Season review 2003/4





As we edge towards the finish line of the inaugural season for the London Racers, let's take a look back at the events of the past six months, prepare for a short trip down memory lane.


	Let's start at the end of last season, Belfast were play-off champions and the Knights had announced they would not participate in the new Elie League and a franchise sprung up over night, that franchise of course being the Racers. At this point in time i was too dissappointed with the Knights to even consider another another team, while i was elsewhere Roger Black and co. were working hard to have the London Racers ready to compete in the Elite League campaign. I am no expert but setting up a franchise in just over four months is no easy task and it has been admitted this season that mistakes were made, a lack of time meant the Racers could only sign players who were available immediately and as we have found out over the past six months, some of these players did not have the calibre to play in an Elite league team.


	The team started off at "Ally pally", home of the Haringey Racers and an opening day 6-1 defeat at the hands of  the reigning champion steelers did little to entice fans through the doors. As in all sports, scapegoats were made and starting netminder was the first to be "gassed", lasting only two games before Anders Hogberg was brought in as a replacement. At this time none of us imagined that London would end up on a huge losing streak as we managed to battle it out with the Blaze, the Panthers and the Devils losing by a single goal. To my delight, in only my second visit to Ally Pally to watch London we fought hard for a point against Coventry and the general feeling was the team would pick it up from here, but those thoughts were quickly shot to pieces as we went down 3-1 the next night in Basingstoke and were then shut out by the Panthers. The less dedicated of fans no doubt decided now was time to throw in the towel and give up on the new franchise, not me however, myself and a group of very committed women and i'm sure many others have stuck by the boys no matter what the result, we have been through thick and thin together.


	As Christmas approached there was a feeling of disbelief amongst players and fans alike as three months into the campaign the Vital 'wins' column still posted a zero. Things finally got too much for coach Peter Ekroth and he announced his resignation on December 8th. New signing Jason Robinson was put in charge on a player/coach basis. What with the new coach and the new home, namely Lee Valley, the future was looking bright for the Racers. We entered 2004 still winless but holding onto a promise from Coach JR and the boys that we would see a new and improved Racers team. The first game of 2204 showed little improvement as we were shut out 4-0 by the Blaze who proved to be a thorn in our side all season long. As the saying goes 'change doesn't happen over-night' or does it? 24 hours later a rejuvinated London team travelled to Basingstoke and came within 25 seconds of that elusive glory, The game was settled 12 seconds into over-time and it was another case of so near but yet so far. Still winless but definately showing signs of a team growing in both determination and self belief. Credit has to be given to the boys, after all the heartbreakers we have been through this season, they have stuck it out and continued to fight when lesser players would have abandoned ship.


	One question still remains on many lips; " where were you on friday 30th January 2004? ", After 41 games the Racers finally picked up both points shutting out the speechless Cardiff Devils helped in no small part by a brace from debutant Noel Burkitt, As Noel sealed the win with an empty netter, Lee Valley reached fever pitch, the final few seconds were unbelievable and an experience i will never forget, fans screaming with delight, hands shaking nervously, hairs on necks standing on end, the buzzer sounded and the roof came off the Bikeshed! the atmosphere was electric, we'd done it! even the oldest of Racers fans could not refrain from jumping with joy, The players skated a lap of honour and the expressions on their faces were that of jubilation and utter relief, the burden had been lifted.


	The Racers continue to play with great heart even though a play-off birth has long been unreachable, the simple target is to set a benchmark for which we can improve on next season and with our victory over the Panthers still a vivid memory, i for one cannot wait for next season!


	In a season where players have come and gone like busses, one thing has remained constant and that is the fan support. My heart goes out to everyone of you who has experienced the lows and incredibly highs with me this season. I hope to share many more great memorys with you in the not too distant future. I would just like to take this chance to wish everyone assosiated with the racers: players, staff and fans all the best for the off-season and i hope to see you all in september for more exciting Racers Hockey, in the mean time i will see you all at the Maple Leaf oon March 16th.


GO RACERS!





By dan pemberton


