't finish) during his six-week injury absence.

   

   The bad news is that we've been bumped off the top of the table. Mansfield won tonight, putting them one point clear. We have a game in hand, sure, but there's a psychological advantage for them from now until we make up that game.

   

   Preston youngster Alex Billington joined us on loan today. He'll be acting as cover for left back John Nutter, should the club captain get injured or suspended. Matthew Park's loan deal ends tomorrow, so the timing is pretty well perfect.




Day 199 - 19th January, 2012




We held a backroom meeting today, for the first time in two weeks. The main talking point was potential signings who turned out to not be very good at all. One player recommended by Curtis Woodhouse seemed like a decent prospect, though.

    

   Oliver Lancashire has a lot to live up to being named after an entire county, but it looks as though the central defender might go some way to doing just that. Tall, strong, determined, and with no weaknesses other than a poor passing ability, he's got a fair bit of growth still ahead of him. He's out of favour at Walsall, and his contract is expiring at the end of the season. I asked Ian Gardner to take a closer look at him, but I think Lancashire will be high on the shortlist going forward.

   

   Left back Mathew Park completed his loan spell and returned to Hearts today. He was a handy squad player during his three-month stay. Hopefully his replacement Alex Billington will be at least as useful.

   

   Coach Mark Brown suggested I talk up central midfield prospect Toumani Diagouraga to the media. I opted instead to put in a bid to loan him for five months. I'd love to see a midfield quartet of Olembé, Birchall, Diagouraga, and Shuker. I might just make it happen.




Day 200 - 20th January, 2012




I've made it through two hundred days as a football manager. The job sure isn't as glamorous as it appears from the outside, with finances, injuries, happiness, egos, fans, and a board of directors all to worry about before you even get out on the pitch. I like my job, as much as it sometimes seems like a drag. Even so, I miss the good old days of picking a team then rolling up on match day to guide the lads to victory.

   

   Back then it wasn't a proper job. It ate up a few hours here and there, sure, but the season was over in no time at all. I didn't have to worry about the media and its never-ending parade of news and questions and rumours and press conferences. It was me, my tactics, and my team. I liked it that way.

   

   I guess it's natural to long for simpler times--that's pretty much what nostalgia is, right? But I feel like there's a magic gone from the old times, and it can never truly come back. Even if we tried, there'd be that lingering memory of what it's like now; we're out of Plato's cave--no longer in the dark staring at dancing shadows, lost in ignorance and naïvety--and you can't unsee what you've seen. Would that older experience of coaching a football team still be satisfactory? Or hollow and disappointing, because now we've seen what casts those shadows?

   

   Maybe in another hundred days I'll have some answers. One hundred more days of monotony mixed with excitement, glory alternating with a sense of unfulfillment, despair offset by joy, and so very many numbers.

    

   We face fourth-placed Gateshead tomorrow. Both sides lost their previous two matches, so at least one of us will be breaking a streak before it too deeply affects morale. We're rated at evens to win, despite being the visiting team and the losers in our previous meeting. Ben Clark kept my boy Omar Koroma from exerting any influence last time; I wonder if he can do it again (I sure hope not).

   

   Scout Ian Gardner says that Walsall central defender Oliver Lancashire is indeed a quality player who'd make my starting eleven. Problem is that Lancashire probably wouldn't be interested in signing for us--either on loan or on a permanent deal. He'd rather be a backup player in League 1 than a star in the Conference. If that's true then there's not much I can do about it...other than get promoted and approach him next season.




Day 201 - 21st January, 2012




Olembé returned from injury for today's trip to Gateshead. I put out the strongest team I could against the fourth-placed Tynesiders. Birchall, making his league debut, moved into central midfield alongside Woods. Halstead, Kanouté, and new-boy Laurant made the bench, as Gowling reclaimed his starting berth and Putnins and Laurent got another chance to prove themselves. Shuker was not fit enough to travel.

   

   Barnes-Homer had a chance to give us an early lead in the fourth minute, as he steamed into the box, but his shot was so high it nearly left the stadium. Marques made no mistake seven minutes later when Olembé's corner landed at his feet, however. The central defender tapped in for his fourth goal of the season.

   

   Marques was unlucky not to score again on the 27-minute mark. Another Olembé corner found the veteran defender, whose header rebounded off the crossbar. Gowling reacted first to the rebound, firing past the wrong-footed Gateshead keeper.

   

   Gateshead responded with a spirited charge. Striker Yemi Odubade twice went close to reducing the deficit, and there were several nervous moments leading up to half time. My boys held out, though, and even added to their tally with an excellent counter-attacking move from Koroma, Olembé, and Laurent.

   

   With two losses in a row going into this game, we had a point to prove. I couldn't have been happier with the first half display--it's exactly the reaction you expect from champions, and that's what I want my team to be.

   

   The second half started right where the first period left off. Both sides traded chances in an open and free-flowing game. I took a tired-looking Olembé off just shy of the hour mark, handing Benjamin Laurant his debut. The winger had an immediate impact. His first touch was a header to Koroma, who was unmarked just inside the box. The striker turned quickly and fired in our fourth goal.

   

   Barnes-Homer blasted another shot into orbit in the 65th minute. My players still looked hungry for goals, even with the four-goal lead. Woods was next to go close, having a shot tipped over in the 70th minute. Gateshead simply couldn't handle our attack.

   

   Substitute Ben May should have added a fifth in the 80th minute. Koroma, Laurent, Power, and Birchall combined in a beautiful passing move to put the striker one-on-one against the keeper, but his shot was too weak and Nicholls parried it clear.

   

   Marques popped up again in the 83rd minute. Power hit his corner ball low towards the near post. Marques took two steps and volleyed beyond the hapless Gateshead goalkeeper.

   

   That was the last goal on the bill for the afternoon. Five-goal assassins; try stopping us now.




Day 202 - 22nd January, 2012




I spent the day in quiet jubilation at yesterday's five-star victory. I think we've really announced ourselves as frontrunners with that win, even though Mansfield lead the league (with our game in hand scheduled to be played out in ten days).

   

   Toumani Diagouraga arrived for a five-month loan spell. He's a fantastic player who can add a bit of steel to the midfield. He gives us great depth, too, as I now have four top-draw central midfielders to call on (along with three class wingers, three quality strikers, three great keepers, and a good spread across the defence).

    

   Diagouraga will have to earn his place in the team, behind current midfield pairing Woods and Birchall. Woods has been a revelation since his arrival, and Birchall seems to be settling in well. I could possibly move Birchall out to the right wing, but Laurent did well last time out and Shuker's about to return from injury (plus new boy winger Benjamin Laurant plays there).

   

   Goalkeeper Joe Anyon is a day or two from resuming full training. I'm all set to try to sell him before the end of the January transfer window. We could use the money, and the cut to the wage bill (he's the fifth highest earner in the team, at £950 a week).




Day 203 - 23rd January, 2012




My Reserves hosted Hednesford in a friendly match this evening. It was a chance for a few fringe players and new boys Mark Halstead, Toumani Diagouraga, and Benjamin Laurant to get match fitness. I put Alex Billington and Ben May in from the start, too, in hopes that they'll start to push for a place in the starting lineup (of the senior squad).

   

   We started poorly. I doubted that my players were taking the match seriously. Hednesford made them pay from a 15th minute free kick. Drysdale chipped the ball into the box where an enthusiastic Lee Tillson was ready to nod it beyond Halstead.

    

   Sam Smith tried to single-handedly bring scores level three minutes later. He stormed forward with the ball, going toe to toe with the Hednesford defence and trying to force his way through to the goal by sheer force of will. He nearly made it, too, only foiled at the edge of the penalty area.

   

   We looked likely to equalise. Laurant's mazy runs along the left wing caused problems, but nothing came of it.

   

   Hednesford countered well, slicing through my defence like hot butter. Striker Chris Taylor doubled their lead after giving Watson the runaround.

    

   We pulled one back on 37 minutes. Cunningham drew a man out of position, then passed short to May. May slipped the ball sideways to Smith, whose shot from the edge of the box easily beat the out of position Hednesford keeper.

    

   Halstead made a brilliant save in the 50th minute to keep us in touch, diving to his right to block a close-range strike.

   

   Hednesford had a man sent off in the 64th minute for a horrendous challenge on Smith. A quick attack from Laurant then set the striker up for his second of the game. With scores level and a one-man advantage, we looked set to take control.

    

   We squandered the advantage. Hednesford hit us on the break with a great long ball. Ansell beat Watson in the foot race, then fired past the stretching Halstead.

    

   Hednesford held on for the win. They deserved it. We were awful--absolutely terrible. If that were my first team, I would have been breaking chairs and wringing necks. Heads would roll, and players would be banished.

   

   Being a Reserve-team friendly, the situation is a little different. Billington and Robson did themselves no favours with their nightmare displays, while Laurant, May, and Diagouraga will have to do better if they want a starting berth. Smith impressed, but he's got his work cut out for him if he wants to break back into the first team.




Day 204 - 24th January, 2012




Six Lincoln players made the Blue Square Bet Premier Team of the Week. Goalkeeper Elvijs Putnins; defenders Peter Bore, Rui Marques, and Josh Gowling; and midfielders Salomon Olembé and Chris Birchall all made it in.

   

   We're still elevated from that big 5-0 victory against Gateshead. To do that on the road against one of the best teams in the league is quite something. It'll be interesting to see how both my players and those of our championship rivals respond over the next few weeks.

   

   Joe Anyon resumed full training today. I offered him to other clubs at quadruple his market value. I'll bump that down every day, transfer listing him after three days, if no formal offers come in. His contract expires at the end of the season, and I don't intend to renew it. This is our only chance to cash in on the keeper.




Day 205 - 25th January, 2012




Chris Shuker resumed full training today. It'll be touch and go as to whether he's fit to start on the weekend, but I'm delighted to have all of my star players fit again.

   

   No clubs were biting on the Joe Anyon offer, or either of the two subsequent lower-price offers (they get their no's in quickly), so I put him on the transfer list. He reacted poorly, confronting me. This only served to increase my resolve that he leave before the end of January.




Day 206 - 26th January, 2012




I've already been forced to drop transfer-listed goalkeeper Joe Anyon's asking price below his market value. I just hope giving him away isn't the only option on the table for offloading Anyon before the transfer window closes at the end of January. (If it is, I'll keep him--he's still a good keeper, and we could use the extra backup.)

   

   New boy central midfielder Toumani Diagouraga hurt himself in training today. He'll be sidelined for four to five weeks with a chest injury. I guess his debut won't happen until March, then. Damn.




Day 207 - 27th January, 2012




We're expected to crush Tamworth in the league tomorrow. The bookies are giving us odds of 1-6 for a win. We beat them 2-0 in the reverse fixture, thanks to a goal from Barnes-Homer and a penalty from John Nutter. Tamworth spent most of that match with ten men, though, so I'd expect them to put up more of a fight this time.

    

   We got an offer from Newport County for transfer-listed goalkeeper Joe Anyon. They put forward a private, non-negotiable bid of £500 plus 20% of his sell-on price. It's less than I want, but seeing as we're just a few days from the end of the transfer window I'm not in a position to play hard-ball. I accepted the bid, then lowered his asking price to roughly double their offer--in hopes that another club will swoop in and offer both Anyon and us more money.




Day 208 - 28th January, 2012




AFC Telford entered into contract negotiations with my transfer-listed central defender Tony Sinclair today. I don't want any money for him; I just want him off the books. He's getting £500 a week to turn up to training every day. That's a waste of Lincoln's money and the best years of his playing career. I'm crossing my fingers that he accepts whatever deal they offer.

   

   Chris Shuker may be back in full training following his injury absence, but he wasn't passed fit to play today. Francis Laurent kept his spot on the right wing in Shuker's absence, with Benjamin Laurant again confined to the bench. The entire match squad was unchanged from that which slaughtered Gateshead 5-0 last time out.

   

   We came out firing. A through ball from Birchall gave Barnes-Homer a chance from a tight angle. The striker's shot beat the keeper but rolled just past the other side of the post. Barnes-Homer and Marques both got close shots in over the following five minutes. It was all Lincoln during the opening stages.

   

   Gowling broke the deadlock from an Olembé corner in the 20th minute. The big defender made his finish look easy, even as he muscled off two Tamworth defenders and directed his header clear of the goalkeeper. That's his ninth goal of the season. Pretty good for a centre half, huh?

    

   Barnes-Homer doubled the lead in the 27th minute with a brilliant strike from the edge of the box. No keeper would have saved the effort, which whistled into the top corner. He looked brimming with confidence out there, much to my delight.

    

   Laurent hit the crossbar in the 31st minute as we continued to assert total dominance. This was the same commandeering style that saw us destroy a strong Gateshead team. I wondered what it could do to a relatively weak Tamworth side.

   

   Koroma had a goal ruled out for offside moments later, then Tamworth finally conjured up an attack of their own. Patterson should have tested Putnins in the Lincoln goal twice before half time, but he squandered both chances.

   

   Woods added our third in the 67th minute. Laurant did well on the right wing and crossed to the near post. A wild attempted clearance bounced off the defender's shin and into Woods' head, then past the hapless goalkeeper.

    

   Olembé was stretchered off with an injury mere seconds before a planned substitution. I was not happy. Woods followed on 79 minutes, thanks to a strong (but admittedly fair) slide tackle from Weatherstone, leaving us with ten men on the pitch for the remainder of the game.

   

   The momentum and general flow of play unsurprisingly shifted to Tamworth's favour after this, and it took good goalkeeping from Elvijs Putnins to keep a clean sheet in the closing stages.

   

   Ben May picked up his first Lincoln goal in stoppage time. Laurant's right-wing cross caught the wind and swerved goalwards, forcing a difficult save for the Tamworth keeper. The ball landed at May's feet, and the striker grabbed hold of the chance to open his scoring account.

    

   An excellent performance and a 4-0 win marred by injuries to two of my best players. I left the ground worried, not jubilant.

   

   Woods will be fine--just a bit sore--but Olembé's facing another two months on the sidelines. If this keeps up our talisman will finish the season having missed as many matches as he played. I'm very upset to lose him again. But this is why I signed Benjamin Laurant. The French winger will step in and hopefully fill Olembé's boots as a creative and pacey influence on the left wing.

    

   Joe Anyon completed his transfer to Newport County. I'm delighted to get him and his salary off the books so that we can continue to move forward. But like the fans I'm disappointed at the low transfer fee. If he hadn't been in the final year of his contract I probably would have had more luck getting a decent price. With Anyon gone, I'm back under the wage budget--comfortably so.




Day 209 - 29th January, 2012




Josh Gowling got singled out by a former club favourite for praise today. He absolutely deserves it--his average rating across the last five games is 8.28 (out of 10). That's almost an entire point above his average rating this season, which itself is fantastic and worthy of great praise. If he keeps this up, he'll be a contender for Conference League player of the season.




Day 210 - 30th January, 2012




Central midfielder Jean-François Christophe returned to full training today. He had been out for two weeks with a gashed leg. Christophe isn't first choice anymore, thanks to the impressive partnership that Birchall and Woods have struck up, but I'm glad to have him available again.

   

   Tony Sinclair completed his transfer to AFC Telford. He played just one game--as a substitute--during his brief stint at Lincoln. I signed Marques and Kanouté early on in my reign, making Sinclair--who arrived in the summer mere weeks before me--excess to requirements. Now that he's off the wage bill we can move on, and he can set about getting his career back on track.

   

   I'm now roughly £1,500 beneath my wage budget--finally some breathing room.




Day 211 - 31st January, 2012




Josh Gowling made the Blue Square Bet Premier Team of the Week for the second time running, and the third time in the past month. The in-form defender missed out on the Player of the Month award because he only actually played two of our four matches in January.

    

   We're being labelled as "comfortable" favourites to beat Newport County tomorrow, despite the bookies giving them 3-1 odds to win. With odds like that I'd hardly call it comfortable, but hopefully our performance will fit the descriptor.

   

   Grimsby Town are making a late play for the title. They swept the awards this month thanks to four big wins out of five games. It looks to be too little too late for The Mariners, though, as they sit eleven points off the pace with sixteen games to play. That's a big margin to pick up, especially with both my boys and Mansfield in exceptional form at the moment.




Day 212 - 1st February, 2012




Chris Shuker returned to the starting lineup today after a month on the sidelines. Francis Laurent dropped out to make way for the wide man. Benjamin Laurant replaced injured left winger Salomon Olembé. The rest of the team remained unchanged from the side that won the previous two matches.

   

   Fresh from his transfer last week, Joe Anyon lined up against us. He was no doubt looking to prove that we shouldn't have let him go, while I hoped to show why he didn't make the grade under my stewardship.

   

   Newport were off to a flying start. Just five minutes into the match, Chinedu Vine drew Marques out of position and slid a lovely ball through to Nathaniel Jarvis. The young striker struck first time into the bottom corner. A goal down so early in a game we expected to win comfortably, we were shellshocked.

    

   Jarvis scored again in the 12th minute. McCord played a simple short through ball and the striker ran free of his man to fire a shot beneath the keeper for both his and Newport's second. We were in real trouble.

    

   Koroma should have pulled a goal back two minutes later, but he snatched at his shot and it sailed way over the bar. Barnes-Homer then went close--a Newport defender deflecting his shot just wide of the post.

   

   Barnes-Homer put Koroma through on goal in the 27th minute, but the striker again put his shot over the bar. Koroma went down hurt a few minutes later, victim to a heavy challenge. He stayed on the pitch, but I worried about his freedom of movement.

   

   Putnins saved a long-range shot in the 35th minute. Newport still looked dangerous. At the other end, Barnes-Homer put another shot wide. When did my players forget how to shoot straight?

   

   Gowling's praise in the media of late must have got to his head. I subbed him off at half time after a woeful performance. Woods also made way, having looked tired and out-of-sorts. I told the players their pride was at stake here, and everyone seemed to respond well.

   

   On 47 minutes, Birchall played a lofted through ball for Koroma. The striker put his shot on target this time, bringing the deficit to one goal.

    

   Kanouté put a header just over the bar two minutes later, then Power shot wide from distance. My boys were fighting for it, which is all I ever really ask.

   

   Laurant won a penalty in the 88th minute. The Newport defender shouldn't have dived in. Nutter converted the spot kick, jogging over to celebrate in front of the home fans. They'd done it. It wasn't pretty, but my boys had turned the game around and drawn level.

    

   Both teams pushed hard for a last-minute winner, but 2-2 is how it finished. I told my players they weren't good enough--better second half or not, that should have been an easy win and we had to scrap just to earn a draw.

   

   A few players got upset, but most of them reacted well. I'll drop anybody who complains to the press for being hard on them here--if we're going to be champions, we must be more clinical.

