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FOREWORD

They say good things come to those who wait. They also say it’ll all end in tears. They say an awful lot – much of it contradictory, much of it hard to believe and much of it, downright nonsense. We don’t even know who they are, but what we do know is that even they would be stuck for words to describe the last two seasons down at Brunton Park. Thankfully, a couple of fellow Blues have tried to make some sense of it all by documenting the few highs and many lows of the soap opera that is Carlisle United Football Club.

As a fellow fan and amateur scribe, Howard and John asked me to pen a few words to introduce this new book - a torturous timeline of torment, capturing the mood of our continued capitulation and descent into the non-league league we never ever thought we would clap eyes on again.

Who would have thought that after the celebrations and euphoria of a Wembley win, we would be planning trips to Truro and Braintree less than two years later. It was unfathomable. Unthinkable. Unimaginable! And yet, despite the club’s new owners and new found wealth, that is exactly where we were heading.

So how did we find ourselves in this mess? It wasn’t meant to be like this. Our new American owners arrived with fanfare and fanzones, ready to lead us up to the promised land. Instead, we find ourselves in the land (and the league) that time forgot.

Sad? Yes. Unexpected? Yes. Frustrating beyond belief? Yes. Typically, Carlisle United? Oh, yes!

The sun set on our new dawn quicker than a blackout in the Blitz. Carlisle United never do things the easy way and, if this is the start of a new era, it seems we have to take a few steps back before we leap forward again and OWN THE NO… I mean, scramble back into the Football League again by hook and by crook.

It would seem that, before we climb to the top, we must sink to rock bottom first. In years to come, Howard, John, you and I, will laugh about last season. A hazy, distant memory as we lift trophy after trophy and really do OWN THE NO…no, stop it. I shouldn’t hope and dream. This is Carlisle United after all. The path is never an easy one to take following the Cumbrians.

Having just endured the worst season in our club’s history, you might just want to shut the curtains, turn off the lights and rock back and forth in the corner of the room, doing your best to forget what you had just witnessed. However, if you want to relive the nightmare over and over again, I suggest you continue reading and enjoy this jolly jaunt to ‘celebrate’ the lows and lows of the 2024/25 season. Go on, treat yourself.

Over to you Howard and John…

Peter Scholes

		
	


PREFACE

I blame John Irving Clarke for this book! To explain.

In November 2023 I published my first book, “From Despair to Delirium” (From Delirium to Despair was considered as a title for this book). It was an account of the two seasons that culminated in Carlisle’s promotion to League 1 in May of the same year, and was based on Facebook posts I’d been writing after every game. I continued writing the posts as the club embarked on life in League 1, hoping they might lead to another book.

By this time, I’d made the acquaintance of Mr. Clarke. Like me, he is a retired English teacher; like me, he lives in Wakefield; like me, he is both cursed and privileged to be a supporter of Carlisle United. We became increasingly frequent companions on trips to Brunton Park and other northern grounds in Leagues 1 and 2.

By the time we reached February and March of 2024, I was struggling to find new ways to write about yet another dispiriting defeat in a dismal campaign. I also realised that such a tale of woe was not great material for another book. I decided to save my words and money for a new season, a new campaign under our new owners would surely see a return to winning ways.

How invested in the new season I would be remained open to question. My son Adam and his best mate Ben, who constituted 50% of The Wakefield Blues, were both university bound, and I wasn’t sure how many games John would be able to commit to. I didn’t want to be a Billy No Mates season ticket holder. Fortunately, John, unprompted, got in touch to say he was up for season-ticket size commitment and so two senior citizens rapidly agreed to spend a modest proportion of their annual pension on regular trips from Wakefield to Carlisle.

Of course, those season tickets were purchased in the belief that we would witness a successful campaign, ending in promotion, and underwritten by the largesse of the Piataks’ ownership. With so many other northern clubs in League 2, we also believed that our season tickets would help us get tickets at small away grounds, as part of the triumphal march back to League 1.

It was then that I came up with an idea to put a different perspective on my regular Carlisle posts. As John and I would be sharing a car to many games, standing together in The Paddock or sitting in adjacent seats at away grounds, and watching exactly the same events unfold, why didn’t we both bring our own perspective to bear on those events? When I put the notion to John, he hesitated briefly to consider his other writing commitments before declaring himself ‘in’. And thus, this book was born.

