A weekend that all involved will I’m sure never forget!
It started off as usual at Rodillian at silly o’clock on Friday morning. With some tour veterans on board from the last two it was a steady journey down to Dover without much incident. Everyone seemed to get some sleep and all was quiet. Terry was on form as we boarded the ferry securing a position with a great view and close proximity to the bar!

As we entered Calais harbour we were almost on our way to the coach when an announcement came that the French were revolting and Seafrance workers had gone on strike. This meant we bobbed around in the English channel for four further hours. This proved frustrating but as previously mentioned we were in close proximaty to the bar!

Several Stella’s later we were allowed into the port and to Belgium we headed. Arriving late into the resort it was a case of an early night after a long day! 

This year we had to enter tournaments for Under 11’s because of the way our continental friends work out age groups. Our first tournament was to be at the home of RC Niewerode. We arrived in good time and were warmly welcomed. We got ready in the dressing rooms and started our usual warm ups. The format of the tournament was two leagues and then a final game against the same placed team in the other league. Our Rothwell A were first up and we soon realised that although advised it was 7 a-side it was infact 8 a-side. This meant no subs but also meant we could unleash a team of Eddie in goal, Ben and Sam at the back with Joe on the left the Wizard of the right, Ollie and Reece in the middle and Rosey up front. 
The first game was against Bekkevort Under 11’s and after losing the toss we were faced with the prospect of going up the only hill in Belgium. With 15 minutes per game we had enough time and although we looked a little nervous against our much bigger opposition we played some nice stuff and Rosey went through twice only to see his shots saved by their excellent keeper. We kept plugging away though and Reece and Ollie were trying to get Liam away and eventually the first goal came when he was played in and finished well. Eddie was called upon to make a couple of good saves towards the end but Ben and Sam stood firm to secure a 1-0 win. 
The second game of the tournament was our very own Rothwell B. With their new coach Alex taking the reins. Alex has been working closely with me over the past year, specifically with our goalkeepers but has been getting more and more involved so this was a perfect opportunity for him. Alex lined the teams up with Sam Horn in goal, a back three of James Hall, Mason and Tom Horn. The three across the middle were Callum, Max and George with Zach furrowing away up front. We took on a very physical KV Woluwe Zaventem. They had two players who were giving us real problems with their pace and strength. However we dug in and and the back four were all having the games of their lives. Players were throwing themselves at anything that moved towards our goal and although we only created a few half chances the battling performance was nothing short of heroic. But with only seconds remaining on the clock their fantastic number 12 hit an unbelievable shot from 20+ yards that flew into the top corner. A 1-0 loss but certainly nothing to be at all ashamed of. 
The A team then came up against the hosts RC Nieuwrode. Another fantastic game ended in a draw but this more than kept us in the hunt after coming back from a goal down. The A team’s third game was a stormer of a match against Stormvogels Haasrode. Our opponents raced to a 2-0 lead after some sloppy defending. However this was understandable as due to some horrific weather in the days leading up to the Gala the pitch was a bog with not a blade of grass of it! To be fair to our hosts the weather was bad and I got the impression that they hadn’t called the Gala off purely because we were coming from so far away, so we couldn’t really complain! All excuses aside the last five minutes were another example of never giving up! Rosey scoring twice to level things up.  

The B team fought out a superb 0-0 draw with K Groen Rood Katelijne which was another battling performance and then only suffered a narrow loss against KV Tremelo. This meant that they had finished fourth and were involved in a 7th/8th play off against Bekkevort. Battling uphill again and against a striker who not only looked like Peter Crouch but was actually his height as well! Another gallant 2-0 defeat but I have never seen a group of boys work so hard against some really tough opposition. Sam Horn was excellent in goal and with Mason, Tom and James like a brick wall they did themselves and everyone else very proud!
Meanwhile back on the pitch with at least some grass on it the A team were up against KFC Baal in their fourth and final game. Now I have to admit that throughout the day I had not looked at the league tables and results once. We were having such an enjoyable day it just seemed to fly by. Without knowing it we had to win by three goals in the last game to come top. I didn’t know this and therefore didn’t tell the boys. Once again we were up hill but with a roaring support, after a fair amount of Stella consumption, we set about them like we were possessed! The wizard was on fire and set up Ollie for the first goal, then scored two himself before Rosey helped himself to another two. Some of the football at times was breath taking. We didn’t let their physical advantage matter because they simply just couldn’t get the ball. Our passing was sharp and crisp and Sam and Ben were colossal at the back. Eddie really didn’t have too much to do in this one! 5-0 it finished and it could have been much more! 
This meant we qualified for the final against KV Wolewe-Zaventum who had narrowly beaten our B team. The final was an excellent game which was extremely tight and in the end it came down to another amazing shot from miles out that Eddie could do nothing about. It was a shame that seconds before Joe had broken clear and was just about to play Rosey in but got dragged back by the mammoth Belgium defender.We didn’t give up and kept knocking on the door but in the end we just came up short. However it has to be said that both teams were phenomenal. Ollie and Reece didn’t stop all day. Rosey took his goals well and Ben, Sam and Eddie conceded 3 goals in an hour and half of football against 11 year olds!
We took a nice little trophy away with us but more than that I think we all learnt a lot about the boys. All 16 stood up to be counted in tough conditions, against older kids, with no subs we battled our way through and did everyone proud! 

The journey home was great with the kids singing, joking and playing! We arrived back at the resort and many took advantage of the fantastic swimming facilities, restaurants, and Wacky warehouse style fun area! Did I mention a bar selling Stella as well?