    

   After the match, Bore and Barnes-Homer spoke out. Both are dropped. Barnes-Homer needs a rest anyway, so it works out well with him. It doesn't help me that Koroma will be sidelined for a couple of weeks with a bruised rib, though. Laurent and May are the likely replacements for Koroma and Barnes-Homer, but they haven't paired up before.

   

   We're top of the table on goal difference after the match. Mansfield were soundly beaten 4-1 by Alfreton. If we win our game in hand against Cambridge on the weekend (just three days from now), we'll be clear leaders.

   

   I found out that Assistant Manager Curtis Woodhouse is on a rolling month-to-month unpaid contract. Rather than give him a salary, I opted to terminate his position. I found Martin O'Connor as a potential replacement (hopefully to be actual replacement, if he accepts my contract offer). I tried to convince former Croatian international Igor Tudor to join us as our new Youth Coach. He seemed set to accept, but I'll have to wait for his call.




Day 213 - 2nd February, 2012




I held a backroom meeting today. The staff recommended several players who actually look pretty good, along with a replacement Assistant Manager for the departed Curtis Woodhouse, and some other changes--a different formation and a change in Nutter's squad status--that I ignored.

   

   Of the recommended players that I got reports on today, Cecil Nyoni has talent but not enough to be a worthwhile investment. Tom Parkes is as close to the real deal as you're likely to get at this level, but I'm not sure whether I'll be able to sign him--his contract expires at the end of the season, and their could be some competition. Striker Trésor Kandol looks to be better than my current crop of strikers, but it remains to be seen if he's far enough above them to bother.

    

   My Under 18s won their sixth game of the season, cementing themselves mid-table in their group (in sixth position, in fact).




Day 214 - 3rd February, 2012




We're slight favourites against 17th-placed Cambridge United tomorrow. It speaks greatly to our downturn in form--two losses and a draw in amongst the past five outings--that we're not expected to run away with a big win.

    

   Martin O'Connor is officially my new assistant manager. The 44 year old brings added professionalism and determination to my backroom, plus an improvement to the quality of our coaching. He's a damn sight better than the old guy, from what I can gather.

   

   To further improve our coaching, I've sacked Gary Charles--who is not particularly skilled in any aspects of the profession. I offered two unemployed coaches the job. We can only take one of them on, I think, but I want to fill the position quickly. Hopefully this will accelerate the process. Both potential candidates are strong on fitness coaching, which we sorely need--Jason Fowler is the best fitness coach on staff, with a rating of just 2 out of 20 for the skill. Fowler's stuck splitting his focus between strength and aerobic training and his strong areas of tactics and shooting, which isn't benefiting anybody.




Day 215 - 4th February, 2012




My players looked tired ahead of today's match against Cambridge. I dropped Barnes-Homer and Bore in response to their publicly-bad reactions to my team talk a few days ago. John Nutter wasn't fit to start, nor were Benjamin Laurant, Michael Woods, and injury-victim Omar Koroma. Alex Billington came in for his debut at left back. Samba Kanouté stepped in at right back, while Alan Power, Robert Taylor, Ben May, and Francis Laurent were also drafted into the starting lineup. In the absence of any (fit) specialised left wingers, Chris Shuker switched flanks.

   

   Power got us off to a flyer, seizing on Kanouté's quick speculative ball back into the area after a clearance and firing comfortably past the Cambridge keeper.

    

   Cambridge striker Lyle Taylor saw red in the 12th minute. Chasing a long ball in a foot race with Billington, Taylor found himself outpaced. He hacked at my left back with a reckless two-footed challenge. It was pure insanity--a routine tussle in a nothing situation. The referee didn't hesitate to send him off, leaving Cambridge to play 80 minutes with ten men.

   

   Laurent made their job even harder five minutes later. Power won a header in the middle of the pitch following a Cambridge goal kick. The ball somehow slipped through the Cambridge back line, and Laurent ran in behind. He kept his cool in the one-on-one with the keeper, doubling our lead.

    

   Birchall added our third in the 54th minute. It was his first ever goal for the club, and he made it a good one--a fantastic low strike across goal into the corner.

    

   With a win all but certain, I substituted Shuker, Birchall, and Taylor out for Laurant, Atkinson, and Smith. Smith nearly made an immediate impact, linking up beautifully with May to work through the Cambridge defence. The striker's finish was poor, however, and the keeper made an easy save.

   

   Power looked in command of the match. He played a stunning through ball for May around the 80-minute mark, then moments later went it alone on the edge of the box. Only a quick reaction and fine diving save kept the playmaker from adding his second of the game.

   

   Alan Power received the man of the match award for his goal and two assists. I was also delighted with the efforts of Kanouté and Billington at the back and Francis Laurent in attack. Birchall and Marques once again showed that they're a cut above the rest of the players at this level, too. Most encouraging, though, is that we did this without Olembé, Koroma, or Barnes-Homer--three of our five top performers this season--and Shuker played only a supporting role. This show belonged to Power, Laurent, and Kanouté--three fringe players.

   

   We're now three points clear at the top, with a much better goal difference than any other team in the league. Mansfield sit second, followed by Wrexham--who have three games in hand that could put second on goal difference.




Day 216 - 5th February, 2012




Kevin Paxton signed on for us as a new coach today. He'll be taking the reins for strength and aerobic sessions from now on. Jason Fowler can now focus more on his strong point--tactics. My senior team still has poor coaching on shooting, but the youth squad has two-and-a-half or three stars for every area of training.




Day 217 - 6th February, 2012




Fringe striker Sam Smith got concussed in training today. He'll be out for a couple of weeks, which pretty much blows his hopes of breaking into the team. Koroma will be back in action by the time Smith is fit again, and that puts the young target man out of the match squad. It's hard to break into the starting eleven when you don't even get a spot on the bench (as I'm sure he's learning).

   

   Seems the only thing Nialle Rodney has been good for is injuring his teammates. Smith is the fifth player he's injured in training this season. I don't know what the other staff members see in Rodney; he's disappointed me time and again, failing repeatedly to show he has anything to his game other than pace.




Day 218 - 7th February, 2012




Samba Kanouté and Alan Power made the Team of the Week for their stellar performances against Cambridge. I'd love to reward them with another start for the weekend visit to Kidderminster, but it's touch and go whether they'll be fit enough--they both pulled up looking very spent after their heroics.

   

   Their impressive performance has given me a welcome selection headache. For perhaps the first time this season I have more players that I'd like to field than I legally can at any given time. In central midfield especially, things are heating up. With Diagouraga injured, I've still got Woods, Birchall, Power, and Christophe all pushing for starting berths, and Chris Atkinson is lingering with intent.




Day 219 - 8th February, 2012




Left wing back Nicky Nicolau went from mostly useless to completely useless today. He twisted his ankle in training. He'll be sidelined for six to eight weeks, followed no doubt by a couple of weeks training and building match practice before he's in any condition to play a senior game. Nicolau's some way down the pecking order at both left back and left midfield, but he was at least an option if I was in dire need to somebody not-terrible. Now he's not.




Day 220 - 9th February, 2012




I held my first backroom meeting with the new staffers (assistant manager Martin O'Connor and coach Kevin Paxton) today. O'Connor and Paxton stayed quiet--they're still learning their way around the club and my squad. Grant Brown and Jason Fowler had lots of suggestions, however. I agreed to scout several players who probably aren't good enough, changed Peter Bore's squad status from "indispensable" to "important first-team player" (Brown actually suggested "backup to the first team"), and set Jean-François Christophe as a backup player (rather than a key man).




Day 221 - 10th February, 2012




We should have no trouble steamrolling through Kidderminster tomorrow. The Harriers are on a streak of nine matches without a win, and are languishing down in 19th place. The bookies gave them odds of 7-2 to win, which is pretty generous. Conversely, there's not a lot of point in anyone betting on my boys--at a measly 4-6 return.

    

   Last time out it was striker Matthew Barnes-Homer who did the damage against Kidderminster, scoring two goals and earning man of the match. Omar Koroma, Chris Shuker, and Josh Gowling all impressed too. We'll be missing Koroma for this return fixture, but we're looking very tough to beat with Chris Birchall leading the midfield and Rui Marques in scintillating form at the back. I'm feeling pretty confident.




Day 222 - 11th February, 2012




We travelled to Kidderminster today, hoping to further cement our place at the top of the league. I kept Samba Kanouté, Alex Billington, and Alan Power in the starting lineup after their heroics against Cambridge. Woods and Nutter made the bench, while Bore sat out entirely for the second successive game. Matthew Barnes-Homer returned to the side after being rested last week. Francis Laurent dropped to the bench. Youngster Robert Taylor failed to impress against Cambridge, so French winger Benjamin Laurant was drafted in to start on the left flank.

   

   Barnes-Homer hit the side-netting twice in the first four minutes of the game. The striker looked in a goalscoring mood, making both chances himself. He nearly got his goal in the 15th minute, following a scramble in the Kidderminster box. Both Barnes-Homer and strike-partner Ben May were kept out thanks to desperate defending.

   

   There was no keeping out defender Rui Marques, however, as the experienced Angolan tenaciously converted a corner from Chris Shuker for our first goal in the 22nd minute.

    

   Kidderminster striker Nick Wright was booked for diving after half an hour. I breathed a sigh of relief, because Wright had found himself in a one-on-one with my keeper. Only a woeful first touch kept the striker from firing a shot off. The dive was clearly an attempt to salvage something from the chance.

   

   The players looked nervous during the second period. Neither side really made any headway, snatching at chances and giving the ball away.

   

   With ten minutes on the clock that changed, however. Substitute John Nutter, playing in midfield instead of his usual left-back role, played an incisive through ball for Barnes-Homer. The striker streaked away from the Kidderminster defence, took a touch, and buried his shot beyond the keeper. The closing stages were just a formality from then--everyone on the pitch knew that scores would stay as they were.

    

   Highlights for me were another strong right-back showing from Samba Kanouté and a stellar display from veteran centre half Rui Marques--perhaps my most consistent performer this season.

   

   Mansfield lost to Fleetwood, which means we're now six points clear (although Wrexham could peg that back to three if they win both of their games in hand). There are still fourteen matches to play, but we're looking increasingly likely to run away with the title.




Day 223 - 12th February, 2012




Matthew Barnes-Homer is streaking away with the highest average rating in the league. At 7.42, he's well ahead of the field given how far into the season we are. With fourteen matches to play, it seems unlikely that next-best Michael West (7.35) or anyone else will make up the difference and earn bragging rights as best performer in the Conference League this season.

   

   Barnes-Homer is also fourth on the scoring charts, five off the pace set by Grimsby striker Liam Hearn. If Omar Koroma can stay fit now that he's once again back from injury, he might be a chance to leapfrog both of them. The Gambian striker has been in scintillating form since shaking off some jitters early in his Lincoln career. Koroma's also third on average ratings, at 7.33, but is unlikely to be crowned best performer due to lack of matches played (just 23 out of a possible 32 so far).




Day 224 - 13th February, 2012




We're favourites against Stockport tomorrow. No surprises there--we beat them 3-1 last time out, and we're pretty much at opposite ends of the table (they sit in 21st while we hold top spot). I don't want to get overconfident, though, because we've lost easy games before. With Olembé injured and Koroma struggling to get fit in time, we have to be doubly cautious.




Day 225 - 14th February, 2012




Central defender Rui Marques made the Blue Square Bet Premier Team of the Week for the third time this season, thanks to his stellar performance against Kidderminster on Saturday. The veteran Angolan's form is at an incredible 8.02 out of ten for the past five matches. I hope he can keep it up, but realise that's unlikely.

   

   Today's game came too soon for Omar Koroma, whose return from injury is going well. He wasn't fit enough to be involved, but he'll be ready for the home tie against Luton on the weekend. In-form defender Samba Kanouté had to sit this one out, too, because of fatigue. Michael Woods and Peter Bore returned to the starting lineup, with Alan Power dropping to the bench.

   

   A brilliant left-wing run from Benjamin Laurant nearly got us an early lead. Just two minutes into the game, the winger picked up the ball inside his own half and dribbled past four Stockport players before shooting from the edge of the box. Unfortunately the finish didn't match the run, and he fired wide of goal.

   

   Shuker opened the scoring in the 19th minute, tapping in from close range to complete a fine passing move by Billington, Laurant, and Birchall. Stockport looked incapable to prevent a rout. If my players wanted to score big, I got the distinct impression that they would.

    

   Stockport had a goal disallowed for offside on the brink of half-time. It was their one and only attacking move of the first period. After watching such an anaemic resistance, I worried about complacency in the second half. My players seemed to respond positively to a team talk warning about exactly that.

   

   Laurant started the second half much as he had the first, twice using his dribbling to cause problems for the Stockport defence. He first set up Barnes-Homer for a lunging chance (he missed the ball), then hit the side netting on a solo effort.

   

   Barnes-Homer found the back of the net in the 54th minute, but the goal was ruled out as offside. Then Woods got upended just inside the box. Chris Shuker confidently dispatched the penalty for our second of the game.

    

   Substitute Alan Power added our third ten minutes later. In what was probably his third touch of the game, the playmaker struck a thunderous drive from the edge of the box that left the Stockport keeper helpless.

    

   Good goalkeeping kept Rui Marques from making it four just moments later, as Parisi reacted quickly to stop the in-form defender from nodding a corner ball home. We had several more half-chances as the match wore on, and still Stockport had no reply.

   

   Three-nil is how it stayed. Chris Shuker was awarded man of the match, although Benjamin Laurant's performance is the one that turned my head. Young left back Alex Billington also impressed, as did fellow defenders Peter Bore and Josh Gowling. Marques and Birchall were the same steady, calming influence that they always are. The result marked our third consecutive clean sheet.




Day 226 - 15th February, 2012




I realised today that it had been a while since I last did any serious match analysis. I dove right in to the data.

    

   Some of the most interesting observations came from studying average positions of my players, together with the team's positional heat map, across the past ten matches. It turns out that there are some patterns that correlate to our performance.

    

   When we struggle, the more defensive-minded of my central midfielders spends much of the game sitting deeper than his teammates. When we dominate matches, he is just beyond the halfway line and to the left of centre--directing play. I believe that his influence--lately this has been Birchall--is vital to our attack. If he is caught up in deeper or more central positions, we lose the ball and fail to get plays off the ground.

   

   We also get caught playing narrower in the defensive and middle thirds of the park. I think this is tied to the same problem, which affects distribution of the ball. But what is causing it, and how do I fix it?

    

   This chart from the 2-1 loss against Wrexham shows the problem quite clearly, except that here both central midfielders have been caught playing deeper and more central--killing our wide play. You see we have very little width at all. In the previous image, we see dark spots across the entire middle third, from one side to the other. In the Wrexham match, it's more like the middle eighth. Our play was compressed in both directions, stifling the creativity and pace of the wingers. With Koroma missing, there was no central player moving wide with the ball to create space.

    [image: Image]

   Comparing the passing chart from the Gateshead win to that from the Wrexham defeat, my reasoning shows true. Passing against Wrexham was mostly longer forward balls through the middle, heaviest just inside our own half. Conversely, against Gateshead the passes are mostly shorter balls--in all directions--to and from the attacking side of the central third, spread across from one wing to the other. 

   

   Those are the big things I noticed; there were a few smaller observations that I feel aren't consistent enough to judge on. I'll keep an eye on the situation and bring them up if/when appropriate.

   

   In the meantime, how do I fix this major issue? And what's the root cause, in personnel or tactics?

   

   I'm thinking that there are three things I need to watch. What are the opponents who keep us from playing our game doing differently to everyone else? How do I replicate Omar Koroma's attacking dynamism on the forward line when he's absent or marked out of the game? And how do I ensure that both central midfielders get the time and space to pull strings and pick out the runs of the wingers and strikers?

   

   Now that I have a more quantitative perspective on this, I'll hopefully be able to stamp it out before the inevitable run of losses hits.




Day 227 - 16th February, 2012




I checked in on the club finances, and didn't much like what I saw. The gradual flattening of our losses has been blown out by an awful January in turnover. The club lost £144,786 in January--more than the previous two months combined. Lincoln City Football Club's balance is now £444,959 in the red. Half a million below positive cashflow. I don't know what our overdraft limit is, but at this rate we'll be in serious danger of falling into administration by the end of the season.

   

   And there's nothing I can do to stop it, except keep winning matches. Good results bring more fans into our home games; the league title comes with significant prize money. I'm not sure why we're haemorrhaging money, but I'm willing to bet the fact that our home games only fill out a quarter of the stadium is instrumental. The thing is, however, that attendances of ten thousand are pretty much unheard of at Conference level. There are aspects to the way this business is run that leave me questioning the intelligence of my bosses. I far exceeded expectations by getting us into top position and staying there this late in the season, yet the finances are set up in such a way that anything less than first place will cost the club its financial stability. Crazy.

   

   All of this makes me curious how the real Lincoln City runs its finances, and whether they're in this same danger of slipping into administration.




Day 228 - 17th February, 2012




The bookies think tomorrow's home tie against Luton Town will be a close game. They've given us only slightly better odds--6-4 versus 13-8. The danger-man has been identified--quite rightly--as Stuart Fleetwood, their star striker. He's scored 19 goals in 31 matches, with an average rating of 7.1 out of 10. His only standout quality is his determination, which makes it tricky to figure out how we can keep him quiet.

    

   We last met them five months ago, winning 3-1. Fleetwood was poor that day, so perhaps Marques and Gowling have his number. I'm counting on it.

   

   I had a look through the remaining fixtures. We have seven out of thirteen games against a team currently in the top half of the table. Second-placed Mansfield do, too, while third-placed Wrexham have seven out of fifteen. Of those games, we have one against Mansfield, and Mansfield and Wrexham have one against each other. I'd say that Wrexham have a slightly easier finish than either us or Mansfield, but that's with two more matches to play and at least three points to make up on us (nine if you count their two games in hand, which are both against weak opposition). It should be an interesting title race.




Day 229 - 18th February, 2012




Defying all expectations I had for them, the Lincoln Under 18s climbed to fourth in Group 3 of the Under 18s league, after beating Colchester 3-1 today. I had expected them to finish near the bottom, but with four games to go they could conceivably end up in third. Unfortunately, none of them will be graduating to the senior team--even Aaron Rice and Jordan Thomas may struggle to stay at the club as reserve players.

   

   Striker Omar Koroma returned to the starting eleven today for the match against Luton. He had been sidelined for ten days with a bruised rib at the start of the month, and didn't quite make it back in time for the previous game. Ben May dropped to the bench to accommodate the brilliant Gambian. I selected an otherwise-unchanged team.