It isn’t an entirely equal partnership. John’s other literary commitments meant that he wasn’t able to write about every game, so when there’s only one account of a match then it’s mine. When there are two, John’s follows mine. All our accounts were composed without prior knowledge of what the other was writing. Nothing has been revised with the benefit of hindsight.


In the process of proof-reading and editing the manuscript, it’s interesting to see for how long we both remained naively optimistic. And even when that optimism wore off, it took a lot longer for either of us to fully acknowledge just how bad the situation really was! It’s noticeable that although we sometimes reached the same conclusion, we often took a different route to get there.

By the time you read this Carlisle United will have embarked on life in The National League. Remarkably, given successive, dispiriting relegations, the mood around the club remains positive, with Mark Hughes’ decision to stay at Brunton Park providing some welcome stability. It’s still hard to credit that almost seven and a half thousand United supporters were at Brunton Park for the final game of the season, despite relegation being confirmed a week earlier. Not only that, but they also gave the players and staff a resounding send-off after the final whistle.

We hope you enjoy our reflections on a difficult season. It’s fair to say that writing about the games was sometimes a more enjoyable experience than actually watching them!

Howard Falshaw

		
	

Introduction

The season of Light, the season of Despair

It would be a time to take stock and consolidate, to evaluate the recent experience of a victorious Wembley play-off final followed by an immediate relegation. A time to regroup and then begin a fresh assault with a new economic standing powering Carlisle United’s 2024 – 2025 season. New players would be recruited and new facilities would be in place from which to watch these players. It would be a time to dance.

Optimism though, would need to be tempered and assumptions about an automatic promotion held in check. As they unfold, seasons tempt and seasons tease. Heroes emerge and villains skulk towards the shadows; Fortune smiles or curses, victories are held aloft while grievous injuries are nobly borne (or not.) It is the great unknown where there are no promises and no guarantees, but this is where the narrative arc of the book would lie. That is, the book which Howard proposed, the one charting a journey through a season and the one to which he invited me to contribute.

I was delighted to accept, as deep down, I knew this could be the time, the best of times or…

John Irving Clarke
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Chapter 1

PRE-SEASON

Thursday 2 May. The retained and released list.

Well, the retained and released list is pretty predictable and unremarkable. Most tellingly, only six of the players who were in the match day squad at Wembley, less than a year ago, remain at the club. Roll on the summer signings.

Wednesday 15 May. Castle Sports Group statement.

Earlier today the Castle Sports Group, which is the company set up by the Piatak family, the new Carlisle United owners, released a statement on “X” (formerly known as Twitter) which reveals the full extent of the financial league we are now operating in. I’ve included the full text below.

There are three key issues. Firstly, £4 million is being invested in a new training facility. Secondly, £4.5 million is being invested in improvements to Brunton Park. Thirdly, there will be a significantly enhanced playing budget.

Wow! We are really moving into different territory now. For years the club has been saddled with a debt amounting to about a quarter of that amount. Now that debt has been cleared, and the club is investing four times as much in what happens off the pitch. When you add the planned financial commitment to what happens on the pitch, it’s not difficult to see why the fan base remains intact, and hopes are high for the future, despite our dismal season and relegation.

The tone of the statement from Castle Sports Group is also very encouraging. It’s very open, inclusive and honest.

Just get the summer recruitment right!

Tuesday 18 June.

The big question now is whether I purchase a season ticket for the 2024-25 campaign. I’m confident it will be a good campaign, but Adam will be away at university, as will his best mate Ben, and I’m not sure that the fourth member of the Wakefield Blues, John Clarke, will be able to commit to so many journeys north, so it might mean a number of solo trips. However, with next season’s League Two having a distinctly northern bias, meaning a lot of away games are within range, the option of having priority for tickets at pokey away grounds is very tempting. I’ll keep you posted!

Monday 24 June.

It feels as if today marks the start of the new season in more than one way. It does in a very real sense, as today saw the players report to Brunton Park for the start of pre-season training.

Probably more importantly, for me, today also saw the purchase of my season ticket for 2024-25. To be honest, the idea of a season ticket had been slipping off the radar recently. With Adam and Ben, half of The Wakefield Blues, heading to university in the autumn, I didn’t really fancy being billy-no-mates for many of the games and journeys. And then, John Clarke, the fourth member of the Wakefield Blues, said, out of the blue, that he was up for a season ticket. I needed no further encouragement! We have both shelled out today and now await the publication of the fixture list with increased anticipation. I’m fervently hoping that we’re away to one of the southern clubs on the opening day of the season, as we’ll still be on holiday in Kefalonia.