The next day saw a leisurely drive to our hosts for the second tournament FC Walem. We arrived to find a pitch it fabulous condition. It was like a snooker table! As we arrived early we had a Dad’s and Kids penalty competition, I can’t remember who won the adults but well done to Callum who’s penalties were superb!

The format of this tournament was two 15 minute halves and three games in total. The A team were first up and we changed Joe and Callum around. FC Walem were an excellent team and quickly went 2-0 up. We looked a little shell shocked to be honest but our second half comeback was great. Rosey scored a great first goal and Ollie scored the second to give us a 2-2 draw. What was really nice about this game was that after the match and for the rest of the day our boys were playing in between the matches with the FC Walem boys. It was great to watch.
The B team started up against SC Mechelen. From the start we were up against it, and in particular a player called Dennis, who was simply the best player I’ve seen. He had everything, pace, strength, skill and great first touch! We were struggling to contain him but somehow Joe, Zach and Max in midfield managed to keep him relatively quiet. Max and in particular Georgie didn’t stop working and we came away with another glorious but narrow defeat, another top draw goal!

The A team then found themselves up against Racing Mechelen. I don’t think it’s an understatement to say that this game is a turning point in all who played fledging footballing careers. Our opponents had a player in the middle who was bossing the game and out muscling us and pushing Reece and Ollie about. He was a fine player who scored one and set up another for them and was dominating us. Half time couldn’t come soon enough. I then asked Ollie and Reece to step and not to be intimidated by him. My word – what happened in the second half was one of the best 15 minutes any of my teams have ever played. Ollie, Reece, Sam and Ben just got stuck in. Some of the tackles were just awesome and this was really starting to rattle them. Callum and Jaydan were even getting involved sliding in and we started to hunt in packs and tackle like I’ve never seen. Then a breakthrough as Rosey scored a great goal to get us back in it. This got under their skins even more and with more and more tackles flying in we were putting more and more pressure on. Eddie didn’t get a touch in the second half after his busy first half! Then the incident that changed the game! Ollie rattled through their playmaker with a perfect timed, but very physical tackle. The ref correctly didn’t give a free kick and this wound up both the player and the coach (who started making punching motions into his fist and screaming at his boys!) Seconds later a corner came out to Ben he was about to play it back into the box when their player elbowed him in the face and as the fell to the floor elbowed him again for good measure! Ben was knocked clean out and with myself and John Moore running onto the pitch to get to Ben the ref still didn’t give a free kick or stop play. Reece then took it upon himself to give away a deliberate free kick to stop play, this wound up our opponents and what followed was the worst things about junior football. I have to say that unfortunately the referee was too young to deal with it and their coach certainly didn’t help. Ben was still sparked out on the floor and with our boys understandably concerned for his well being I thought it was best to finish the game there and then.

Ben took 5 minutes to start to properly come round and for the next hour or so I have to say I didn’t really pay much attention to the other games as I had my parents head on!

Alex was doing a sterling job with the B team though and took over with the help of Andy and John as I looked after Ben. This totally galvanised the whole squad as I’ve never seen them more determined than their were in the final matches. Our boys were clearly shaken up but what happened next will live long in my memory. The maths were reasonably simple. The A team needed a win and the B team needed to stop, you’ve guessed it Racing Mechelen from the A team’s last match!
The pre match team talks were simple. I didn’t have to say much. The boys said they were winning for Ben, who was still dazed on the sidelines. I didn’t tell the B team who they were playing until they saw them walk past them onto the pitch. At this point Mason, who was captain for the day, said “Are we playing them?” when I said yes he replied “We’re going to win, no one does that to Dobbo!” They were both playing at the same time. FC Walem kindly lent us two players due to our injuries and the boys were really glad that their new mates Senna and Mattisse joined in! 
Things are still a little blurry but I think it went something like this – James Hall opened the scoring for the B team, queue wild celebrating and me and Alex hugging in the middle of the two games. Then Rosey scored a great goal to give the A team the lead. But with the pressure mounting Racing scored an equaliser against the B team and things were backs against the wall. The excellent Dennis was dominating against the A team and set up their equaliser only for Jaydan to hit straight back with a great goal. So at half time it was 2-1 to the A team and 1-1 on the other pitch so all going to plan! 

Within minutes of the second half things took a bad turn, the B team went 2-1 down and with injuries to Mason and Max things were looking bleak. Then on the other pitch the A team conceded to make it 2-2. Worse almost followed with Dennis hitting a cracker of a shot that hit the bar and bounced of the line. Credit to Eddie for an excellent convincing job of making sure the ref knew it hadn’t gone over the line by playing on as if nothing had happened!
With minutes to play things changed. The B team started to fight back and hit Racing with attack after attack and it finally came when Georgie lashed home the equaliser. Queue further scenes of parents, coaches and players going bonkers! The pressure was now on the A team and with seconds to go Callum and Rosey linked up to play Ollie in. He raced clear and smashed home the winner. I did my best David Pleat impression and it finished soon after! 3-2 and 2-2. Two unbelievable results from two special teams who battled harder than I’ve ever seen. It was an absolute pleasure to watch and I think all who went saw their boys grow up a little bit after this weekend.
The last day of the trip was probably the best. With a free day to enjoy the complex we did. Many went to the huge pool, some to the bar! The kids played together superbly and were excellently behaved and a credit to their parents and the club. The journey back was certainly less eventful but saw the end of our third tour and with my coaches hat on the best so for. I have to say the first tour and “that day in Holland” will never be beaten with my parents hat on! Thank you to everyone who went for the support you’ve shown and particularly to Andy and Deanne of Apd for paying for the tour shirts that the kids will no doubt treasure! 
Italy next year guys – and we are flying!!!!!