   

   We were looking to pick up our fourth straight clean sheet and win. Koroma nearly put us on track for that in the 7th minute with a mazy run. His shot was blocked by a diving defender, however. Barnes-Homer found the net a minute later, but the goal was ruled out for offside.

   

   It only took another minute for us to score a legitimate goal. Barnes-Homer played the ball into space outside the box. Koroma, onside because of tardy defending from Luton's left-back, had all the time in the world to run onto the ball and fire beneath the Luton keeper. We're a different team going forward when he plays; it's really something. (I'm actually amazed that we've managed to win most of the matches that Koroma missed across his two or three injuries this season.)

    

   Gowling made it two-nil after 20 minutes, nodding Shuker's corner in from the edge of the six-yard box. The big stopper has an incredible eye for goal--that's his tenth goal of the season (all from set pieces, I think).

    

   Koroma got his second in the 29th minute, displaying incredible pace to make five yards on his man and then leave him for dead in the race for a long ball. His finish was exquisite, too, given that the deft flick past the keeper came while running at full pelt.

    

   Another long ball from Gowling put him through again less than a minute later, but this time goalkeeper Mark Tyler stood up tall and made a fine save.

   

   Barnes-Homer made it four in the 40th minute, drilling a low shot into the corner after dashing onto a through ball from Woods. This was turning into quite a rout.

    

   Koroma went down injured a few minutes later, filling me with worry--I just got him back, dammit. He picked himself up and carried on, but he was clearly carrying a knock. I subbed him off, unwilling to take any chances on my talisman striker. He'd done his job, anyway.

   

   Luton should have pulled a goal back in the 53rd minute. Danger man Stuart Fleetwood did well to get in behind my defence, and confidently sent a shot goalwards. Putnins made a brilliant save parrying the ball away. Craig Lynch, who was first to the rebound, shot with the goal at his mercy. But he hit the post, amazingly wasting a gilt-edged chance to shake up the game.

   

   Substitute striker Ben May made them pay. He turned round his marker and struck a venomous swerving shot towards the bottom corner, leaving the Luton keeper with no chance. That's his second goal for the club, and one that's sure to boost his confidence.

    

   Luton finally got their consolation goal in the 63rd minute. Alex Lawless played an angled ball through to James Knowles, who beat Putnins with a well-placed first-time shot. It wouldn't make a difference to the result, but I was saddened to see the keeper's record of over 300 minutes without conceding a goal fall by the wayside before it could really look impressive.

    

   Our impenetrable shell shattered, we started making mistakes at the back. Sloppy defending in the box--mostly an inability to quickly clear the ball from danger--handed Luton their second goal of the match. Somewhat worryingly, it was their star man Fleetwood who got the goal. I don't want him spurring a comeback.

    

   We held on to the three-goal lead, however, and now stand eight points clear of second-placed Mansfield. Wrexham, the team that I'm more concerned about, thrashed Stockport 7-1. They remain nine points behind, with two games in hand. Wrexham are the ones who could steal the title from us. We gotta watch our backs.

   

   Omar Koroma may have only played half the match, but he was awarded man of the match for his excellent brace. The bad news is that he came out with a bruised thigh. He'll be out for another two weeks. His average rating is now 7.42. I wish he would stop getting hurt.




Day 230 - 19th February, 2012




Central midfielder Toumani Diagouraga resumed full training today. He'd been out for three weeks with a chest injury, which he suffered just five days after joining the club on loan from Brentford. Diagouraga may struggle to get a starting berth, with Birchall and Woods commanding the midfield at the moment. He's a quality player, though, and he can bring a great defensive grit to our play if needed.

    

   Fresh from getting hurt in a scintillating first-half performance against Luton yesterday, striker Omar Koroma got praise in the media today. He fully deserves it. I hope it doesn't go to his head. I need him hungry for more.




Day 231 - 20th February, 2012




The Lincoln Reserves hosted Avon Rockleaze in a friendly today. It was a chance for Halstead, Christophe, Atkinson, and Diagouraga to get a bit of match fitness under their belts.

   

   They had a shaky start, but Sam Smith capitalised on weak defending in the fifteenth minute to open the scoring. It looked likely to be one of those games--high on action, low on quality, and high on goals.

    

   Avon Rockleaze equalised five minutes later from a corner, lending credence to instinctual judgement of the match ahead.

    

   Cunningham hit the bar with a great long-range effort in the 27th minute, then Rodney was pulled down while running onto the rebound. Youngster Robert Taylor blasted the resulting penalty wide of goal.

   

   Avon Rockleaze striker Scott Hillier put his side ahead on 31 minutes, nodding a left-wing free kick in from the edge of the six-yard box.

    

   Both goalkeeper Mark Halstead and striker Nialle Rodney went off injured in a woeful first half. Things started to look up in the second period, however, and Lloyd-McGoldrick scored with an opportunistic header in the 55th minute. The Avon Rockleaze goalkeeper was way out of position when Robson crossed to the edge of the box. Lloyd-McGoldrick stooped down and headed the ball towards the empty goal. Scrambling, the keeper was too late. We'd equalised in comical fashion.

    

   Substitute Aaron Rice lasted just a minute on the pitch. He came on for Lloyd-McGoldrick after the goal, then sat down on the edge of the penalty area. He'd hurt himself stretching for the ball, from the looks of it. I wasn't happy, since I didn't have another midfielder on the bench to bring on.

   

   My boys looked like the stronger team for the remainder of the match, but they spurned close to a dozen chances. May and Smith both missed easy shots after doing the hard work of setting them up, and May also hit the bar. Laurent, Diagouraga, and Rawdon all wasted opportunities, too. The match ended two goals apiece.

   

   Rice broke his ribs in a strong challenge, and is looking at five to six weeks on the sidelines. That's a big blow to our Under 18s, for which he's been playing a starring role.

   

   Mark Halstead is also out for five to six weeks, only for a pulled hamstring. That makes the transition to him as my starting goalkeeper a troublesome one--Putnins finishes his loan at the end of March, but Halstead may not be fit to return until two weeks later (I could potentially rush him back in time for the beginning of April, but that would be risky).




Day 232 - 21st February, 2012




He may have only played half a match against Luton at the weekend, but striker Omar Koroma made the Blue Square Bet Premier Team of the Week. Remarkably, that's his first appearance in the list, despite being rated best on ground five times, and despite having an average rating of 7.39 from 24 appearances.

   

   Winger Benjamin Laurant fractured his arm in a heavy fall during training today. He has to see a specialist, and is likely to miss the next six weeks--which equates to eight or nine matches. His return looks as though it may be against either Forest Green or Mansfield (games that are only two days apart!) in April. This is a big blow, with Koroma, Russell, and Olembé all currently injured too. I'll have to play either Nutter or Shuker out of position on the left flank until Olembé's fit in a week or so.

   

   But that's football--things turn to shit at the drop of a hat, and injuries often come in twos and threes. It's a game of skill, sure, but luck has made or broken championship runs, prodigious young talents, one-season wonders, and underachieving teams (I remember the shock of West Ham being relegated from the Premiership in the 2002-2003 season, when they were "too good" to go down).

   

   Football Manager has always had a sense of the chaos of football, where sometimes things happen that you don't expect and can't explain. And it does so in such a way that it feels consistently inconsistent, which makes it hard to develop a grudge against the programming (as I have done in other sports games, like the FIFA and Pro Evolution Soccer series'). I'm actually stunned that my team is still top of the table; I've never, in my eighteen years of playing the series, had such a good first season with a club. (There's still time for that to change, of course.)




Day 233 - 22nd February, 2012




Title-challengers Wrexham were held to a draw in the FA Trophy Fourth Round, forcing a replay match in a couple of weeks. That means they have two games a week for the next seven weeks, having already played twice a week for the previous four. They have at least sixteen more matches between now and the end of the season--probably more, since I'd rate them a good chance to go further in both cup competitions they're in. My team, by comparison, has just twelve.

    

   Fatigue is sure to hit them hard with an insane schedule like that, which puts us squarely in the driver's seat for the league title. I know very well how hard it is to keep up a killer run of form when all your key players are injured or exhausted--it happened to me in the first half of the season.





Day 234 - 23rd February, 2012




We held a backroom meeting today. It was the same old, "X should be put on this training regimen, you should scout Y." The highlight was a suggestion to look at veteran Icelandic defender Ívar Ingimarsson, who's on his way out at Bournemouth. The former Reading regular has quite the sun-in-his-eyes scowl in his headshot, but if he's still got enough of his old chops he'd be a great addition to my squad next season.

    

   The initial judgement on him is that he's better than Gowling but not as good as Marques, so he'd be a chance to earn a regular starting berth for me. I am concerned, however, that he's bereft of pace. Even this far down the professional footballing spectrum, being that slow could cause all manner of disruption in our defensive game. A quick striker could destroy Ingimarsson without even playing an intelligent positional game. That pace could well get worse between now and the start of next season, too.

   

   I also changed Francis Laurent and Alan Power to backup players in their official squad statuses. I hope they don't take offence--because I still need them--but that's the reality of the situation now.




Day 235 - 24th February, 2012




We've been given odds of 4-7 to beat Alfreton tomorrow. I'm not sure why the bookies are even taking bets on us winning--it would take a reckless gambler to bet against us, and a stupid one to bet on us (because your payoff if we win is just so minuscule it hardly seems worth it). I'll be gutted and annoyed if we don't win comfortably, and I don't plan on giving them much of a chance to prevent that being the case.

    

   The big question mark remains, however, on how we'll cope with Koroma, Laurant, Olembé, and Russell all injured. We aren't as dynamic without Koroma up front, and the other three being out leaves me with no specialist left winger. I still haven't devised a strategy to handle it.




Day 236 - 25th February, 2012




After thinking it through, I decided to play Chris Shuker on the left wing. It's incredibly bad luck that every one of my four specialist left wingers is injured--Olembé, Laurant, Russell, and even reserve player Nicky Nicolau. I considered going with John Nutter, but I felt we'd be stronger with Toumani Diagouraga coming into central midfield and Chris Birchall sliding out to the right wing. There were still major question marks over Diagouraga's fitness, following his recent injury, but I put the ball-winning midfielder in for his debut anyway.

   

   Ben May replaced Omar Koroma up front, again. I really hope this is Koroma's last injury. We need him. Meanwhile Samba Kanouté returned at right back; Bore dropped to the bench. Jean-François Christophe made the bench, too, in line for an appearance for the first time since he was carried off on a stretcher against York six weeks ago (which itself came after a two-month injury lay-off and month of training).

   

   The troubles we've had speak to the importance of my decision to strengthen and expand the squad. I shudder to think how badly we'd be going in the midst of these injuries with the shallow squad depth I inherited at the start of the season.

   

   Alfreton started the more menacing of the two sides. They got three shots off in the opening fifteen minutes--to our zero--and even hit the bar once. I tweaked our tactics in an attempt to grab more of the possession and take control of the game.

   

   Out of nowhere, in the 33rd minute, Barnes-Homer scored. It was excellent team play--a simple triangle of passes, from Diagouraga to Woods to Barnes-Homer--and a composed finish. We didn't deserve the goal, but I wasn't going to give up the lead. We kept pushing forward, searching for the magic ingredient that makes us click without Koroma or a specialist left winger.

    

   At half time, things were still tense. Ben May was having a poor game. I tried making him a target man to get the big striker more involved. Michael Woods was carrying us in the midfield, but he was also carrying an injury; I worried that he could not go on much longer.

   

   I subbed Diagouraga off for Alan Power in the 54th minute. He'd struggled on his debut, but he had an instrumental role in our goal. Power was meant to bring more control to the midfield, which needed to keep the ball better.

   

   May continued to look anonymous out there, so I swapped him for Laurent after an hour. Peter Bore also came, with Birchall--who was having a quiet game on the right flank--moving to his preferred central role. We improved right away. Birchall and Power started pulling the strings in midfield, while Laurent did his best to play Koroma's role as a roaming last man.

   

   Alfreton continued to knock on the door, however, forcing good saves from Putnins and right back Samba Kanouté. There'd be a nervous finish if we couldn't kill them off.

   

   It's a good thing, then, that Barnes-Homer scored his second in the 88th minute. A brilliant long ball along the right wing from Kanouté set Laurent off on a run. Closed off at the byline, he passed short to Bore. Barnes-Homer met Bore's cross with a diving header that was too good for the Alfreton keeper, assuring our victory with two minutes to spare.

    

   It was a disappointing performance on the whole (owing in part to the wet conditions, I expect), but we got the three points and a clean sheet. That puts us one step closer to the title crown. Highlights were solid performances from Barnes-Homer and Kanouté, good defensive rallying in the second half, and a few miscellaneous passes from Birchall and Diagouraga over the course of the game.

   

   Michael Woods will be out for a week following a gashed arm suffered early in the match. He's likely to miss both the next match against Southport and the following one at Fleetwood.




Day 237 - 26th February, 2012




I wasn't sure what to do today, and nothing much happened at all. I thought about our tactics. We were poor in the midfield and while going forward yesterday (despite the 2-0 win). But I'm sure the problem was people playing in unfamiliar positions. Birchall is considered an accomplished wide player, but he hasn't been playing there for us. Diagouraga was making his debut. Shuker was playing on the opposite flank to normal. Only one of the four midfielders was in his element (Woods).

   

   Perhaps my problem wasn't a tactical one, but rather just poor selection. Maybe I made the wrong call for who should start, and who should play where. I was lucky to get away with it, thanks to the defenders doing a fine job.

   

   I think next week I'll try to pick a team that better plays to our strengths, keeping in mind that familiarity is important. The players get used to their positions, and those of their teammates. I should worry about the team, not the individuals.




Day 238 - 27th February, 2012




I get twitchy on these quiet days. They're too quiet; I need action, excitement, something to do. At this stage of the season there just isn't much I can do, however. It's both too soon and too late to go looking for new players. I know my squad--its strengths and weaknesses. We're top of the table, so I don't need to think up a master plan to turn around our fortunes and finish strongly (I do need to find a way to keep us playing well, but that's an on-the-fly thing).

   

   There's nothing for me to do right now, and I wonder if other managers have this problem. Do they enjoy the calm before the storm that is the final two months of the season? Or do they wish they could just fast-forward or skip through it, as you would in a game--gloss over the tedious, boring stuff and get straight to business. Waiting sucks; I want to get this thing over and done with. I'm starting to wish I could take this job three or four days at a time, instead of only one. Oh, if my life could be a video game.

   

   As you might have guessed, the "one day at a time" part of this challenge is starting to grate. I shall persevere, though--I still have lessons that can be learnt about gaming and football management and whensoever the two meet. And I still have a season to finish. Rest assured, dear reader, this experiment will go on. And it'll be worth it in the end.




Day 239 - 28th February, 2012




Striker Matthew Barnes-Homer made the Blue Square Bet Premier Team of the Week for his two-goal heroics against Alfreton on the weekend. It's his fourth appearance on the list this season, which would be impressive if not for the fact that his average rating is far and away the best in the league.

   

   Barnes-Homer has averaged 7.46 out of 10 in the league this season. Next best is Omar Koroma--the ever-injured, ever-brilliant strike partner of Barnes-Homer--at 7.39 (from ten fewer appearances). Ebbsfleet's Michael West sits third, at 7.31, way behind both leaders. I guess it speaks to Barnes-Homer's consistency that he's only been selected for the team of the week four times in a season that he has so dominated.




Day 240 - 29th February, 2012




Not much on the agenda today. This week is quite the snore-fest. I guess the latest developments on the league table are worthy of discussion, though. At the bottom end, 22nd-placed Barrow gave themselves a lifeline with a 1-0 victory over Newport. They're nine points from safety with a woeful goal difference, but they have two games in hand on 20th-placed Kidderminster--the only team above the drop zone with any chance of slipping down.

    

   Up the other end, Forest Green have kept things interesting in the playoff zone--which is good, since the first four spots are pretty well booked (the only question mark is over whether Wrexham can leapfrog Mansfield and perhaps my team too). Forest Green are one point above Gateshead, just clinging onto their hopes of a playoff berth. You see, Gateshead have two games in hand and a vastly superior goal difference. If they win both of those games, Forest Green will face a tough task sneaking through. But there's a psychological advantage to being ahead, even if it is from playing extra matches.

   

   That will likely be the only interesting development in the final six or seven games of the season--the next few matches should finalise everything else that bears any lasting significance.




Day 241 - 1st March, 2012




Youngster Robert Taylor had a brilliant month on the training ground, it seems, improving almost across the board. His strength, acceleration, marking, and heading particularly shot up. I guess it may be related to the 90 minutes of first-team football he got across two matches early in February. The youngster has a bright future ahead of him, so every bit of first-team exposure could make a big difference. He's likely to get some more time on the pitch this month, while the senior lads shake off the remnants of their injury and fatigue woes.

    

   Striker Matthew Barnes-Homer ranked second on the Player of the Month award, losing to Forest Green's Britt Assombalonga. Interestingly, Barnes-Homer had the higher average rating and ratio of goals to games (7.62 and four goals in five matches). But Assombalonga got his impressive 7.58 and four goals across six matches, and it's fair to judge that as being better--Barnes-Homer would have needed a rating of at least 7.4 in his theoretical sixth appearance of the month to match Assombalonga.

    

   I picked up the runner-up spot for the Manager of the Month award. Wrexham's Andy Morrell was a deserving winner, after guiding his team to five wins in as many matches--including a 7-1 thumping of Stockport.

    

   Our losses flattened out somewhat after taking a nosedive in January. The club lost £59,676 in February, which is less than half of the loss from January. The balance is now £491,173 in the red--not yet "insecure" in the terms of a small club, but getting there.

   

   In other news, Omar Koroma resumed full training today. I expect him to be fit in time for Tuesday's trip to Fleetwood, but not Saturday's home encounter against Southport. Hopefully this is the last time he'll be injured, and hopefully he can carry on his form from earlier.




Day 242 - 2nd March, 2012




We've been given odds of 2-5 to beat Southport tomorrow. If you've been betting on Lincoln since day 1 and adding all profits to your betting pool, then maybe you can get a decent return on that. Otherwise steer clear and enjoy the match for the football on display. I'll try to put on a show.

    

   The only thing I'm worried about tomorrow is the physical toll it'll take on my squad for the following game against Fleetwood. Three days isn't much time to recover. The good news is that Woods and Koroma look likely to be ready for the midweek fixture, and Olembé is 50-50. That means I could have three key men coming in fresh after facing Southport.

   

   But it doesn't stop the fact that Kanouté, Billington, and Shuker will all struggle to get through both matches, and anyone else who takes a knock--big or small--won't have the extra couple of days they'll need to recover. I can only cross my fingers that the players stay in good nick.