League Two has a massive northern bias next season, which means that a lot of away games are within range from Wakefield. Walsall is definitely do-able, and there are only six or seven clubs further south, which means there’s the potential to attend over eighty per cent of the games. Having a season ticket will provide a distinct advantage when it comes to getting tickets for away matches. Though with well over three thousand sold already, a season ticket will be no guarantee of a ticket for magnificent, high-capacity grounds like those of Harrogate, Barrow and Salford!

In an interesting sideline, I’ve been asked if I’d be willing to loan some of my Chris Balderstone memorabilia for a Carlisle United exhibition that will be taking place at Tullie House Museum and Art Gallery in Carlisle later this year, to mark the 50th anniversary of United’s season in Division 1. I’m more than happy to provide an original Number 9 Carlisle shirt as worn by Chris Balderstone.


Wednesday 26 June.

The announcement of the new season’s fixtures; the launch of the new kits; a new signing; It’s been a busy day at Brunton Park today!

I’ll start with the fixture list. We’ll be on holiday in Kefalonia on the opening day of the season, so I’m delighted that we’re away to Gillingham on that day, an away trip that was never on the radar. And we return in time for a home tie against Stoke City in the Carabao Cup, followed by a ‘local’ derby against Barrow for our first League home game. I’ve known worse starts to a season. Not only that, most of the long away trips to the south come in the first quarter of the season. That means that as we embark on our inevitable march to the League Two title, we’ll be in a position to attend most, if not all, of the games in the run-in!

As for the new kits, I love them both. It was predictable that the home kit would be a homage to the shirt for our season in the sun. Given the necessity to adorn every available space with a sponsor’s logo, I don’t think that the club could have done a much better job, though I wish they’d gone the whole hog and adopted the white shorts and red socks of the Division One season. It was a great move to invite Les O’Neill, Ray Train, Bobby Owen and Tom Clarke, all legends of the Division One team, to be involved in the promotion of the new kits. My sources tell me that Bobby Owen was absolutely made up to be part of the launch. I’m also impressed by the away kit. It’s original, but in a less brash way than last season’s fruit salad shirt.

Finally, I received a really nice phone call yesterday from one of the organisers of the Carlisle United exhibition that will opens at Tullie House next month. They’re very keen to have my Chris Balderstone memorabilia as part of the exhibition, particularly his Carlisle shirt, as they currently don’t have any shirts from earlier than the eighties. The upshot is that I may be taking a trip to Carlisle next week to take my souvenirs, having been promised a sneak preview of the exhibits.

Monday 1 July.

I’m writing far too frequently at the moment, considering this is meant to be the close season!

What an interesting and enjoyable day Adam and I have had. We’ve spent much of it travelling to Carlisle and back, which could be described as our own bit of pre-season training. The reason for our trip was to deliver some items of memorabilia for “Backing the Blues – 120 Years of Carlisle United”, the exhibition which opens in the city later this month, as reported in my previous post.

What an Alladin’s Cave we walked into when we arrived at Carlisle Art College. To trot out an old cliché, it had to be seen to be believed. I had a vague idea of what we might find, but Adam was absolutely gobsmacked. The collection filled two prefab classrooms, so obviously a lot of material won’t make it into the final exhibition. There were the predictable piles of matchday programmes dating back many seasons. There were two coat-hanger racks jam-packed with old Carlisle shirts, all carefully dated and catalogued. But there were so many other, unexpected things, alongside old newspaper cuttings and match tickets. There were old signed footballs; tiles from the boardroom floor dating back to the Michael Knighton era; a message from (Sir) Bobby Robson to Chris Balderstone, written on the notepaper of a Suffolk hotel, saying how highly he rated his excellence in two sports and how much he regretted never having signed him for Ipswich Town; old trophies; iconic photographs of key moments in the club’s history. I could go on all night.

Nonetheless, the reaction when I unveiled the genuine (not replica) shirt from the 1969-70 season, as worn by Chris Balderstone (him again) was something to behold. The curators had apparently recently declared a moratorium on any new donations as the opening of the exhibition approaches but had decided that this shirt was too important to exclude, as it pre-dates any other shirt they have by over a decade.

What was most impressive was the dedication and enthusiasm of the volunteers who are collecting, cataloguing and curating the material for the exhibition. It’s a massive task, requiring untold hours, and their pride and pleasure in showing us everything was manifest.

The exhibition runs until November, when the plan is to establish a permanent club archive, including the mass of material that won’t make it into the exhibition. I’ll be more than happy to donate a significant amount of my memorabilia to that archive. Apparently the Piataks, our new owners, are fully supportive of plans to create a permanent Carlisle United Museum somewhere on the Brunton Park site.

With perfect timing, just as we turned off the M6 at Junction 43 to drive into Carlisle, the club announced the signing of striker Charlie Wyke on a two-year contract. Wyke had a previous stint at Brunton Park, scoring at a rate of just under a goal every two games, before Bradford City triggered the release clause in his contract. Following success at Valley Parade, he also had successful spells at Sunderland and Wigan Athletic, before spending the second half of last season on loan at Rotherham. He’d been widely rumoured to be about to re-sign for Bradford, and to secure his signing, with his experience in higher divisions, is something of a statement signing for Carlisle. Adam informs me that the response of Bradford fans on social media has been somewhat vitriolic!

Today has been a lovely reminder of why there’s something special about supporting Carlisle United, meeting other people who probably surpass my passion for and devotion to the club. And to cap it all, we’ve been invited to the official preview and formal opening of the exhibition.

Tuesday 2 July.

I’m going to go way off piste with this post, though there is a very tenuous Carlisle United link at the very end!

A couple of “incidents” in recent days have taken me unexpectedly back to my days as a boarding pupil at Pocklington School in the Seventies, a school described by Adrian Edmondson of “The Young Ones” fame, as “a very minor public school halfway between York and Hull – or, as the joke went, halfway between York and Hell.” Edmondson is the key link here – we attended Pocklington School at the same time, Ade being in the year above me. This fact gave me enormous credibility with pupils I taught in the early to mid-Eighties, when “The Young Ones” was redefining TV comedy. Not only did I attend the same school, I trod the boards with him in a school production of Bertholt Brecht’s “The Caucasian Chalk Circle”.

I was recently given Edmondson’s autobiography “Beserker” as a Fathers’ Day gift. I’m currently reading it, and he writes about his time at Pocklington at considerable length. It’s a scathing indictment, and while my memories might not be quite as negative as his, I can vouch for everything he describes. He doesn’t mention any teachers by name, but I can recognise almost all those he refers to, and none of them emerge well.

The second incident occurred when I was scrolling through my “People you may know” thread on Facebook. The name of a certain David Crowe cropped up, stating that he also attended Pocklington School. I distinctly remember being in A-Level History and English Literature groups with a David Crowe. I click on his “info” and the dates correspond. In a remarkable moment of serendipity, I notice that he now lives in Kendal, just a few miles from where I grew up, and the place where my brother lives. A friend request followed, since when we’ve updated each other on the last forty-eight years. It seems our trajectories have followed remarkably similar paths. We both became teachers (History in David’s case, English in mine), both taught for many years in West Yorkshire, and both reached the heady heights of middle management (Head of Year in David’s case, Head of Department in mine). And here comes the Carlisle connection. When David got his Head of Year post at a school in Brampton, just outside Carlisle, he and his family settled in Kendal. Not only that, but he also taught Paul Simpson’s sons when Simmo was in his first spell as United manager.

It’s a small world.

Thursday 18 July. “Backing The Blues –  120 Years of Carlisle United”. Tullie House Museum and Art Gallery.

Yesterday was rather a special day in my fifty-seven years as a Carlisle supporter. Adam and I had the pleasure and privilege of being guests at the preview/opening of the above exhibition. The reason for our invitation, as referred to in a previous post, was that we’d loaned a genuine Carlisle United shirt to the exhibition, as worn by club legend Chris Balderstone in the 1969-70 season. I make no apologies if I’m repeating myself here. Chris Balderstone was playing First Division football for Carlisle in April 1975. Just over a year later he was walking out at Headingley cricket ground to make his Test Match debut for England against the might of the West Indies, one of the greatest cricket teams of all time. Just spend a moment to take that in. The same person performed at the highest level in two professional sports, just over a year apart. If anyone ever deserved the accolade, Chris Balderstone deserves to be described as a bloody sporting legend. The scorecard for his Test Match debut, painstakingly completed by my dad, also forms part of the exhibition.