Day 243 - 3rd March, 2012




We played host to Southport today. Our previous meeting saw Matthew Barnes-Homer and Josh Gowling put the Southport defence to the sword, leading us to a determined 2-0 victory. I was hoping the two key performers could repeat their magic today. Unlike last time, however, we had midfield dynamo Chris Birchall on hand to pull the strings. I expected him to make the difference.

   

   Robert Taylor started on the right wing, as a reward for his fine performance in training of late. With Woods injured, Diagouraga kept his spot--despite a disappointing debut. Shuker stayed on the left wing in the absence of any specialist left-sided midfielders. I went with an unchanged backline--they've been brilliant recently--and gave Ben May one last chance to prove himself alongside Barnes-Homer in attack.

   

   Barnes-Homer nearly scored from the kickoff. Less than two minutes into the game, in our first passage of play, the striker powered forward and struck a beautiful shot towards the top corner. Southport keeper Tony McMillan did well to tip the ball wide for a corner.

   

   Barnes-Homer turned provider a few minutes later, setting up strike-partner Ben May for a chance outside the box. Chris Birchall showed great skill to get round his man and test the keeper with a stinging shot in the 7th minute. It looked to be only a matter of time before we scored.

   

   Five more efforts followed before the 20-minute mark, but we could find no way past McMillan. Taylor was next to go close, in the 25th minute, with a fine volleyed strike from 15 yards out. Once again McMillan saved well.

   

   Southport nearly broke the deadlock after half an hour, thanks to a sudden turn and shot from Jamil Adam. Our opponents started to work their way into the match in the final 15 minutes of the first period. It looked to be anyone's game at the break.

   

   Southport hit the bar in the 54th minute. I started to get nervous around this point.

   

   Taylor came off injured in the 57th minute. I took the opportunity to tweak our tactics, pushing further forward but taking caution to hold possession.

   

   Gowling had a header cleared off the line in the 61st minute; we still couldn't find a way to break the deadlock.

   

   I made a more fundamental change to our tactics in the 74th minute when Shuker and Birchall came off the pitch. Diagouraga, Christophe, and Power formed a three-man midfield. Ben May stood up as target man in the centre of the forward line. Barnes-Homer and Laurent had duties of running off May. I instructed the players to run everything through Power, who is excellent at distribution (with great passing and creativity).

   

   We traded blows for the remainder of the game, with the best chance coming to substitute Jean-François Christophe in the 89th minute. The midfielder's striker cannoned off the crossbar, flying several metres up into the air. That proved to be the final opportunity in a tense encounter. You could argue Southport got off light, although the best chances of the match went to their strikers.

   

   The only positives I was able to take away were stand-out performances from young fullbacks Kanouté and Billington, together with a solid overall defensive display. Our attacks lacked a cutting edge, while in the midfield Diagouraga is clearly still settling in--which resulted in some disjointed passing.

   

   As luck would have it, Wrexham were also held to a draw, which means that we still have at least a three-point cushion at the top--potentially more, depending on how their games in hand play out.

    

   Young winger Robert Taylor will be out for four to five weeks with a thigh strain. I feel sorry for the lad--this is right after he had finally earned a first-team look-in.




Day 244 - 4th March, 2012




Star winger Salomon Olembé resumed full training today, following five weeks out with an ankle injury. Olembé's missed a lot of games this season--almost half of them, in fact. It hurts to see him sit in the stands so often. If we manage to hang onto the Cameroonian over the summer, I hope next season goes more smoothly for him. I expect we'll need his magic more then, too, since League 2 is a tougher and stronger competition than the Conference.

   

   Tuesday's match against Fleetwood will come too soon for Olembé, who I'm now rating a 50-50 chance for the bench. His condition is at 70%. If that gets up to 85%, I'll put him in the match squad and try to give him 20 minutes at the end. Anything less than 85% and he'll be a liability--no matter how desperate I am to put a specialist left winger back in the team.




Day 245 - 5th March, 2012




In a rare twist, our opponents are favourites for tomorrow's match. Our respective odds to win are very similar, but it's a nice change to be considered underdogs again. Fleetwood are on a good run at the moment; they've won six of their past eight matches. And they've got a lot to play for, being at the make-or-break point of their season. Sitting in 7th place, seven points adrift of the playoff zone, they need to win.

    

   We beat them 1-0 in the reverse fixture back in October (some five-or-so months ago), thanks to a goal from Matthew Barnes-Homer. That was with Koroma being deployed as a winger, with Shuker injured and Christophe and Power as the central midfield pairing. Even with the injuries in the squad at the moment, we're much stronger now than then. Koroma's back tomorrow, so hopefully we'll have that cutting edge we've been missing of late.




Day 246 - 6th March, 2012




Left winger Salomon Olembé was unfortunately not fit enough for the match squad today. At 79% condition he's not much use to anyone. Hopefully he'll be right to start on the weekend.

   

   Omar Koroma was fit, however, and the talented striker replaced Ben May in attack--all set for his 25th Lincoln appearance. Kanouté and Diagouraga also dropped out of the side. Bore and Woods replaced them. I expect Kanouté will only miss the one match--he needs a rest, but I've been so impressed by him lately that I consider the young defender my first-choice right back. Sam Smith made the bench for the first time in a month.

   

   Fleetwood went close after just 39 seconds. Striker Magno Vieira found himself in a one-on-one against Putnins. My keeper stood strong and tall, and Vieira couldn't slide his shot through--Putnins parried it out for a corner.

   

   Back and forth, we traded blows. Shuker and Woods managed the best of our chances, while Vardy and Magno Vieira kept my defence busy. But it was Barnes-Homer who next looked likely to score. The striker snaked in behind the Fleetwood defence, then slipped his shot past the keeper...and unfortunately just on the wrong side of the post. It was a nervy, entertaining first half. I demanded a better, more secure second period from my players.

   

   Nothing changed. Both teams caused problems for each other, and I worried about our inability to control the play. Several times, Fleetwood broke through my defence. Then disaster struck in bizarre circumstances. A poor clearance got knocked back to the edge of our defensive area. Bore beat goalkeeper Elvijs Putnins and Fleetwood striker Magno Vieira to the ball, but he only managed to send it goalwards. Putnins raced back, and he appeared to grab it safely. But he fumbled the ball, and it spilled out. He dived on it again, but this time only managed to bundle it over the line. Fleetwood had the lead, with less than 15 minutes remaining.

    

   We threw caution to the wind and desperately sought an equaliser. Koroma had a shot stifled at close-range, then substitute John Nutter tried to chip the keeper. On 82 minutes we won a free kick just outside the box. Shuker put his shot inches over the crossbar. Substitute striker Sam Smith scored a minute later, but it was disallowed for offside.

   

   I looked on in disbelief as an exhausted-looking Fleetwood side held on for dear life. Luck was clearly on their side, as 50-50 challenges and ricochets always turned to their favour. My players weren't helping matters by giving possession away cheaply, however. In the end we lost the scrappiest match I've seen in months. How could two skilled, in-form teams play such terrible football? It was action-packed, sure, but the passing was woeful from both sides.

   

   I threw some chairs and told them it was unacceptable. We've come too far to throw away the championship with performances like that. Mansfield are now three points behind; Wrexham trail us by 12 points, but with four games in hand. If they win all four, we will be top only by goal difference. We can't keep dropping points.

   

   Will the return of Olembé fix things? I hope so. Nine games to go. Anything less than first place at the end will be unacceptable, after we topped the league for so long.




Day 247 - 7th March, 2012




Title challengers Wrexham just gave themselves two more games to play by beating Vauxhall in the FA Trophy Fourth Round Replay this evening. They face Fleetwood in the semi final next, which is played over two legs. They now have more than two games a week over the next five-and-a-half weeks. I pray that fatigue catches up with them, because they're unstoppable at the moment.

   

   Wrexham have lost just once in the past five months. They even beat us and drew with Mansfield in the league in January. If we fail to win the title, I expect it'll be Wrexham that knicks the trophy from us.




Day 248 - 8th March, 2012




We had a backroom meeting today, for the first time in a couple of weeks. I was offered some strange advice, like changing Chris Shuker's squad status from key man to "backup to the first team." What has Grant Brown been smoking, to think that Shuker is anything less than vital to our success? He did give one piece of good advice, however, which was to add Chris Birchall to the corner-takers list.

   

   Birchall is the best set-piece taker in the club, with a rating of 12 for corners and 11 for free kicks coupled with excellent crossing and mental attributes. Young left-back Alex Billington is actually one of the best, too. I put him as second-choice for corners on the left side and second choice for free kicks on both sides of the pitch.

   

   This is why I need a backroom staff--to remind me about little-yet-important things like this.




Day 249 - 9th March, 2012




At 6-4 odds, we're favourites to beat York in the league tomorrow. Apparently our home advantage gives us an edge. What about our quality advantage? Our 35 extra goals scored? Our 28-point lead on them in the standings? Nope, only our home advantage. Idiots.

    

   I'm not saying this will be a pushover. It could be, but I fully expect them to give us a tough game--they've beaten us once this season (in the FA Trophy) and held us to a draw the other time. But we have a stronger team available tomorrow than we did in those previous meetings. The midfield, especially, is much better.




Day 250 - 10th March, 2012




My iMac tried for a little apocalypse of its own today. I had finished the diary entry (we won 2-0 the first time round) and was just waiting for the game to finish processing the day so I could save and exit. Nearly an hour later, it finally finished (normally this would take a few minutes, tops). But before I could do anything, the computer froze. I got a kernel panic. It rebooted automatically...into a spinning beach ball of death. I manually rebooted. It wouldn't start. I cycled the power (pull the plug, wait a few minutes). There's some life left in this beast after all. Here's take two of Day 250. If this happens again, I'm throwing in the towel. Too much pain, too much angst, and too much time (I lost the best part of four hours to this crap tonight).

   

   At least that's one thing football doesn't have to contend with. You get matches abandoned for various reasons, but never a glitch in the matrix that causes a repeat of an entire day.

   

   Salomon Olembé returned to the side today after missing eight games with a twisted ankle. His match fitness was in a sorry state, but I desperately needed a left winger. I put him in from the start, intending on subbing him off towards the end of the match--whenever he looked to be running out of juice. Samba Kanouté also returned, after being rested for the previous game, but the rest of the team was unchanged from the side that lost in the closing stages to Fleetwood four days ago (through an own goal, of all things).

   

   The pre-match ticker reminded us of the stakes both teams had riding on victory: "Lincoln hold their fate in their own hands, and know that they will clinch the Blue Square Bet Premier title if they win their remaining fixtures; By winning the forthcoming fixture, York can move up to 7th in the table and will hope to leapfrog Fleetwood." It's make or break for them and the title to lose for us.

   

   We had a point to prove after the loss to Fleetwood, and my players came out flying. They fought hard for every ball and put York under serious pressure after just five minutes. Marques looped a header from the edge of the six-yard box inches over the bar. Then two minutes later Olembé rifled a shot in from the edge of the area, putting us one goal up.

    

   Barnes-Homer doubled the lead in the 18th minute. Koroma showed great pace to craft the chance from Woods's lofted pass, then squared the ball to his strike partner--whose venomous shot went in off the underside of the bar.

    

   Assistant Manager Martin O'Connor cautioned that the gap between our midfield and attack was too large, reducing the effectiveness of our passing and leaving the strikers stranded at times. I moved Chris Birchall from a defensive to supporting duty in his deep-lying playmaker role at the centre of the midfield. It didn't appear to alter the statistics I was watching--pass completion percentages and overall possession--but O'Connor seemed happy with the change.

   

   We had some nervous moments in the closing moments of the first half, as York twice looked like scoring, but we were two up at the interval.

   

   Olembé needed treatment on the sidelines on the hour mark. His condition plummeted, but he got the all-clear to continue. I prayed he wasn't carrying an injury. I subbed him off 18 minutes later as a precaution.

   

   In the meantime, he earned us a penalty. Jon Challinor impeded the winger when he tried to get on the end of a cross from Koroma. The referee called foul. Substitute Jean-François Christophe fired the penalty into the top-left corner, giving us an unassailable three-goal lead with twelve minutes to play.

    

   Olembé received man of the match honours for his stellar display, while the team as a whole was very impressive. The Cameroonian winger more than did his job, bringing balance to the team and incisiveness to the left wing that culminated in two goals. I'm delighted with his contribution, and doubly pleased to see that he's not injured.

   

   Mansfield did their title campaign significant damage by dropping points at home to Bath--their 3-0 defeat leaves them six points adrift, with an impossible deficit in goal difference. Eight games to go.




Day 251 - 11th March, 2012




Our remaining eight fixtures are against Ebbsfleet, Hayes & Yeading, Bath, Braintree, Forest Green, Mansfield, Grimsby, and Darlington--in that order. Of those, four are in the top half--Mansfield in second, Forest Green in sixth, Grimsby fourth, and Ebbsfleet eighth. Last-placed Braintree should offset the more difficult matches in there. It won't be an easy finish, though, with four strong teams closing out the season (Darlington are in 13th, but with ten points deducted for going into administration, which would otherwise leave them in ninth). Next match is in six days.




Day 252 - 12th March, 2012




We took on a new batch of youth players today. Of the 16 youth candidates, I'd say only two have any real chance of turning pro--attacking midfielder Samuel Hancock and goalkeeper Sam Clarke. I agreed to watch them play the current youth team in a friendly tomorrow. We'll definitely be keeping Hancock; I'm not so sure about anyone else.




Day 253 - 13th March, 2012




Salomon Olembé made the Team of the Week for his brilliant performance on return from injury at the weekend. It's his third time awarded a spot this season.

   

   I watched my current Under 18s and the youth candidates face off in a friendly today. It was a poor match, save for two brilliant goals--a free kick from Parmenter and a long-range lob from Allen. The Under 18s took it out 3-0.

   

   I let my assistant manager sign the youth candidates he thought were worthwhile; I'd only take two or three, if it were left to me, but then we wouldn't have a team next year.




Day 254 - 14th March, 2012




Mansfield and Wrexham both drew their matches today, putting us closer to clinching the title. Mansfield are now five points short, having played one game extra, while Wrexham sit 12 points behind us in third--but they've played four fewer matches than we have.

   

   Our maximum tally for the season--if we win every game--is 110 points. Mansfield's is 102 points. Wrexham's is 108. If we win all of our eight remaining fixtures, we take home the crown. We're not safe yet, but boy are we getting close.




Day 255 - 15th March, 2012




Backup left midfielder Nicky Nicolau resumed full training today, after five weeks out of contention with an ankle injury. I could have really used him two weeks ago; now he's just going to waste away in the Reserves, as he has all season.




Day 256 - 16th March, 2012




Midfielder Michael Woods was singled out for praise by my assistant manager today. Martin O'Connor said that Woods has made great progress in training lately, spurred in part by his exposure to first-team football. It's easy for me to forget that Woods is only 20; he's such an integral part of the team, with a maturity beyond his years.

    

   We've been drawn as Evens to beat Ebbsfleet tomorrow. Yep, the bookies won't even take bets on us, such is their confidence that we'll win. I'm actually surprised, because Ebbsfleet are in eighth place and still an outside chance for a playoff spot. That said, our previous meeting went 3-1 in our favour, thanks to a brace from Omar Koroma and a goal from Rui Marques.




Day 257 - 17th March, 2012




We visited Ebbsfleet today, fielding an unchanged team.

   

   The match didn't get off to the greatest start. Stavrinou's cross was too close to our goalkeeper, Elvijs Putnins, but the stopper uncharacteristically fumbled. Michael West reacted first, diving in to poke the ball goalwards. Josh Gowling managed to get in the way, but he could only knock the ball over the line. Nobody expected us to be down 1-0 at the 17th-minute mark, but that's the way it was.

    

   Olembé and Woods combined three minutes later to test the Ebbsfleet keeper, as we threw players forward in search of an equaliser. The rally didn't last, however, and my players struggled to control the midfield.

   

   Things turned from bad to worse in the 38th minute when key midfielder Chris Birchall's run was cut short by injury.

   

   Shuker was dragged down in the box in the 50th minute. Alan Power stepped up confidently...and blasted the penalty high and wide. I couldn't believe it. Three minutes later Koroma was tripped trying to put away Olembé's cross. This time Power made no mistake. We were level at last, with 53 minutes on the clock.

    

   Olembé's wing play undid the Ebbsfleet defence again in the 63rd minute. Shuker lost his man and half-volleyed a shot into the bottom corner while moving away from goal. It was an excellent finish on the winger's weak foot.

    

   We had them on the back foot from here on out. Olembé outran his man in the 67th minute, crossing with pinpoint accuracy for Shuker to knock home his second of the match. The situation 22 minutes into the second half looked starkly different to that at the same point in the first period.

    

   Barnes-Homer could and should have finished them off with five minutes on the clock, following a brilliant through ball from strike partner Omar Koroma. With the goal at his mercy and the Ebbsfleet keeper poorly positioned, he sent his shot wide.

   

   Ebbsfleet were reduced to ten men in the 88th minute when defender Joe Howe received his second yellow card. After a performance as atrocious as Howe's, Ebbsfleet weren't losing much from Howe's removal.

   

   The match finished up 3-1 in our favour. Olembé destroyed them in the second half, and Shuker pulled the trigger.

   

   Birchall will miss the rest of the season. He strained his knee ligaments after twisting painfully during the game, and is looking at two to three months on the sidelines. We'll miss him, but I've got a strong squad for exactly this eventuality. Diagouraga, Power, Atkinson, and Christophe are all waiting in the wings for a chance to win a place in the starting eleven.

   

   We're now mathematically guaranteed a playoff spot.




Day 258 - 18th March, 2012




Nothing at all of note happened today, but I took a look at title-challenger Wrexham's plight before signing off. They're going to struggle against Fleetwood tomorrow. The Trawlermen have a slightly fitter squad, which could make all the difference when the two teams are both coming off the back of a cup tie (against each other, funnily enough).

   

   Wrexham will be hurting more from the absence of three key players--suspended full-back Gavin Hoyte, forward Adrian Cieslewicz, and winger David Worrall. Their available regulars are, by all accounts, exhausted, and in no condition to play 90 minutes. And their fringe men don't exactly look fresh, either. I'll be very impressed if they limp through the next two matches (a home tie against Barrow follows two days after the Fleetwood clash tomorrow) with maximum points.

   

   Wrexham may even fall off the wagon entirely, slipping down to fourth or fifth on the table--behind the on-fire Grimsby and in-form Gateshead, who trail closely on points (albeit with a few extra games under their belt). I'll be watching closely.




Day 259 - 19th March, 2012




French winger Benjamin Laurant resumed full training today, after four weeks out of action. It's good timing, since we've got three games in seven days coming up at the weekend. Now I can do a bit of rotation between him, Olembé, and Shuker. Fellow wide man Simon Russell should be back tomorrow, following his lengthy spell on the sidelines, along with stopper Mark Halstead.

   

   That'll leave only Robert Taylor and Chris Birchall in the injury room, with Taylor set to return to training next week. Birchall's out for the season, but with everyone else fit and available we shouldn't have any problems making it through the last seven games.

   

   Fleetwood and Wrexham played out a cagey, tense draw. That's effectively killed Fleetwood's playoff campaign--they're eight points adrift of the playoff zone, with fifth-placed Gateshead holding two games in hand. Wrexham's title hopes took a big hit, too. They're now 16 points behind us, with four games in hand. If--and it's a big if--they win all four of those, that'll still mean four points to make up. With our phenomenal goal difference, they'd have to beat us outright--so that would be five points on us in the final seven matches. That's a huge ask.

   

   In a couple more weeks, I could have the title pretty much wrapped up. Not a bad debut season for ol' Juan Day, aye?




Day 260 - 20th March, 2012




Simon Russell and Mark Halstead returned to training today, as expected. Both are looking extremely short of fitness, and will likely need a week of training before they're ready to play any football at all. Then they'll need a game or two to get match fit.




Day 261 - 21st March, 2012




Fatigue has finally worn-down title challengers Wrexham, who were held to a 1-1 draw at home to 22nd-placed Barrow this evening. Barrow are likely to get relegated, with just 29 points from their 38 games. It should have been a walk in the park for the high-flying and in-form Wrexham. That's three draws in a row for The Red Dragons, who in the space of a week have gone from my biggest threat for the title to being at risk of slipping down to fifth.

   

   They still have three games in hand, which could put them two points ahead of second-placed Mansfield if they take maximum points. But I wouldn't count on it.

   

   The take-away from all this, from my point of view, is that I'm nearly home and hosed. My boys have room to drop a few points in the last seven games, regardless of results elsewhere.




Day 262 - 22nd March, 2012




We had a backroom meeting today. Mark Halstead has been unhappy with his high training workload. I took him off the extra handling practice we've had him on, disappointed that he doesn't have a greater drive to improve. Grant Brown coldly suggested that I change winger Simon Russell's squad status from "backup" to "no longer needed." I refused--he's still useful, and will continue to be until the end of the season. I did agree, however, to bump young central defender Karlton Watson up from "hot prospect" to backup.




Day 263 - 23rd March, 2012




We're clear favourites to beat 14th-placed Hayes & Yeading tomorrow. We beat them 4-2 in a thrilling encounter back in November (five months ago), thanks to braces from Koroma and Barnes-Homer. We'll be at full strength, aside from the absence of central midfielder Chris Birchall--who picked up a strained knee ligaments injury in the previous match.

    

   I'll be watching the goal updates with great interest. Third-placed Wrexham will be hosting playoff contenders York, while second-placed Mansfield travel to Barrow. If either of them drop points and we win, that'll just about knock them out of the title contest. Our lead is edging ever closer to unassailable.




Day 264 - 24th March, 2012




I made just one change to the starting lineup for today's match against Hayes & Yeading. Toumani Diagouraga came in for the injured Chris Birchall. Injury-returnee Mark Halstead was deemed fit enough for a place on the bench, while out-of-favour forward Francis Laurent also came into the 16.

   

   We traded blows in the first few minutes, with both teams testing their opposing goalkeeper's reflexes. It didn't take long for one side to find the back of the net. After just five minutes, Hayes & Yeading centre-back Pelé headed a corner against the crossbar. His teammate Cristian Baz climbed high to meet the rebound, sending a looping header over the goalkeeper, under the bar, and beyond the goal-line. Pelé's aerial prowess was almost our undoing last time the two sides met. He's becoming a bit of a nemesis.

    

   Michael Woods squared up the scoreline on 27 minutes with a ferocious right-footed drive from just inside the box. We started to take control of the match.

    

   Koroma was twice denied during a period of domination over the following five minutes--once by quick hands from the goalkeeper and once by a timely challenge from Pelé.

   

   The remainder of the first half was an even battle, but Hayes & Yeading reclaimed the advantage deep into stoppage time thanks to that man Pelé. The defender rose once again to meet a corner ball, and this time his header found the top corner rather than the woodwork. We were devastated to go a goal down with the last kick of the half.

    

   I warned the players that their performance was unacceptable and sent them out to turn the game around. They did no such thing. And to compound the misery, Chris Shuker went off injured with ten minutes to go.

   

   The problem was Pelé. Every time we looked like scoring, he was there to clear the danger. Unstoppable in the air, he towered over everybody. Meanwhile, his positioning was inch-perfect. Hayes & Yeading were ordinary; Pelé was extraordinary. That made all the difference. We lost 2-1, shell-shocked at the way the game transpired.

   

   Thankfully Mansfield and Wrexham also faltered. Mansfield were beaten 2-1 by relegation-candidates Barrow, while Wrexham were held to a nil-all draw by York. Gateshead climbed to third, with 76 points from 39 games. Wrexham slipped to fourth, with 75 points from 37 matches. We remain eight points clear at the top, with 89 points over Mansfield's 81.

    

   Chris Shuker probably won't play again this season. He's sidelined for four to five weeks with a thigh strain.




Day 265 - 25th March, 2012




Coach Grant Brown had some thoughts to share about the development of midfielder Michael Woods today. Why I had to hear them second-hand from Martin O'Connor is beyond me, but apparently the lad has been training well. He's improved his anticipation and composure, in particular. And he would be well served by an individual training regime to improve his passing. Great, I said. Let it be so. And just like that Woods was focusing on his passing ability.

    

   Young Latvian goalkeeper Elvijs Putnins' next game for the club will be his last--for this season, at least. His loan spell is due to end on the 30th of the month, and we can't extend it until the end of the season. Mark Halstead will need to be ready to take over shot-stopping duties for the final five games of the campaign.

    

   We're approaching the point in the season where I need to think about life in League 2. My scouts sent word of a French defender by the name of Steven Thicot who may be a fine addition to the side next season. A product of the FC Nantes youth system, he was a part of the side that won the European Under 17 Championship in 2004. He appears to have been plying his trade as a squad player for Scottish Premier League team Hibernians for the past few years, although this season he's been at Second Division side Brechin. With decent athleticism, solid technical ability, and fairly well-rounded defensive attributes, he's a potential partner for Rui Marques--who probably has one good season left in him before Samba Kanouté takes his place.




Day 266 - 26th March, 2012




We're being touted as "comfortable favourites" for tomorrow's home game against Bath, but the odds strike me more as "slight favourites." In any case, we have a point to prove following defeat at the weekend. My players tend to respond well to surprise losses, so I'm hoping for a big show. We beat Bath 4-1 in the reverse fixture back in November, with goals from Woods, Olembé, and Gowling.

    

   My Reserves hosted Bodmin in a friendly match today. I put Halstead and Russell in for their first run-outs since returning from long-term injuries. Fringe players Sam Smith, Chris Atkinson, Nicky Nicolau, Jean-François Christophe, Karlton Watson, and Paul Robson all started, along with youngsters Will Rawdon, Karl Cunningham, and Sam Hancock--the latest recruit with potential.

   

   It took less than five minutes for Smith to open the scoring, running onto a long ball and slipping his shot through between the keeper and the near post.

    

   Karlton Watson made it two after 49 minutes, showing fine anticipation and desire to attack the ball from deep and nod it in from close range.

    

   Hancock added the third ten minutes later with a brilliant volley from Russell's right-wing cross.

    

   I was pleased to see Russell performing so well on his first game back. With Shuker injured we need Russell to provide his excellent wing play off the bench as soon as possible. It was great to see young Hancock playing so comfortably with the senior lads, too. I'm thinking about giving him a run off the bench for the first team before the end of the season now.




Day 267 - 27th March, 2012




Benjamin Laurant returned to the starting eleven today after sitting out the past six matches. Injured winger Chris Shuker made way for the Frenchman. Peter Bore and Ben May made the bench following their recent period of exile from the first team. I fielded an otherwise-unchanged side from the one that lost to Hayes & Yeading three days ago.

   

   Our opponents Bath set out to crowd the midfield and keep us from playing our natural game; they lined up in a 4-5-1 formation.

   

   With Birchall and Shuker both missing, the weight fell on Michael Woods to pull the strings in midfield. If he were to falter, I expected a tough encounter; if he were on form, I anticipated a big win.

   

   Bath almost took a shock lead a single minute after kick off. A direct free kick from the edge of the area hit the bar, bounced off goalkeeper Elvijs Putnins, and was cleared away by my defenders. At the other end, Olembé crafted the first real chance of the game. An excellent run and cross along the left wing teed up Laurant at the edge of the six-yard box, but the Frenchman's shot was blocked. He perhaps should have done better.

   

   We dominated the next 20 minutes, managing several attempts on goal in the process but nothing clear-cut. It looked like Bath were going to frustrate us today, especially when Koroma was stretchered off the field after 40 minutes. He looked to be in pain; I hoped it wasn't serious--the poor lad's missed enough football this season through injury. Ben May replaced the young striker, necessitating a slight change in tactics.

   

   May lined up as a target man, tasked with bringing his attacking teammates into the play. But it was he who had the best chance of the first half. Olembé and Barnes-Homer combined to slip the ball through to May, unmarked in the penalty area. He looked certain to score, but he snatched at the chance and put it wide of the post.

   

   We came out strong for the second half, and managed to open the scoring in the 52nd minute with a bizarre goal. Kanouté threw the ball in to Laurant, who crossed to the near post. It bounced off a Bath defender's back, then May picked it up on the byline. He dribbled into the box and passed low across the face of goal. The ball struck Sekani Simpson and bounced loose towards the edge of the area, where Woods raced in and fired hard at goal. Barnes-Homer found himself directly in the path of the shot, which took a huge deflection off the striker and flew into the back of the net. The poor goalkeeper had no idea what was happening, left wrong-footed and out of position by the game of pinball in his area. Barnes-Homer claimed the goal as his own, as any striker would.

    

   Olembé doubled the lead ten minutes later, just as I was preparing to take him off the pitch. You couldn't wish for a better final contribution. Woods made it, though, showing great vision to thread the needle between two Bath defenders and find the run of the evergreen Cameroonian winger.

    

   I subbed Woods off five minutes later; he'd done his job, and done it well. Now I needed him fit and ready to repeat the performance in four days.

   

   Left-back Alex Billington went off injured with ten minutes to play, which put us down to ten men for the final stages. I got worried when Marques went down hurt three minutes later, but he dusted himself off and returned to the match after some treatment on the sidelines.

   

   My boys held on for a clean sheet and a two-nil win, with Woods deservedly-crowned man of the match. His two assists made the difference.

   

   In other results, Mansfield won comfortably away at Darlington; Wrexham faltered again, however, with a draw at home to Hayes & Yeading. Wrexham are now out of the title race, leaving only eight-points-adrift Mansfield within shouting distance. If we win our next two league matches, we'll be Conference champions. Even if we don't, however, the remaining games look to be only a formality at this point.

   

   The excellent news post-match is that Koroma and Billington are both fine. Koroma should be fit to start on Saturday, while Billington is unlikely to recover his condition in time--he's looking exhausted and stiff. Barnes-Homer and Gowling have started showing signs of fatigue, too, so I'll need to consider resting them against Braintree.

    

   My scouts spotted a very promising fifteen-year-old Northern Irish striker by the name of Roy Edgar. He's got decent pace, incredible natural fitness, and solid technical and mental attributes for a boy his age. They think we should sign him, and I'm inclined to agree, but we can't afford to pay his club the £96,120 they'd be due in compensation. Ian Gardner thinks we could probably buy him for less, but that's still money we don't have. Maybe next season.




Day 268 - 28th March, 2012




I took a look at some Blue Square Bet Premier statistics today. Wrexham may be having a major downturn in form, but they're still at an impressive fourteen games without defeat. Grimsby have that bettered with a fifteen-match unbeaten run. Gateshead's run is perhaps the most impressive, though--they've won seven straight matches. If they can keep their run going, they might even sneak into second place.

   

   Wrexham rather comically hold second position on the "games without winning" charts, too, thanks to their six successive draws. Kidderminster haven't won in a month, with a woeful record of just two league wins this calendar year.

   

   We're one goal shy of a century, sporting an incredible goal difference of +63. That means my boys have scored nearly two-and-a-half goals a game, and conceded less than one a match.

    

   My players take out five of the top six places on the Average Ratings table. Barnes-Homer, Olembé, Shuker, Koroma, and Gowling are all up there. Rui Marques and Peter Bore aren't far behind, in equal thirteenth and seventeenth, respectively. Shuker's still top of the assists charts, while Rui Marques has been on the field for every single one of our 99 goals.

   

   I was also interested to see that Marques leads the league on "key" headers by fifteen--his 80 is followed next by Danny O'Donnell's 65. It shows what a huge role he plays in my defence.




Day 269 - 29th March, 2012




The free transfer and loan transfer deadlines passed today. I refrained from making any last minute deals--there's no need, as I've got the squad I want to finish the season with already. I won't be able to sign new players--in any form--until the first of July, which is just over three months away. I'm anticipating lots of wheeling and dealing before then, however, as I look to build my squad up (on a tiny budget) for life in League 2.

   

   Wrexham finally broke their six-game streak of draws this evening, beating Southport 2-1. That puts them back in contention for second place. If they win their two games in hand, they'll leapfrog Mansfield--who have a very tough finish to the season, with matches against Grimsby, Telford, Lincoln (that's us!), Kettering, and Wrexham. I doubt either of them can catch me now, but second spot on the table could be decided on the final day of the season in a match between its two contenders.




Day 270 - 30th March, 2012




We're expected to clean up against Braintree tomorrow. The part-timers are languishing down in 23rd place, six points and 26 goals from safety, with relegation looking all but a foregone conclusion. We beat them 2-0 last time out--back in early November--despite a 49th-minute injury to Koroma and a 51st-minute red card for Rui Marques. I expect a similar level of comfort tomorrow.

    

   Braintree's key man, I've been led to believe by the media (I'm personally not convinced), is Craig Hinton, a 34-year-old central defender with little aerial or physical presence and no pace whatsoever--he's rated at a measly 2 out of 20 on Pace. If we don't exploit that, I'll be fuming.

   

   Struggling Alfreton Town are rumoured to be under scrutiny from a consortium of businessmen interested in taking over the small club. I have no idea why anyone would want to buy them--perhaps the rock-bottom price?--but it could shake up the Conference league next season if it goes ahead.

   

   Elvijs Putnins finished his three-month loan spell at the club today, after making 17 appearances with an average rating of 6.78. It falls to January signing Mark Halstead--who spent time on loan with us early in the season--to take over between the sticks for the remainder of the season. He's still recovering his match fitness after injury, but it looks like he'll be in decent shape for tomorrow.

   

   Mansfield faltered against Grimsby this evening, being held to a draw at home. That means we'll be ten points clear if we win tomorrow, which would leave us needing just two points in the final four matches to guarantee the title. It's so nearly in my hands; I'd be heartbroken if it slipped away now.




Day 271 - 31st March, 2012




I offered veteran defender Rui Marques a one-year extension to his contract. He's been crucial to our success this season, and at 34 years of age has yet to show signs of slowing down.

   

   I made two changes to the side that beat Bath midweek. Mark Halstead came in between the sticks to replace the departed Elvijs Putnins--whose loan contract expired yesterday--and John Nutter returned to the starting lineup after left-back Alex Billington failed a fitness test--the youngster took a heavy knock in the last match, and it's taking a few extra days for him to get his wind back.

   

   We started brightly, with early shots from Koroma and Laurant. But Braintree snuck ahead in the 8th minute, thanks to an excellent direct free kick from Braintree midfielder Luke Denson.

    

   My players gritted their teeth and got on with the show. An equaliser finally came in the 32nd minute when Olembé, Woods, and Barnes-Homer played an excellent triangle move to get the striker in behind Braintree's defence. Barnes-Homer's deft finish silenced the previously-excited home fans.

    

   Koroma should have put us ahead five minutes later, but he struck a gild-edged chance wide of the goal. A clever chip followed in the 41st minute, which went just wide of the post. He looked hungry for a goal.

   

   A spot of bad luck prevented Rui Marques from scoring from a corner in the 50th minute. His powerful header beat everything but the crossbar. Goalscorer Luke Denson went off injured after 56 minutes, his contribution made in style. And still we fought for the lead.

   

   It finally came in the 78th minute when Koroma exposed Braintree's lack of pace at the back with a counter-attacking run from the halfway line. He cut the ball back from the byline, where Barnes-Homer slid in to grab his second goal of the game and 25th of the season.

    

   Braintree threw men forward in search of an equaliser. This left extra holes in their defence, and we twice should have sealed the victory with incisive break-aways that fizzled out at the final third.

   

   I ruffled a few feathers at the full-time team talk, telling the boys that their victory was "a bit of a let-off." Most of them were fired-up, but a few--including Barnes-Homer--took an angrier tack. Club captain John Nutter was the most upset--fitting, given his name--so I took him aside for a chat and calmed him down.

   

   High-fliers Wrexham and Gateshead did themselves no favours dropping points against inferior opposition. Wrexham lost their match, leaving their hopes of second place under threat, while Gateshead's three-all draw ruined their opportunity to put pressure on Mansfield for that very spot.

   

   We passed a pretty exciting milestone, though. With four matches left to play, we've scored 101 goals in the league this season. That's 2.4 goals a game. Not half bad, if you ask me.




Day 272 - 1st April, 2012




Samba Kanouté's run in the first team is paying dividends on the training ground. The young defender showed signs of improvement in nearly every aspect of his game in March. We're expecting him to develop into a good League 1 player (that's two divisions up from the Conference league) over the next few years; this is a great start.

    

   Gateshead swept the monthly awards, with the top two spots in the Player of the Month prize, first place in the Young Player of the Month award, and the Manager of the Month honours all going their way. They also scored one of the three best goals in the Blue Square Bet Premier in March.

   

   The club lost £44,818 last month. That's an improvement on February's £59,676. With promotion all but guaranteed now, I think we've turned the corner and will have little further reduction in finances. The current balance is £564,399 in the red; I'd say that'll drop between fifty and a hundred thousand pounds more before swinging quickly in the other direction. Next season should begin with a positive balance, then the club can work on profitability.




Day 273 - 2nd April, 2012




It sunk in today that we're about to win the league. Either Wrexham or Mansfield must win all of their remaining matches, and we must lose all ours, for the title to go elsewhere. That's possible, but if it came down to the final day of the season I would pull out all the stops to ensure we don't lose.