But back to last night. For an hour and a half, I had the privilege of being in the company of Carlisle legends. Within five minutes of entering the exhibition I had spotted George McVitie, who played in the first game I ever attended at Brunton Park, before returning to the club in the mid to late seventies for a second impressive spell. I had the pleasure of a conversation with him, in which I explained why we had been invited (the shirt). He told me that when he was an apprentice at Carlisle, he was given two washing machines and two scrubbing brushes. One of his responsibilities was to wash the playing kits before passing them on to the wife of Dick Young, then the Carlisle coach, for ironing. He also claimed to have made a significant contribution to Billy Rafferty’s famous hat-trick against Cardiff City in 1976, which transformed a 3-1 deficit into a 4-3 victory in the final six minutes of the game. His contribution? He’d been substituted well before the legendary hat-trick! To be fair, he had scored Carlisle’s first goal himself.

Imagine my disbelief when Billy Rafferty himself walked into the room just a few minutes later! By this time Adam was dismissively describing me as a “fan girl” as I admiringly pointed out the latest club legend to enter the room. I was just about to approach Rafferty when the evening’s formalities began. At the time he was stood with two other club icons: Mick Wadsworth who led the club to the Third Division title and a first Wembley appearance in 1975; John Halpin, who gave the club untold years of service as player, coach and Football in the Community Officer.

I also had a chat with Les O’Neill, a stalwart of the First Division team, who scored three goals in our first two games in the topflight, helping us to top the table after just three games. I recently eulogised him in my list of Carlisle’s Top Ten Midfielders and was more than flattered that he knew who I was.


The exhibition itself is excellent. It’s probably of limited interest to those outside the Carlisle United diaspora, but there was such a range of exhibits, including the boots with which Jimmy Glass scored his immortal goal, a season ticket from the early twentieth century, and a wedding dress with the train in Carlisle’s away colours of the time, the red, green, gold and white of then sponsors Eddie Stobart.

After the formalities of the evening were completed, I also got the opportunity to talk to the club’s CEO, Nigel Clibbens. He’s a Wakefield boy born and bred, and attended Outwood Grange School, though some time before Lisa started working there. I took great pleasure in telling him how the Chris Balderstone shirt came into my hands, given that Nigel also started his football career, albeit in administration, at Huddersfield Town before moving on to Carlisle United, just like Balderstone.

Finally, I also got to speak to Jon Colman, the Carlisle United correspondent for The News and Star. We’ve communicated before, and he wrote an excellent piece about the publication of my book last November.

Sunday 21 July – close-season update.

With the start of the new season just under three weeks away, ground improvements continue apace. I saw the new, permanent giant screen in the fan zone on a recent trip to Carlisle, but the developments inside the ground are yet to be completed or revealed. Meantime, the rebuilding of the squad continues. It’s pointless to comment on individual players until I’ve seen them play, but it’s worth looking at the apparent strategy behind the new signings.


There has been major, and much needed, strengthening of the defence. Two new centre-backs and a new full-back on each flank. One of the new centre-backs is Aaron Hayden, who enjoyed an excellent season at Brunton Park before being tempted away by a long contract and vastly increased wages at Wrexham. Having helped them to two successive promotions he has now returned to his old stamping ground.

Likewise, Charlie Wyke, who I credit with being the principal reason for Adam finally coming out as a Carlisle supporter, following a thumbs up at the end of a game at Grimsby some years ago. He has a proven goalscoring record in Leagues One and Two, and his return is made even sweeter by the annoyance of Bradford City fans, who were convinced that he was returning to them, not us. A strike force of Charlie Wyke, Luke Armstrong and a consistently fit George Kelly has the potential to terrorise League Two defences in the season ahead. It’s also an attack that we could only have dreamed of twelve months ago.

The one area in which I think we need to make a new signing is the link between midfield and attack. Someone who is going to supply goals for the forward line as well as score a few themselves. Someone who can fill the sort of role that Omari Patrick and Jordan Gibson filled.

All the new arrivals have led to a couple of departures. Jack Armer has signed for Burton Albion. I’m disappointed to see him go, because I thought he was excellent in the promotion season, working the left flank with Jon Mellish. But to be honest, he struggled a bit with the step up to League One. Alfie McCalmont has signed for Gold Coast Mariners in the Australian A-League. This continues a growing trend of players who haven’t quite cut the mustard at Brunton Park moving Down Under – Zak Clough and Ryan Edmondson. I doubt that the A-League represents a step up from League One or Two, however attractive the lifestyle might be.

It’s encouraging that the close-season headlines have been about expenditure off the pitch rather than on the squad. We’ve learned about the millions being spent on improvements to Brunton Park, and further millions earmarked for the development of the new training ground. I’ve no doubt there has been significant investment in the playing squad, whether in the form of transfer fees or salaries offered. But the club, wisely, hasn’t been trumpeting that.

As far as pre-season action is concerned, we’ve won two games and drawn two, the most recent being against St Mirren who will be competing in the Europa Conference League this season.

I’m not sure what our first game of the season will be. The Carabao cup tie at home to Stoke City just two days after we return from holiday is a possibility, but the Cumbrian derby against Barrow, just four days later and broadcast live on Sky TV is a definite date.

Monday 29 July – nothing happened today!

Literally nothing – no new signings, no pre-season friendly, not even any new posts on the club’s recently relaunched website. We’re in that strange limbo where pre-season is well under way, a number of new signings have been announced, four or five pre-season friendlies have been completed, but we’re still almost a fortnight from the beginning of the new season, waiting for the final pieces of the jigsaw to be slotted into place.

That’s not to say that plenty hasn’t happened in the eight days since my last post. I think I’ve finally come back down to earth after the excitement of meeting some of my United heroes at the launch of the Tullie House exhibition. Perhaps most significantly, last Thursday saw the funeral of Andrew Jenkins, most recently Chairman Emeritus, a former Chairman and owner of the club, and a club Director for over sixty years. If anyone deserves the accolade of “Mr Carlisle United” then Andrew Jenkins is that person. The East Stand was renamed in his honour just a year ago. It was touching to watch the richly deserved send-off he received from players and coaches, club staff and supporters as the funeral cortege circled the exterior of Brunton Park. His final, and perhaps most significant, contribution to the club was to oversee the smooth transition of ownership to our new American owners, taking the club into financial territory it has only dreamed of previously. R.I.P. Andrew Jenkins.

Off the field developments continue apace. As well as the revamp of the club website, CUTV has been launched and I’m already a subscriber. It’s not quite as grand as it sounds, but it does give access to a fair amount of video material that isn’t freely available on the club website or YouTube, such as extensive footage of the Tullie House exhibition. Images of the newly refurbished home changing room have been released and I have to admit that it looks very impressive. I assume that, in keeping with primitive football psychology, the away changing room is still a shithole!


On a more personal level, two senior citizens in the Wakefield area have now received their season tickets for the forthcoming season and are probably far more excited about that fact than befits their age. The Falshaw family may be on foreign soil when the new season begins, but we’ll be making up for that immediately we return. Less than forty-eight hours after we return to British soil, a full complement of the Wakefield Blues will be heading to Brunton Park for the Carabao Cup first round tie against Stoke City. In an indication that the ground improvements are going down to the wire, the Andrew Jenkins Stand and the Warwick Road End will still be closed for that game. Just four days later a reconfigured version of the Wakefield Blues will be returning to Brunton Park for the first home league game of the new season, the “local derby” against Barrow. I trust that it will be access all areas by that time.

I’ll conclude with a couple of opinions rather than the information updates that have constituted most of this post. On Saturday we lost for the first time in pre-season, at National League Rochdale. That prompted some doom and gloom on social media. I care not a jot. We had a decent pre-season a year ago and look at the nightmare season that followed. My second opinion regards new signings. A striker on loan from a Premier League club is heavily rumoured, but my priority is an attacking midfielder, someone who can supply the excellent strike force we have assembled and also drive forward as a supplementary attacker. Another Owen Moxon in other words.

		
	


Chapter 2

THE WHEELS COME OFF

Saturday 10 August. Gillingham v Carlisle United. Priestfield Stadium. EFL League 2.

So, the 2024-25 season begins not with the anticipated bang, but with a resounding whimper. There’s no other way to describe a 4-1 defeat on the opening day. I seek comfort in the fact that in the 1973-74 season Carlisle’s first away game was a 6-1 defeat at Luton, and we got promoted to Division 1 at the end of that season.

But before I begin the post-mortem into Saturday’s debacle, an update is required. Since my last post, a fortnight ago, Carlisle have concluded their pre-season with an encouraging 2-1 win over Stockport. We have also signed a Premier League striker on loan, Dan Adu-Adjei from Bournemouth. He scored on debut in the Stockport friendly and started Saturday’s game at Gillingham. On a less positive note, our midfield has been decimated by injuries, and new left back Cameron Harper is also injured, leading to the last-minute signing of Ben Williams, most recently of Cheltenham Town, on a short-term contract until January. He also went straight into Saturday’s starting eleven.