   

   I, Juan Day, the son of perhaps the only coupling between a Scot and a Puerto Rican alive today, am about to win the fifth tier of English football's big prize--top spot in the Conference National, and promotion to the League 2 of the Football League. In my first season as a professional manager, plucked from obscurity--never heard of within the footballing world; experienced in management only of little computer people and my own existence. That's the stuff of fairy tales.

   

   Football management games are, I think, at the pinnacle of wish fulfillment. Football sims like FIFA and Pro Evo tend to get thought of in that way, but they involve you controlling footballers on the pitch as if a god--or puppeteer. You are not playing at your ability in FIFA, but rather that of your avatar. In Football Manager, however, they are one and the same.

   

   When you win trophies in a football management game, you feel like you've earned it more so than in a football sim--or any kind of non-management sports sim, for that matter. You find yourself roleplaying, even when you're plowing through months at a time. You don't proudly say to anyone within earshot, "I just scored a 30-yard stunner." You say we, or you just scream out the name of the goalscorer. You play football manager like a real coach; you play FIFA as a puppeteer. You share your glory with all your virtual players. We did it. And I masterminded our success.

   

   Every self-respecting football fan has yelled their tactical advice at the TV, seemingly oblivious to the fact that the player on the receiving end likely wouldn't listen even if he could. We're all experts. We could all be Alex Ferguson or Pep Guardiola, leading a multi-million dollar team of egos to the treble, or Alan Pardew bringing a proud club out of its vicious downward spiral. If only we had the chance.


   Football Manager is that chance, and we all like to prove it. We take big clubs and make them bigger, turn small clubs into giants, and achieve the impossible task of leading a group of useless miscreants--six leagues down with no money or fans--to the top of the world. Because we're football managers, and bloody good ones at that. Or so we wish.




Day 274 - 3rd April, 2012




Matthew Barnes-Homer's man of the match performance at the weekend earned him a place in the Team of the Week for the fifth time this season. I still find it astounding that the best-performing player in the league (that's him) has only been rated in five of the 35-or-so weekly dream teams. His average rating of 7.42 blows away next-best Phil Airey's 7.32, and yet the striker has earned just six man-of-the-match and five team-of-the-week plaudits.

   

   Veteran central defender Rui Marques accepted my offer of a one-year extension to his contract. The Angolan also got a £100 a week pay rise--well deserved, given his scintillating form and exceptional leading of my defence this season. Hopefully he can reproduce this crucial defensive work for us next season in League 2.

   

   Leading us straight to promotion to League 1 would be a wonderful send-off for his storied career, which has seen him play for Stuttgart in the Bundesliga, Leeds United in their darkest days at the bottom of the Championship and League 1, and the Angolan national team (19 times over six years).




Day 275 - 4th April, 2012




Out-of-favour right-back Paul Robson came to me asking if he could leave the club today. He wants first-team football, and if he's not going to get it here he'll go. His contract runs out at the end of the season, and I had no intention of renewing it, but now we've popped him on the transfer list as well. Robson blew his chance to win a place in the team earlier in the season, and he hasn't managed to get back in.

    

   I'll be happy to have the £400 a week we're paying him available to give to somebody better; he'll be happy to find a club that will let him ply his trade in the first team during the peak of his playing career. So that's good news all round.

   

   In other good news, Wrexham were beaten 2-0 by Alfreton this evening--knocking them out of contention for the title. That just leaves Mansfield to worry about, and we only need to get two points out of our remaining four matches to render that threat irrelevant.




Day 276 - 5th April, 2012




We held our regular fortnightly backroom meeting today. It was a quick and easy one; four players were put onto individual training regimes, while Jason Fowler wanted to make sure I knew that we need three points to guarantee we win the league. I don't think I'd be very good at my job if I hadn't been aware of that right after the previous match, but I appreciate the support. Fowler's got my back.

   

   This weekend's fixtures could guarantee a number of notable things, actually. Kettering and Braintree must win their matches, or they will be confirmed for relegation. Even a win won't be enough for Kettering if Kidderminster win, though. Two more teams--Gateshead and Wrexham--are likely to assure their playoff spots, with Grimsby potentially held in limbo only for the slim chance that Forest Green could make up a goal-difference shortfall of 20. And of course we could be crowned champions.




Day 277 - 6th April, 2012




We're unsurprisingly favourites for tomorrow's trip to Forest Green. My boys have twice the motivation to pull out a big win--not only do they have the opportunity to win the league, but also they have to redeem for defeat when the two sides last met. Forest Green won 4-3 in a thriller back in November, where we twice came back from behind and dominated on both possession and goal chances.

   

   Leon Redwood was the man who tore us asunder that day, but he'll be sitting out tomorrow--the versatile winger's out injured. It looks like a number of Forest Green's key men are suffering from significant fatigue, too, while my entire squad--short of sidelined midfielders Chris Birchall and Chris Shuker--is fit and raring to go.




Day 278 - 7th April, 2012




I made two changes to the team for today's match against Forest Green. Alex Billington returned at left back, with John Nutter making way, while Simon Russell replaced Jean-François Christophe on the bench. Russell hadn't played since he was a half-time substitute against Wrexham three months ago.

   

   We came out the slightly stronger of the sides, but there was little between us for the first 20 minutes. Lax marking from Benjamin Laurant on a defensive corner gifted Forest Green winger Britt Assombalonga the opening goal in the 22nd minute, spurring my team into action.

   

   Laurant almost redeemed himself ten minutes later when an excellent challenge just inside the opposition's penalty area earned him a shot at goal. It beat the keeper but sailed wide of the mark.

   

   Josh Gowling headed over the bar on 40 minutes, then Olembé pulled scores level with a brilliant left-footed strike on the brink of half time. The Cameroonian winger found himself in space following Billington's short through ball, then peeled off a thunderous drive beyond the keeper on his near post.

   

   I tried to make Forest Green work harder during the second half. A number of their players came into the match fatigued; if I could wear them down, I might blunt the danger.

   

   News on the wire told me that Mansfield were two up and in control against AFC Telford. If we wanted to win the league today, we'd have to win the match.

   

   My boys were a bundle of nerves. The gravity of the occasion was clearly getting to them. For the first time in months, three of them had made the referee's book. I subbed Laurant and Barnes-Homer out for what I hoped would be cooler heads--Simon Russell and Ben May.

   

   The breakthrough came three minutes later. Koroma came short for a throw-in from Kanouté, then turned and sprinted forward with the ball. He crossed to the near post, where Diagouraga had broken free of his man. The midfielder calmly nodded home, putting us ahead with 20 minutes to play.

   

   A great passing play from Forest Green cut our celebrations short in the 85th minute, however. With quick passing from Imudia at right back to Bangura in the centre of the pitch, then forward to Collins, square to Forbes, and through a gap in the defence to Collins again, they carved us into pieces. It was fantastic football on their part, but I'm not too proud of our role in the goal. Poor marking contributed to the move, giving Collins space to run into.

   

   I threw caution to the wind, sending players forward in an all-out attack. I wanted to win, and I wanted to see that my players had greater determination to bag the title than Forest Green did to stay in the running for a play-off berth.

   

   In the end, both teams ran out of time. Neither will be satisfied with a draw, but that's the card we've been dealt. Our next match is at home against Mansfield in just two days. A loss there will put us under tremendous pressure, while anything else will confirm the title--in front of our own fans, too.

   

   I won't be starting star striker Matthew Barnes-Homer for that game. His anaemic performance today reiterated that he simply cannot perform in big matches--and this will be the biggest match of the season for us.

   

   In other news, Kettering are the first team to be officially relegated from the Conference National this season. That's looked to be a dead-set certainty for several months, but now we have mathematical certainty. They're not the first team in professional English football to have that dubious honour, however, as Championship side Coventry assured their relegation last week.




Day 279 - 8th April, 2012




Our home advantage marks us as favourites for tomorrow's potential title-decider against Mansfield. All we need is a draw; they have to win. Our last meeting--back in late November (more than four months ago)--ended all square thanks to a stoppage-time equaliser from Mansfield's Louis Briscoe.

   

   Mansfield will be missing key striker and former Lincoln player (from the season before I arrived) Ben Hutchinson. Meanwhile I'll be making do without star midfielders Chris Birchall and Chris Shuker. Olembé will be starting, however, and I'll need him at his best.

   

   I dove into the statistics, hoping for something that could give me an edge. Mansfield have scored more goals from free kicks than any other team in the league--four direct plus 12 indirect. Their record on corners is less than stellar--only eight of their 83 total goals came from corner set pieces.

   

   Central midfielder Gary Roberts has been ever-present for his side, contributing 12 assists and five goals along the way. I must keep him quiet. Mansfield have a strong team across the board, with several players contributing in each area of the game. I couldn't find any weakpoints, although I'm sure some exist.

   

   My best bet may be to go for an early lead and then hold possession, trying to tire an already-weary team--perhaps turning up the tempo for a period towards the end of the first half.




Day 280 - 9th April, 2012




I made three changes to the team for today's big game against Mansfield. Peter Bore and John Nutter came in as full backs--both Billington and Kanouté weren't deemed fit enough. Barnes-Homer dropped to the bench, out of concern that he would again buckle under the pressure. Ben May took his place up front.

   

   True to the gravity of the occasion, where going behind could be devastating to either side and being ahead could bring enormous pressure to hold the lead, Marques and Mansfield's goalkeeper, Alan Marriott, were singled out as key players by the match pundits.

   

   We were strong out of the gates, with winger Salomon Olembé setting up chances from the left on two separate occasions in the opening three minutes. We'd already managed to get off three shots and a corner by the five-minute mark.

   

   Mansfield were still a threat, though, and they made sure we knew it. The two sides traded blows, both looking likely to score with each attack. My boys had the each, though, and they really should have taken the lead in the 35th minute. Marriott couldn't hold May's long-range shot. Koroma and Woods both closed in on the loose ball, which ended up at the striker's feet. Koroma hit his shot directly at Marriott, however, spurning a golden opportunity.

   

   Central midfielders Woods and Diagouraga provided a calming influence in the second half, slowing down the play and distributing passes around the pitch. They were winning the battle against Roberts and Randall, too.

   

   The match swung further to our favour in the 54th minute when Koroma won possession just outside the box from the midst of three Mansfield defenders. He slipped the ball forward to May, who was unmarked on the penalty spot. May calmly slotted his strike into the bottom corner. One-nil and in control. We knew holding on would render us champions.

   

   Mansfield playmaker Gary Roberts was subbed off in the 67th minute. We had successfully frozen him out of the game. They were clutching at straws now.

   

   May should have killed off the game with a second goal with around 20 minutes on the clock. Diagouraga played an excellent through ball for the striker, weighted perfectly and positioned for a first-time shot. But May was caught on his heels, and responded much too slowly, giving the goalkeeper time to come off his line and smother the chance.

   

   Deep inside stoppage time, mere seconds before the final whistle, Mansfield striker Matthew Green ran onto a long ball. He looked offside, but he had timed his run to perfection. Green showed no signs of being under pressure, calmly taking a touch, lifting his head, and lofting a shot high above the keeper's head. It went in--a dramatic equaliser; history repeating itself. For the second time this season, Mansfield had equalised against us in the final minute. I was livid.

   

   It didn't matter, though, because a draw wasn't good enough for them. We've won the league, with two matches to spare. Fans, pundits, and Lincoln board members hailed me for doing what seemed to be impossible. I took a team barely good enough to finish mid-table, and I turned them into champions on a nothing budget.

   

   A fans' spokesperson announced that I'm "undoubtedly one of the best managers around." We'll see if you still feel that way if I struggle to keep the team free from relegation next season. Supporters are among the most fickle beasts in all the world. One minute you're the greatest thing since sliced bread; the next your achievements are forgotten as they chant for your head on a pike.

   

   Despite both managing draws, Barrow and Braintree secured their relegations. The final slot looks likely to go Stockport's way, but Kidderminster could be sucked in if Stockport win both remaining matches.

   

   I'll be looking to give some of the younger players a run in the last two games of the season. Now that we're champions, it's time to start preparing for life in League 2. And I need to look to the future.




Day 281 - 10th April, 2012




Ben May's goal against Mansfield yesterday set a new record for the number of goals scored in a season in the Blue Square Bet Premier. It had previously belonged to Barnet, for 103 goals in the 1990-91 season. Hereford United equalled it in 2003-4, but now we've done one better.

   

   I made history. I'm feeling pretty chuffed about that. I owe it all to the fantastic strike partnership between Barnes-Homer and Koroma--they've contributed a combined 42 goals and 15 assists so far.

   

   Wrexham finally secured their play-off spot this evening, beating Bath 2-1.




Day 282 - 11th April, 2012




We're in a quiet period at the moment. I'm thinking about which players to give match time to in the final two games, and what I need to do to prepare for next season. And there's not much to talk about in the league until play-offs roll around in a few weeks. I guess it's a good time for reflection on the last nine months.




Day 283 - 12th April, 2012




It took a while for me to settle in at Lincoln. New to the league, the club, and management in general, I stumbled blindly through the first week.

   

   With a non-existent transfer budget, I soon realised that I needed every signing to be both free and important. I scoured the listings of known free agents, hoping to spot the diamonds in the rough.

   

   Meanwhile, I went fairly hands-off for our first few friendly matches of the season. I needed to learn the strengths and weaknesses of the team. It took little time--or analysis--to see that the squad I'd inherited was going to struggle. So-called "first team" players could barely kick a football, so far as I could tell, and I needed to overhaul most of the squad.

   

   I worried that we'd be sucked into a relegation dogfight, weeks before the actual season had begun. But then the names of two veteran former internationals came across my desk. Rui Marques and Salomon Olembé actually gave me the time of day. I couldn't believe it. I can't believe it. But Olembé agreed to come on trial, and then they both agreed to full-time contracts. Maybe we'd have a chance after all.

   

   It helped, of course, that my scouts had recommended I give striker Matthew Barnes-Homer a close look. I was unimpressed by the lad's pedigree, but he soon won me over (as you might have realised, if you've been reading along).

   

   Barnes-Homer and a promising young striker called Omar Koroma were far from sure things at this early stage. My first week in charge saw several talented strikers arrive on trial, while there was hope that the players already under contract--Sam Smith, Richard Pacquette, Nialle Rodney, and injury-plagued Francis Laurent--might be good enough to mount a play-off challenge.

   

   They weren't. I'm still trying to get rid of Rodney, who was tipped for bigger and brighter things but couldn't even hold his spot in the team--he would start as first-choice, then slip back to the bench, and finally rot in the Reserves for most of the season. Pacquette left on a free transfer; I released him from his contract a few months ago. Laurent's contract will not be renewed at the end of the season, although I'm happy with his contribution. Smith might get to hang around a while longer; I haven't decided yet.




Day 284 - 13th April, 2012




Grimsby are favourites to beat us in the league tomorrow. That's hardly surprising, given that we have little left to play for and they're looking to set themselves up for a good run in the play-offs. We beat them 3-0 last time, however, in a match that we dominated from end to end. I'm hoping my players will repeat that performance, but I don't really care as long as they enjoy themselves and don't give up any easy goals.

   

   I'm still thinking about how the team should line up tomorrow. A part of me wants to field an entire team of fringe players and youngsters, while another part says I should let the guys who got us here enjoy their success. For the first time this season, they can play without any pressure on them--there's nothing to lose except pride, now that the points don't matter. There'll definitely be at least a few changes, though.




Day 285 - 14th April, 2012




I fielded a stronger team for the match against Grimsby than I expected. Young full backs Kanouté and Billington returned to the starting eleven, with Bore and Nutter making way. Alan Power came in to the centre of midfield for Toumani Diagouraga--perhaps a harsh move given Diagouraga's recent upturn in form, but one that gives Power a chance to earn a new contract.

   

   Meanwhile in attack, Sam Smith got his last chance to prove that he's good enough to stay at the club. Our goalscorer against Mansfield, Ben May, dropped out of the team. And youngsters Karlton Watson, Samuel Hancock, and Robert Taylor took residence on the bench, alongside Matthew Barnes-Homer (there solely for if the match turns sour).

   

   The reason for the relatively minor changes is that most of my young players are actually pretty terrible, now that I think about it. The ones with real potential are all in the sixteen here, except maybe midfielder Chris Atkinson--who is on a season-long loan and probably won't be asked back for the next campaign.

   

   Watson and Hancock were looking at competitive debuts if they came off the bench. Both could have very bright futures ahead, so I'm eager to give them first-team exposure.

   

   All eyes turned to Michael Woods and Grimsby striker Liam Hearn, however. Either player could hold the keys to winning in their hands.

   

   Woods exerted more influence in the early stages of the game. He put Smith through with a half-chance in the seventh minute, then won a decisive tackle in the centre of the park a few minutes later.

   

   Koroma went on a brilliant solo run through the middle in the 13th minute, firing off a shot that the keeper fumbled in the rain. Only quick reactions from Grimsby defenders kept the striker from pouncing on the rebound.

   

   Despite looking the weaker of the two sides, Grimsby broke the deadlock in the 39th minute. Aaron Brown lost his marker and powered a Soares corner beyond Halstead with an excellent header.

   

   Annoyed, I told my players to attack. Rui Marques nearly scored a header of his own two minutes later, denied only by the woodwork. But the momentum had shifted in Grimsby's favour.

   

   We may have the championship in the bag, but there was no excusing for the performance on display, I yelled at half time.

   

   A few minutes into the second period, I brought youngsters Watson and Hancock into the fray. Gowling and Koroma weren't playing to their usual standards, and they both looked tired, so they made way.

   

   I finally bit the bullet and brought Barnes-Homer on with 15 minutes to go. Smith was struggling to make any sort of impact, and we needed some dynamism up front.

   

   Hancock went close to equalising in the 86th minute. He turned well inside the box and fired off a quick shot that the keeper was stretching for. It sailed wide of the mark, however.

   

   Then poor goalkeeping and subpar defending handing Grimsby their second goal two minutes into stoppage time. Townsend was given too much time on the left to line up his cross, while Halstead should have been able to hold on to the ball. Instead, the keeper parried it right into the path of Kirkpatrick--who said thank you very much and volleyed the ball into the back of the net. Nobody had picked him up.

   

   A woeful performance in a horrendously-low-quality match of football. We were decent in the midfield, poor everywhere else.

   

   For Grimsby the result is fantastic news, though. Their defence did a fine job containing my attackers, who have scored more than two goals a game this season. And they assured their place in the play-offs, meaning that they have a real shot at promotion.

   

   At the other end of the table, Stockport secured their relegation with a match to spare--losing 3-2 away at York.

   

   I was heartbroken to see that 16 year old forward Samuel Hancock left the game with a bruised rib. That means he won't be fit to take part in the last game of the season. I was thinking about giving the youngster a run from the start. I feel awful for the lad.