It’s hard to credit the transformation in the club since this time last year, both on and off the pitch. Only two of Saturday’s starting line-up were at the club at the beginning of last season. Two of the subs were starting just their second season at Brunton Park, and substitute goalkeeper Gabe Breeze was only awarded his first full-time contract a year ago. The new owners have wasted no time in investing over £4 million in ground improvements: a giant video screen now permanently installed in the fan zone; LED advertising boards installed around the ground; new hospitality boxes; a new directors’ box; the launch of CUTV; the relaunch of the club website; £4 million earmarked for the new training ground; significant investment in the playing squad (best reserve judgement on that for now!). As Harold McMillan famously said, “We’ve never had it so good.”

But ultimately, the club will be judged by results on the pitch, which is why Saturday’s result was a timely reminder that money doesn’t automatically guarantee success. I must admit that this game was viewed from afar, as we were on holiday in Skala, Kefalonia. Adam managed to find a way to stream the game, but I was more focused on the pool, the beach, cocktails and Greek cuisine! I did find time to meet up with the owner of Ionian mini market in Skala, who is also a United supporter, for reasons far too complicated to explain here.

After Gillingham’s early opener Adam kept reassuring me that United were very much on top, but the scoreline remained 1-0 at half-time, despite the match stats very much favouring Carlisle. A dreadful defensive error gifted Gillingham their second goal, before Jon Mellish pulled one back and offered hope. Having watched the brief highlights, the remaining two Gillingham goals could both be put down to defensive frailty, with Harry Lewis in goal perhaps shouldering a share of the blame. The personnel may have changed, but the weaknesses appear to be in the same areas – something Paul Simpson needs to address as a matter of urgency.

Tomorrow a full complement of the Wakefield Blues heads north for the Carabao cup-tie against Stoke, our own season-opener and a welcome antidote to the post-holiday blues.

Tuesday 13 August. Carlisle United v Stoke City. Brunton Park. EFL (Carabao) Cup Round One.

The Wakefield Blues are back on the road again!

Around the end of February, I made the decision that there was no point squandering any more money travelling to watch the depressing death throes of a desperately disappointing campaign. The money would be better spent following a successful 2024-25 campaign. It was therefore something of an article of faith that we attended the first home of the new season, even if it was a game we were unlikely to win, playing a team two divisions above us, not long departed from the Premier League. So yesterday evening found Adam, Ben, John and me following the familiar route north.

 Having checked the weather forecast for Carlisle and found a 2% likelihood of rain I decided not to bother with a waterproof. I was a little disconcerted as we drove through a significant amount of rain on the journey, but fortunately it stayed dry for the duration of the match, though there was plenty more rain on the journey home.

It was announced yesterday that Carlisle United had been ranked second of the ninety-two League clubs for fan engagement and had received a gold award for that accolade. A lot of the credit for this achievement should go to Simon Clarkson, the club’s Supporter Liaison Officer, I’ve had the pleasure of meeting Simon a couple of times recently in connection with the Carlisle United exhibition at Tullie House and am very impressed by his commitment and dedication. Simon was also responsible for preparing the successful bid for National Lottery funding that helped finance the Tullie House exhibition.

Some of the reasons for the fan engagement award were evident once we arrived at the ground. As well as the established food and drink outlets in the fan zone, a now permanent giant screen is in place, providing an excellent area and atmosphere for fans to congregate before entering the ground. Not only that, the new directors/owners were there, mingling with the fans. One of them spotted Adam’s Jacksonville Jaguars hoodie (the Piataks are major sponsors of the Jaguars) and we had a very enjoyable five minutes chatting with them about American Football, the upgrades to Brunton Park, and life in New York.

On entering the ground, further improvements were evident. Although the Andrew Jenkins Stand was closed, apart from the away section, the new hospitality boxes were clearly evident, and the media section has now been moved across the ground to the West Stand. The new LED advertising boards were in place and in operation, and the playing surface looked as impeccable as ever.

The 2-0 scoreline is probably a fair reflection of the game. Stoke were a decent team, with some slick passing and movement, and hit the woodwork twice in addition to their two goals. Carlisle had their moments in the first half, and it was good to go into half-time on equal terms. Unfortunately, the team displayed a familiar trait, conceding early in the second half, but had further chances before Stoke settled the game with their second goal.