Day 286 - 15th April, 2012




I've made a few decisions following yesterday's defeat. Sam Smith, Alan Power, Peter Bore, Francis Laurent, Simon Russell, Jean-François Christophe, Paul Robson, and Nialle Rodney will all be released at the end of their contracts this summer. Next season I'll rebuild around the core of my current first team--Marques, Olembé, Birchall, Woods, Shuker, Barnes-Homer, and Koroma.

   

   I will try to add left back Alex Billington on a permanent contract, too. Diagouraga and Atkinson haven't done enough to convince me they're worth the trouble. It's my understanding that attacking midfielder Robert Taylor is on a two-year loan deal, so I'll still have him around next campaign.

   

   It's a very different squad today to when I started. I've offloaded nine players and brought around 20 on board--although several of those were short-term loans. It was always a matter of me racing against this idea that the team just wasn't good enough--that our early wins were lucky (they were, but because we had weak opposition rather than because we punched above our weight), that at some point we'd collapse and sink down to the lower reaches of the league table.

   

   I thought our first defeat--0-2 at home against Gateshead--would be the straw that broke the camel's back. A woeful performance all over the park seemed to reinforce my preconception that I was on borrowed time hovering around the play-off zone. It was actually the next day that I arranged the Ben May transfer, which didn't go through until four months later. I had no faith in my attack. 

   

   I thought Koroma was still a year away from being ready for regular first-team football, and I expected Barnes-Homer to struggle with consistency. I was wrong on both counts, which is why May struggled to break into the team when he did finally arrive in January. Oh, how wrong we can be.




Day 287 - 16th April, 2012




I'm not sure whether to be amused or annoyed that the youth candidates who've been on trial for the past month are all terrible. Assistant manager Martin O'Connor seemed downtrodden that he couldn't recommend a single one of them for a permanent contract. The super-talented Samuel Hancock came to the club with that lot, though (even if I did sign him on the first day), so I guess we should be pleased.

   

   I've done well with signing young players this season. All of the fantastic loan signings were under 25. The core of my team is composed of more experienced players, but they've been surrounded by talented youngsters--Koroma, Kanouté, Woods, Power, and Bore are all under 25, and they all played vital roles over the course of the season (even if Power and Bore fell out of favour towards the end).

   

   I'm trying to get the club into a position where the younger players force the veterans out of the team, then a few years later a new batch pushes them out. Lincoln is not a rich club; if we're to climb through the leagues, we have to be smart about building a squad. We don't have much of a youth system, so I don't want to be a glorified feeder for the big clubs--poaching our best couple of players every year. The trick is to sign them young, develop their talents, then either sell them just beyond their peak or keep them around to help the next generation reach its full potential.

   

   At the same time, I want to sign outcast former stars--supposedly washed up and years beyond their best--to carry the team. This is the strategy I employed to such phenomenal success this season--young talents and old coots. Guys like Olembé and Marques are still brilliant players, but they need to be given responsibility and a chance to prove themselves.

   

   I have full confidence that I can keep it going. It's anyone's guess how far we can get, but I'll take the same philosophy as I did here--build up to something big, breaking it down into many smaller chunks. All I have to do is take it one day at a time. At least I hope so.




Day 288 - 17th April, 2012




Chris Shuker returned to training today, after three weeks out with a thigh strain. This means I'll have the midfielder available for the last game of the season. I'm not sure if I'll play him yet, though. With the title won, I must look to the future. And it may be more beneficial to play youngster Robert Taylor instead.

   

   I'm caught in two minds. Shuker sat in the stands when we confirmed the title, but he was instrumental to us getting there, so I'd love him to be on the pitch for the final-day celebrations. But there's a very real chance that young Taylor will replace Shuker as first-choice on the right flank by the end of next season, if he gets the minutes that enable him to grow as a player.




Day 289 - 18th April, 2012




Wrexham, Grimsby, Gateshead, and Barrow made up their remaining game in hand today, finally placing every team under the same number of games played--I don't think this has happened since Christmas. The final standings look to be pretty much set with a game to play. No team can climb more than three places, and most cannot even move up one.

   

   In the play-off zone, where position dictates who plays whom, it seems likely that the pecking order will stay as it is now--Mansfield, Gateshead, Grimsby, Wrexham. Yep, Wrexham went from serious title contenders to fifth place with a difficult home game against Mansfield that must be won if they are to improve their lot. I think the play-offs are likely to be Wrexham versus Mansfield, Gateshead versus Grimsby. I'd tip Mansfield and Grimsby to win those ties, with Mansfield just edging out Grimsby in the play-off final.

   

   I checked out the past positions in the league this season. The top five teams have been in the top five since round 14. Four of these five--Gateshead are the odd ones out--were there by round 8. That means the top end of the Conference League has been a fortress this season, impenetrable to nearly all of the 24 clubs.

   

   The bottom end tells a similar story. Kettering never climbed above second last place. Barrow fell into the relegation zone in round 8 and never made it out. Braintree started poorly, rallied well, then slipped back into the relegation zone (and stayed there) after 18 matches. Stockport started strongly, then sunk into the horrid red zone in round 15--never to return.

   

   While teams in the large middle section--from sixth all the way down to 20th--have exchanged positions and ebbed and flowed with the home and away schedule, the bookends of the table have held remarkably solid. I find that fascinating--this idea that there are five or six teams considerably better than the rest, four or five teams considerably worse, and a dozen or so that are fairly similar in ability.




Day 290 - 19th April, 2012




We held the last backroom meeting of the regular season today. I had to take striker Matthew Barnes-Homer off his composure training--an individual regime intended to improve his effectiveness in front of goal--because the workload was too high.

   

   My staff recommended several potential signings. I was not familiar with any of them, so I told them to write up reports. Three of these were on my desk by the evening, alongside a scout report on veteran Maltese striker Daniel Bogdanovic. At 32, Bogdanovic is past his prime--but he's still much better than any of the forwards at the club at the moment. I'm told his only real weakness is a lack of pace, and with his Blackpool contract soon to expire I might be able to sign him on a free transfer.

   

   He's unwanted at the club, too--listed for both transfer and loan. I put in a somewhat cheeky bid of £0.

   

   The other reports left me unmoved, but a scouting update from Mark Bradshaw caught my notice. Laurent Hervé and Juan Carlos--both veteran (35-year-old) players with pedigree in the top leagues of Europe--have been playing in Scotland and will soon be in need of a new club. I asked Bradshaw to take a closer look, since his early impressions suggest they could be great signings.




Day 291 - 20th April, 2012




Voting started today for Blue Square Bet Premier Player of the Season. Two of my players were nominated: striker Matthew Barnes-Homer, who currently tops the league in average ratings, and midfielder Chris Shuker, who leads on assists. I abstained from voting, since I'm not allowed to vote for one of my players (and I think Barnes-Homer deserves the nod).

   

   Apparently Shuker and Ebbsfleet's Michael West are considered front-runners for the award. I think it'll either go to Barnes-Homer or West--who's been something of a one man army this season, bagging 19 goals, 21 assists, and seven best-on-ground honours in 45 appearances. West is also second to Barnes-Homer on the average ratings.

   

   I'm disappointed that Salomon Olembé wasn't nominated, but I guess it's because he missed so much football--just 29 (soon to be 30) appearances.

   

   The board are expecting a season-record attendance for tomorrow's match against Darlington. Around 6,000 people could turn up to watch us lift the Conference title. It's about bloody time more of Lincoln's fans bothered to show up.

   

   We've been given odds of 4-7 to win the game. But it's all academic, of course, because neither side stands to gain or lose much--we could hit 100 points, and they could climb one place to 17th (or fall one spot to 19th).

   

   Those scout reports I requested yesterday came through this evening. Juan Carlos is slightly better than Olembé, I'm told. This has me thinking of a possible Carlos/Olembé partnership on the left flank next season--Olembé at left back and Carlos at left midfield. That could be a formidable force if they work well together. I offered him a contract.

   

   The report on Laurent Hervé was similarly positive. He could play regular first-team football in League 1, scout Ian Gardner says. And he'd make a fine calming influence to either our defence or midfield. I tried to offer him a contract, too, but wasn't willing to give him a "match highest earner salary" clause. He walked away. I'll try again later.

   

   Meanwhile, Blackpool asked for £8,000 for veteran Maltese striker Daniel Bogdanovic. I countered, "Nothing or nothing!" If they understand my new bid, I'll either be in talks with Bogdanovic soon or I'll have to fight off other clubs when his contract expires at the end of June.




Day 292 - 21st April, 2012




With one game to play, my Under 18s climbed to third in their group today. It will be a fantastic achievement if they can hold the position.

   

   Meanwhile, the seniors faced off against Darlington for their final game of the season.

   

   I decided to field an almost-full-strength team, with my first-choice back four--Kanouté, Gowling, Marques, Billington--and strike-pairing--Koroma and Barnes-Homer--supported by midfielders Shuker, Woods, Olembé, and Power (with Halstead in goal). Power got the nod because he was a key player for us through the first half of the season, and he's made a few vital contributions since falling back to fringe status.

   

   Power's actually only missed one game in the league all season. He started 21 (soon to be 22) matches and came off the bench in 23.

   

   Youngsters Robert Taylor and Karlton Watson took their place on the bench with Diagouraga, May, and Nutter. I chose not to put a second goalkeeper in the 16, leaving us vulnerable if Halstead were to get injured or sent off.

   

   We went close twice in the opening few minutes, with good efforts from Koroma and Shuker. It looked as though we'd be in charge of the game. We were helped by Darlington's defensive misfortune moments later. A Billington corner from the left bounced off one Darlington player's back and off another's--James Gray's--heel, before rolling over the line.

   

   Koroma should have doubled the lead in the 34th minute, when he dispossessed Ziggy Gordon inside the box and slid a shot across goal. It was off the mark, however. I wondered whether the striker would break his goalless streak today--he'd gone more than 12 games without scoring.

   

   He got it. Koroma picked up Power's pass on the edge of the box on 60 minutes, fought off the challenge of Balotoni, and calmly placed the ball in the bottom corner. His 20th league goal of the season sure was a long time coming, and you could see the relief on his face to finally break the drought.

   

   Young centre back Karlton Watson replaced Kanouté in the 67th minute, with Gowling moving across to right back. Then Power went down injured in the 76th minute. I picked John Nutter as his replacement, since I wanted the club captain on the pitch at the final whistle. Olembé took on an unfamiliar central midfield role to accommodate Nutter.

   

   Darlington pulled a goal back in the 81st minute. Unmarked on the edge of the six-yard box, Bridge-Wilkinson volleyed Foster's free kick goalwards. Halstead was beaten, but the ball cannoned off Billington on the near post. Felice Coppola was perfectly positioned to tap the rebound in, adding a disappointing note to our title celebrations.

   

   We held on for a deserved victory, however. Koroma took man of the match honours, while we all got to celebrate the Conference crown. Our next league game will be in the division above--League 2. I'm especially pleased that we hit 100 points, scored 106 goals, and conceded just 43 times--less than once a match.

   

   We smashed our season record for attendance--6,538 people turned out to see us raise the trophy and accept our winners medals (and watch some football too, presumably).

   

   The play-offs are scheduled. Wrexham face Mansfield, while Grimsby go toe to toe with Gateshead.




Day 293 - 22nd April, 2012




I didn't realise it before, but striker Omar Koroma's 20th goal of the season yesterday earned him a big bonus. He gets £300 a week as baseline salary, and £40 for each goal (along with £170 for every first-team appearance), so the £3,000 bonus must feel special to the lad--it works out at around two months' pay. I'd say it's well deserved. He had a brilliant season, following a shaky start when he signed in mid-August.

   

   Koroma ended up being one of my best performers, and our slumps coincided with his injury absences. Besides the 20 goals, he contributed 10 assists (eight in the league and two in cup matches) and he earned six best-on-ground awards.

   

   Veteran Spanish midfielder Juan Carlos confirmed his transfer to Lincoln this evening. At 35 (going on 36 in June), he's getting on in years as a professional footballer. But he looks to be an excellent physical condition. And his technique and passing stand him above and beyond the standard of this level. I can't wait to see how he works with Olembé.




Day 294 - 23rd April, 2012




With the main part of the season over and done with, my attention now turns to building a squad for life in League 2. I pulled out my shortlist and asked for updated reports on highly-recommended players who fit one or more of the following conditions: transfer listed, loan listed, contract expiring in the next few months, or contract expired.

   

   I don't know what budget I'll be given for rebuilding, but I think it's best to assume that it'll be minuscule--which means bargain-signings only. That shouldn't prevent me from getting a strong team together, judging by the success of the approach this season and the talent of the players that met those conditions.

   

   I also went into the drawer full of unread scout reports, noting the names of players that I think are worth a closer look.




Day 295 - 24th April, 2012




Five of the scout reports I asked for came in this evening.

   

   I think I'll pass on Chesterfield right winger Tendayi Darikwa. In a couple of years he'll be better than Chris Shuker, but not be enough to be worthwhile on a player who'd cost us a transfer fee.

   

   Walsall central defender Oliver Lancashire will remain on my shortlist; he's not far off the standard of Rui Marques, at 11 years his junior--although I am a tad concerned about his poor passing ability and purported selfishness. Lancashire's contract is up at the end of the season. If he leaves Walsall, I'll take a serious look at him.

   

   Arsenal youngster Zak Ansah spent three months on loan with us earlier in the season, where his signs of promise were marred by injury lay-offs. The young forward looks to be coming along nicely; with a bit of luck, I'll be able to loan him for the duration of next season.

   

   Pier Larrauri, a Peruvian attacking midfielder currently contracted to Leicester, got a great rap from Peter Johnson. I don't see it, but I'll keep an eye on his progress--the 18 year old sounds like he's brimming with potential.

   

   Hull left back Conor Townsend spent this season on loan at Grimsby, where he was one of the better performers in the league. I've been impressed by him, and Johnson thinks the youngster "should be regarded as a definite purchase." I like Alex Billington more. If I can't get Billington on a permanent deal, however, I'll take a good hard look at Townsend.




Day 296 - 25th April, 2012




More scout reports came in.

   

   Frenchman Steven Thicot still appeals to me as a central-defensive partner for Rui Marques next season, but I wonder if he's not enough of a step up from Gowling. I could sign a deal with him now--he's interested, and his contract at Brechin expires in just over a month. I'm paralysed by indecision, however. I'll have to move on this soon if I want him--bigger clubs like Aberdeen have already started sniffing.

   

   Brentford's Pakistani central midfielder Adnan Ahmed is a quality player, but it sounds like he's no better than Woods or Birchall, so I'll save my money for someone else.

   

   We're priced out of the market on Portsmouth youngster Chinedu Vine, who looks like he's a couple of years shy of readiness for regular first-team football. Likewise for 17 year old Limerick (an Irish team) striker Steven McGann--unless somehow the youngster breaks free of his contract before we approach him (otherwise I believe it's a choice between compensation or a transfer fee).

   

   I'm on the fence about Joe Slattery, a young midfielder whose contract is set to expire at Kilmarnock in July. He has potential, and lots of growth ahead of him, but I worry about his weak points holding him back. I asked for another report on the lad.

   

   I guess I should make some plans about my existing squad tomorrow, deciding who will stay or go and who is important to our future plans.




Day 297 - 26th April, 2012




Before I could look through my existing squad, there were six more scout reports on my desk.

   

   Airdrie United's 20-year-old striker Ryan Donnelly looks like a good signing--he's of comparable ability to Barnes-Homer, with his best years still ahead of him (Barnes-Homer, on the other hand, is at his peak). I worry that his decision-making isn't good enough, although it hasn't done much harm to my current crop of strikers. I'll take another look at him shortly.

   

   Gary Smith is further along in his development, despite being the same age. The worry with Smith, however, is that he lacks speed and doesn't make up for it in strength or aerial ability. I'm not sure that he'd fit my playing style. I think I'll pass.

   

   Declan McManus--yet another young Scottish striker--looks to be a very well-rounded talent, although he'll need to add to his pace before he can really thrive. At just 17 years old, he may already be good enough for a fringe role at Lincoln. The trouble is that he's still under contract, and at a club as big as Aberdeen I have little chance of a bargain-basement price. I'll have to monitor the lad's progress instead.

   

   I'm not interested in midfielder Craig Murray, despite a glowing report on him from Peter Johnson. Likewise with Joe Wilson. Both strike me as possessing critical weaknesses that would be exploited in the kinds of football I expect to be playing. Joe Slattery, meanwhile, misses out on further attention because I just don't think he'll ever make the grade.

   

   Moving over to my own players, I went through each of their prospects for first-team football next season and beyond. 

   

   Winger Benjamin Laurant only arrived in January--a mere two months ago--but he may not be around much longer. He hasn't made as big of an impact as I'd hoped, so if a better wide man comes along he'll be on the way out. Fellow wingers Francis Laurent and Simon Russell will be released at the end of their contracts in a little over two months.

   

   I think I'll sell Josh Gowling, once I settle on a replacement. Gowling had a great season, especially considering the shaky start to our working relationship (he spat the dummy when I changed his squad status), but I see him as a weak link in our armour going into League 2. I expect Kanouté to bump him out of the starting lineup sooner rather than later, regardless.

   

   I'm satisfied with goalkeeper Mark Halstead, but I'm open to signing a new number one. I definitely need a second keeper who's up to standard.

   

   I think Marques and Birchall will again play key roles next season, and I see no reason why Woods can't also. With Olembé and Shuker it all comes down to how well they can cope with the increased strain and their aging legs. I hope young Robert Taylor plays a bigger role--the boy's got enormous potential that I hope comes to fruition.

   

   Midfielders Alan Power and Jean-François Christophe, along with defenders Peter Bore, Nicky Nicolau, John Nutter, and Paul Robson, are all on their way out. I'll leave it until the transfer window reopens before I transfer list Nutter; the rest of them have contracts expiring, so they'll leave on a free. Strikers Sam Smith and Nialle Rodney, too.

   

   I'm all set to make an offer for young left back Alex Billington, who was excellent on loan for us in the closing stages of the season, as soon as I'm allowed. Fellow youngster Karlton Watson may be farmed out on loan, back into the Blue Square Bet Premier, for the match experience he sorely needs.

   

   Without factoring in new signings--since I can't be sure of any dealings in the market at this point--we're looking at just 16 first-team players sticking around, from a squad of 28. And one of those is John Nutter, who I plan to sell. Youth team graduate Samuel Hancock and loan returnees Danny Hone, Kyle Perry, and Bradley Barraclough will bolster those numbers, but I don't know anything about those three guys who've been away at other clubs.

   

   The take away here is that I need to rebuild. I figure with the League 2 season being 46 games long, plus cup matches (meaning there are at least 50 competitive games to worry about), I should aim for a senior squad of 24-28 players. So I need to sign somewhere between five and 12 players on permanent or long-term loan deals. It could be a busy summer.




Day 298 - 27th April, 2012




Alfreton, who finished 18th in the Blue Square Bet Premier this season, are being targeted for takeover by a consortium of businessmen. If only I knew why.

   

   The second opinions I asked for on Declan McManus and Ryan Donnelly came back in the form of the exact same reports from Bradshaw and Gardner, respectively. I guess I didn't make myself clear on what a second opinion means. This time I explicitly asked other staff members to compile reports on them.

   

   Ian Gardner also sent in an update on his roaming search of the UK and Ireland for talented players. His only recommendations this time were three Welsh youngsters who will never even come close to breaking in to my team. I think next season I need to sign new scouts, too.




Day 299 - 28th April, 2012




I was offered a player by Queen of Sth today. Unfortunately the offer came with two big caveats:

   1) They want remuneration; he comes with a £4,500 transfer fee.

   2) He's not very good. He isn't bad, either, but he'd struggle to get a regular spot in my team.

   

   I declined. Ryan McGuffie will have to ply his trade somewhere else next season.

   

   Ian Gardner's report on Airdrie United striker Ryan Donnelly was even more glowing than Mark Bradshaw's. I'm going to wait until Peter Johnson--my best scout--takes another look at him before I start working on a way to sign the lad.

   

   Meanwhile, assistant manager Martin O'Connor is more or less in agreement with Gardner on Declan McManus--the 17-year-old Aberdeen striker will grow into a fine Championship-level player. Now the only problem is that his current ability doesn't appear good enough to break into my team--putting a potential loan deal on ice--and he'll cost more than I can hope to pay for a transfer deal.




Day 300 - 29th April, 2012




Peter Johnson, my head scout, took a look at transfer target Ryan Donnelly. He thinks the young Scottish striker is a special talent, good enough to be a star player in any League 2 side--and perhaps in any League 1 side, a few years down the line. His report was even more glowing than Ian Gardner's and Mark Bradshaw's were.

   

   Now the trick is figuring out how to sign Donnelly. He has another year on his contract, and he's at a small club that doesn't seem too keen to lose him. With a prospective transfer budget next season only a little bigger than nothing, it could prove a big challenge.

   

   I put in an enquiry. From there, I'm thinking of proposing a player exchange--some of my youngsters for Donnelly. His club, Airdrie United, will be promoted to the Scottish First Division--the second tier of Scottish football--for next season, so I'm betting they'll need a few more players.




Day 301 - 30th April, 2012




I'm holding out hope that there may be a chance--however slim--to sign one of my favourite players over the summer. Lomana Trésor LuaLua, a dynamic Congolese forward who played for Newcastle and Portsmouth in the Premiership last decade, is out of favour and soon to leave Blackpool. If nobody approaches him, I might be able to swoop in. That would be a dream come true.

   

   As expected, I received a categorical no from Airdrie Utd about my Ryan Donnelly enquiry. I didn't expect, however, that I wouldn't be allowed to offer anyone in exchange. Suddenly Donnelly seems beyond my reach. I asked the board if they would sponsor a big offer; they said it "wouldn't be prudent." So...it's probably not going to happen. Damn.




Day 302 - 1st May, 2012




Karlton Watson was the star of the training ground this month. He showed signs of improvement in almost every area, with the biggest gains in his strength and jumping.

   

   Ebbsfleet midfielder Michael West came home strong in his quest for the Player of the Season award, earning Player of the Month honours for five goals and an average rating of 8.48 in his four appearances in April. The 21 year old has notched a remarkable 21 goals and 21 assists over the course of the season--meaning that he's been directly responsible for between half and two-thirds of Ebbsfleet's 77 goals.

   

   Manager of the Month went to Fleetwood Town's Micky Mellon, who led his team to a late rally for the final play-off spot. The fact that they missed out leaves me thinking maybe he didn't deserve the nod. I would have given it to Rob Scott of Grimsby Town, who guided the club to fourth place in a tough month.

   

   All eyes turn now to the best of season awards, which should be announced in a few weeks. I'd say West might have just clinched best player with those final few matches, although my boys Shuker and Barnes-Homer are certainly in with a chance. As for best manager, I'm surely the front-runner--given that I won the league with a team that was expected to finish mid-table.

   

   We lost £74,145 last month, which is a pronounced increase on the £44.8K loss from March. That puts us around £610,000 in the red. I wonder how much we get for winning the league, and for TV rights next season. We've apparently lost £582,506 so far this season, without me spending a penny on transfer fees. I frankly don't see the slight increase in attendances and TV money next season overcoming such a shortfall (keeping in mind that our expenditure will be up, too, because of higher wages and scouting costs, if nothing else).




Day 303 - 2nd May, 2012




The first leg of the playoff semi final went by this evening. Grimsby hosted Gateshead in a 0-0 draw, while Mansfield earned a vital away goal in their 1-1 draw with Wrexham. My money's still on Mansfield and Gateshead facing off in the final, with Mansfield triumphing for that second promotion spot.

   

   The second leg is scheduled for the 8th on May. I'll be watching with great interest.




Day 304 - 3rd May, 2012




Grant Brown led the backroom meeting today. He suggested I sign Steve Kember as a new coach. Kember, according to the information I have at my disposal, is no better than anyone currently on staff. That's not good enough--we're on the climb, so we need to bring people in who raise the standard. Brown also offered two alternatives, however, and one of those was up to scratch.

   

   Only problem was that Joe Roach wanted £150 more a week than the board will let me offer. He bargained down to £575, but that was still £75 over budget. I'm not too down about it--I plan to recruit new staff more formally in July, when the preseason begins.

   

   Brown also suggested three fantastic scouts as additions to the backroom. None of them would accept my terms.

   

   Since I'd been prompted about new additions, I went ahead and decided which staff members I want to keep next season. Among my three scouts, only Peter Johnson met my exacting standards. Gardner and Bradshaw will leave when their contracts run out.

   

   In the physio room, Samantha Rees is out; Kevin Oxby has another year on his contract, so I guess I'm stuck with him.

   

   I'm on the fence about youth coach Andy McMillan, who is good but not great with youngsters--and nothing to write home about in any specific coaching skills.

   

   Goalkeeping coach Chris Adamson is no longer of interest to me as a player (he was my backup keeper this season), but I think I'll keep him on as a coach. Grant Brown (defending expert) and Kevin Paxton (fitness expert) are also on the "probably keep" list. I don't think I'll offer Jason Fowler a new contract, however.

   

   Rounding out the backroom staff is assistant manager Martin O'Connor. I've been delighted with his contribution since he replaced Curtis Woodhouse in February. He's staying on for sure, provided I can meet his wage demands. (And in fact I already offered him a new deal.)




Day 305 - 4th May, 2012




I got a scout report from Mark Bradshaw on former Aston Villa trainee Isaiah Osbourne. The 24 year old central midfielder is of a very similar standard and style to Chris Birchall, but I'm still going to take a closer look--purely on merit of that standard being so high.

   

   My Under 18s wrap up their season tomorrow. I'll be there in the dugout to watch and oversee their tactics. It'll be a fresh chance for me to size up Samuel Hancock, the talented 16 year old from our youth system who got injured on his first-team debut a few weeks ago.




Day 306 - 5th May, 2012




Assistant manager Martin O'Connor extended his contract for another year. I'm delighted to have him as my second in command. Head scout Peter Johnson also agreed to a new deal, ensuring that we'll at least have somebody competent looking for players over the summer.

   

   I took charge of the Under 18s for their final match of the season--a home tie against Chesterfield. I was fairly hands off about it, though, deferring most of the decisions to O'Connor and coach Grant Brown.

   

   My boys started the sharper of the two sides, with Hancock particularly threatening early on. The breakthrough didn't come until the 37th minute, however, when Dickinson hashed his clearance of a Wormall long through. The ball fell at Aaron Rice's feet, and the young winger dispatched it first time. He's had a great season in the Under 18s, from the reports, so I'm pleased to see him on song with my own eyes.

   

   Meanwhile in defence, Weaver made several brilliant interventions to keep Chesterfield from troubling the keeper. The 17 year old hadn't really been on my radar, but he was ingratiating himself well with this performance.

   

   Lincoln Under 18s continued to control the match, but a second goal never came. The match ended 1-0.

   

   Truth be told, it was terrible quality. I felt like I was watching the Under 12s at times, wondering why players kept losing their position or mis-controlling the ball. There were other moments, though, that wowed me. Hancock, Rice, and Cunningham showed that they have that little bit of class needed to make it as a professional, while 15 year old striker Jean-Charles Valette impressed me with a few special moments.

   

   That win ensures the Lincoln Under 18s finish third in their league. It's a brilliant achievement, amongst bigger clubs such as Derby, Ipswich, Watford, and Norwich.

   

   In other news, Newcastle beat Liverpool 3-1 in the FA Cup Final. That's great news for the Magpies, who aren't going to finish high enough in the league for European qualification. Taking out the FA Cup means they're in the Euro Cup--Europe's second-tier continental cup--which will be huge financially.

   

   Josh Gowling looks set to miss the start of next season, after breaking his ankle in training today. That throws off my plans to sell the defender over the summer. How many clubs will be willing to make a bid on an injured player? Not many, I expect.

   

   Alex Billington's also looking at time in the physio room. But he should be ready to roll early in the pre-season schedule. I hope this doesn't complicate my hopes of signing the young full-back permanently.




Day 307 - 6th May, 2012




I was pleased to see that coach Grant Brown believes young defender Samba Kanouté has improved as a footballer in the last six months. I have high hopes for the lad's future, and I consider him integral to our chances of climbing through the leagues.

   

   I realised today that he's actually our highest-valued player. Kanouté's £200,000 price tag is more than double that of fellow youngster Karlton Watson, who's valued at £85,000. And then it's another big drop before you hit Woods at a £26,000 valuation, followed by Barnes-Homer at £20,000 and then Birchall and May at £18,000 apiece.

   

   Veterans Olembé and Marques may be my key men, but they're rated at a measly £12,000 and £4,500, respectively--although these values are most likely reduced because of our low standing as a fifth-tier (soon-to-be-fourth-tier) English club and because both players are over 30.




Day 308 - 7th May, 2012




I'm pleased that my big improvers this season are Kanouté, Woods, and Billington. All three impressed me with their style and attitude, and of course also their performances--especially in the last few months.

   

   Unfortunately Olembé's declined as a footballer in the past year. Not much, mind you, but enough that I get a sense he won't be much use after next season as a regular first-team player. The Cameroonian's had a stellar career, though, since breaking in to the Nantes team (in France's top flight) as a teenager nearly 15 years ago. I hope I'll be able to keep him around to help the younger players, and maybe even join the coaching staff, when he exceeds his usefulness to the first team.

   

   Francis Laurent is sadly a shadow of his former self, judging by the reports I've received. The forward was suffering from a severe hamstring injury when I took over at Lincoln. Sometimes players never fully recover from injuries--especially long-term ones. It's a shame, because by all accounts he was quite the footballer, but that's sport for you.

   

   Karlton Watson and Rui Marques vehemently resisted my request that they work together on the training ground, but it turns out forcing them was the best thing possible. They're friends now, and the youngster seems to have made huge progress as a result. Perhaps he stands a chance of earning a starting berth next season. I'd love to see that.

   

   My entire squad is on holiday as of today. It's just me, the scouts, and Martin O'Connor until June 25th. Sure is quiet.




Day 309 - 8th May, 2012




I picked it--Gateshead and Mansfield won comfortably in the Playoff Semi Final Second Leg this evening. They'll face off in the final on the 19th of May--about a week and a half from now--to decide who gets promoted with me. My money's still on Mansfield, but it could be a tight game.

   

   Meanwhile, Crewe and Hereford are dropping down from League 2 to take our place. I'm so excited about next season; it'll be such a fantastic new adventure, whether it goes well or poorly for me and Lincoln.




Aftermath




The journey continues for Juan Day, the Sunday league footballer who made it big on a dream to manage a team professionally, and who against all odds guided his club to promotion at the first attempt, but this story has come to an end.

   

   I can tell you, after jumping ahead to the end of the month, that defender Paul Robson had a change of heart about leaving the club. Day refused to remove him from the transfer list. Meanwhile, Forest Green beat Wrexham in the FA Trophy final, winning for the first time in their history, while Gateshead edged out Mansfield 9-8 on penalties in the playoff final, after Mansfield led for most of the match. Jon Shaw broke some hearts, I expect, when he equalised in the fifth minute of stoppage time, forcing extra time and then penalties.

   

   The Lincoln players got £104,650 split amongst them for their league heroics, as per the bonuses agreed on at the beginning of the season. The club, meanwhile, got £138,000 in prize money--not enough to stem the losses, but a handy amount nonetheless.

   

   Ebbsfleet midfielder Michael West won Blue Square Bet Premier Player of the Season. Juan Day felt Barnes-Homer had been shafted, but accepted that West had a stellar season--with an average rating of 7.37 from 46 appearances, coupled with 21 goals and 21 assists.

   

   But little could contain his rage at being rated third best manager of the year. Just two of the 19 managers who voted in the award cast their vote for Juan Day, while a whopping 13 favoured Gateshead manager Ian Bogie. Forest Green manager David Hockaday, of all people, picked up second-place honours--despite his team not even making the playoffs. Interestingly, all three managers led their team to heights far above expectations of a mid-table finish.

   

   Did Day ruffle too many feathers along the way, and miss out because of spiteful voters? Or was Bogie genuinely more deserving? It's hard to say, from where I'm sitting.

   

   Lincoln City director Stuart Tindall has retired from the world of football after 10 years at the club. No word yet on who'll replace him.

   

   Our story concludes with what may turn out to be Day's shrewdest signing yet. Veteran Spanish midfielder Juan Carlos arrived on the 1st of June on a free transfer from Scottish side Dundee. Star winger Salomon Olembé leapt to his manager's praises, ecstatic at the news.

   

   7 Days, 20 Hours, 44 Minutes (minus a few hours for the final day); addictedness rating: "A week is a long time in football." Losses of 36% annual turnover.
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Epilogue




I don't think I realised quite what I was getting myself into, and I certainly never thought I'd last a full season. Yet here I am, nearly 11 months after I started, signing off at last.

   

   My greatest appreciation: Simulation is not the goal, but merely a by-product. The goal seems so obvious when you say it, yet you'd be forgiven for never having thought of it. You see, Football Manager--and every other game of its kind--exists to approximate the glories, successes, and failures of controlling a professional or semi-professional football team.

   

   It's not about simulating the life of a football manager, or the lives of his players, or even the beautiful game. These things all happen to some extent, in that all are imitated and modelled by the program, but they are neither the focus nor the core appeal.

   

   Football Manager does not seek realism insofar as it strives for authenticity. Its internal logic and the drama that unfolds occur naturally by way of the ideology within and the interplay of millions of variables.

   

   The real is not always authentic, just as the authentic is not always real. But Football Manager depends upon you believing it to be authentic, for without authenticity it's mostly a really sophisticated spreadsheet that models the complex interactions between real-world players, clubs, and leagues. With authenticity, however, it's the best thing on the market for pretending you're an insider of the world of professional football.

   

   It resembles football in such a way that you feel like it could represent its approximated slice of reality. That's all most of us need to buy in to the fantasy that we just signed Sergio Aguero for Weymouth FC or Cristiano Ronaldo for Cardiff. There's no way Weymouth will be playing in the Champions League ten years from now, but Football Manager affords us this reality by mimicking just enough real-world economics that a crafty manager can guide his unknown team up through the leagues in record time with complete plausibility.

   

   That is why we play--because the impossible becomes the plausible. That obscure Slovenian club you picked at random, just for kicks, can grow into the best team in the world. Mega-giants like Barcelona and Manchester United can inexplicably go from champions to relegation fodder in two seasons without a financial crisis. And a club other than Celtic or Rangers can actually win the Scottish Premier League.

   

   Killing the Fun

   

   There's an axiom that says something to the effect that the fastest way to stop enjoying something is to turn it into a job. Somehow the feeling that you have to do it deadens your enthusiasm almost immediately.

   

   Every day I spent on this exercise became more of a drag than the last. I didn't want to boot the game up, knowing that 15 minutes later I'd be back to whatever it is I was doing previously. I hated feeling like I was making progress, then needing to spread the sense of accomplishment across so many days that it lost all momentum.

   

   I thought perhaps I could relish the slow burn of success, glory, failure, achievement, and sorrow. But all it did was deaden my sensations. Football Manager, one day at a time was a drag--not because it was boring or disastrous or anything of the sort, but rather because it forced me to partition my enjoyment into such tiny compartments as to negate it entirely.

   

   Video games rely on feedback loops and reward structures that keep you motivated to continue playing. Some of these are short cycle, like in quick-fix casual games of the Angry Birds ilk. Others are more long-cycle, like most wargames. Football Manager mixes the two sorts, kind of like how TV serials intertwine narratives that last for one episode with those that take three-to-four episodes or an entire season to play out.

   

   The long-cycle comes roughly in three sets: monthly, yearly, and, ah, career-ly. If you get held up for a long time between these, you're likely to lose interest or forget what was happening.

   

   I couldn't forget what was happening, since I always came back the next day, but I had absolutely no sense of progression from one day to the next.

   

   The short-cycle typically lasts longer than a day of in-game time. It amounts to one or two hours playing, which equates to around a week in typical conditions (by my reckoning).

   

   This means that I was taking days to get through a single feedback loop designed to be enjoyed in one session. It's like playing Super Mario Bros and pausing halfway through a level, ready to finish it the next day. There's a satisfaction in it, sure, but that's vastly outweighed by the frustration of an incomplete thought. Compound this over the entirety of World 1, and how many players would bother to keep playing?

   

   More fundamentally, the "one day at a time" approach just doesn't work in developing a compelling narrative. Why? Because it sucks out the urgency. Stories don't actually occur at a consistent speed--at least, not the good ones. They speed up and and slow down constantly, skipping over superfluous events and details while laboriously agonising over the incidentals of vital proceedings. This is called pacing.

   

   We're all storytellers; not everyone realises this, of course, and some are more skilled than others, but every last one of us is a storyteller. Everything we do contributes to the stories of our lives, and every experience has an accompanying story.

   

   When you play Football Manager, or a similar game, you engage in storytelling. You may not do so consciously, but I guarantee you're building a narrative in your head about the events unfolding on screen.

   

   That's why it's perfect that, by default, the game glosses over the finer details of management. They don't mean squat to the story of your career as a virtual football manager, defined as it is by trophies, memorable matches, special players, winning and losing streaks, and a legacy that lives on as 