With so many new or returning faces, it’s worth spending a little bit of time on individual performances. Goalkeeper Harry Lewis has received more than his fair share of criticism since joining United from Bradford in January, some of it unduly vitriolic, but yesterday was one of his best games in a Carlisle shirt. He couldn’t be blamed for either of the goals, and on at least three occasions his agility kept us in the game. It’s time to give the guy a break. Jack Ellis did a decent job at left wing back, playing on the opposite side to his usual position. Jon Mellish was the Jon Mellish we know and love. 100% committed as ever, he made some surging runs out of defence, but was also guilty of some woeful final passes and rash challenges.

The rest of the defence was composed of new faces, or, in the case of Aaron Hayden, a returning face. Archie Davies at right wing-back had a bit of a torrid time defensively in the first half but looked good going forward in the second half. That leaves new central defenders Hayden and Terrel Thomas. All I’ll say is that it was good to have central defenders who were not only good in the air, but looked comfortable on the ball, able to carry the ball forward themselves if there wasn’t a pass available.

In midfield Harrison Neal was his usual reliable self, constantly harrying opposition players, snapping into tackles and making himself available for passes from teammates. If he’s got any faults, it’s that he’s not the most creative of players, and his shooting leaves something to be desired. Ben Barclay did a competent job as the midfield anchor, but I agree with the fans who say that if he’s the best we’ve got to offer in that position, then we have a bit of a problem. We need Callum Guy, Taylor Charters and Dylan McGeogh back from injury as soon as possible, and hopefully a new creative midfielder signing.

Josh Vela impressed me as the forward apex of midfield. He made some incisive attacking runs and pressurized the defence. He received short shrift from the referee, who was quick to punish him for alleged fouls, and slow to punish the opposition when Vela was on the receiving end. To be fair to the referee, any official who can manage a competitive game without issuing a single card deserves considerable credit.

Up front, Charlie Wyke and Damiel Adu-Adjei offered relatively little. They were up against Championship defenders, and received pretty poor service from midfield and defence, so I don’t want to be too harsh on them.

Midfield remains the area of major concern. There were too many occasions when Stoke were able to cut incisively through midfield or bypass it completely, and there was a failure to provide decent service to the strikers. When Luke Armstrong came on as a substitute, he looked more like the player I’ve seen be so effective for Harrogate against Carlisle. That’s probably because he was receiving the ball to feet or chest, rather than competing with big defenders for hopeful aerial balls lumped forward from defence. I remain confident that he will come good, when the team find a way to play to his strengths. Harrogate managed to do it, so why can’t we?


The first acid test of the season comes on Saturday when we host Barrow in the Cumbrian ‘local derby’. Anything less than a victory will have the cynics calling for Paul Simpson’s head. I’m confident that we’ll do it, and it will be good to see the whole of Brunton Park open again, following the improvements to the Andrew Jenkins Stand and the Warwick Road End. A slightly reconfigured version of the Wakefield Blues will be there.

Saturday 17 August. Carlisle United v Barrow. Brunton Park. EFL League 2.

Good days have been in precious short supply over recent months for supporters of Carlisle United, but this was undoubtedly a good one for a variety of reasons.

It was an extended and amended version of the Wakefield Blues that convened at Brunton Park. John and his wife Julie were already in Carlisle, visiting John’s sister, so the arrangement was to meet in The Paddock prior to kick-off. Ben had an athletics meet, so his place on the back seat was taken by Sam, another of Adam’s mates, who now and again puts aside his affiliation to Leeds United and joins us for a Carlisle game. John’s place in the front seat was taken by my good friend from our days in Wetherby, Jason Westerman. Jason used to join me for the odd Carlisle game, the most recent being a League Cup second round second leg tie against Spurs, a mere twenty-seven years ago. That was also the final time I had the privilege of meeting Chris Balderstone in person. Jason was also with me to witness a remarkable 5-2 win over Hull City at Boothferry Park, a game we were losing 2-0 after just fifteen minutes.


A 12.30 kick-off (thank you Sky Sports) meant an early start from Wakefield, but the delays that John and Julie had experienced on their journey to Carlisle a day earlier failed to materialise and we were turning off the M6 by quarter to eleven. It took us another twenty minutes to travel the remaining mile to the car park, but we were still in good time. As we walked down Warwick Road to the ground, I pointed out to Jason that fifty years ago I was making exactly the same walk to watch United play their first ever home game in Division 1. There was no encounter with the club’s owners in the fan zone this time, but we did have time for a quick pint before entering the ground to ensure we had a crush barrier to lean on. It was sufficient time for Jason to be suitably impressed by the giant video screen and the general buzz in the fan zone.

The ground was relatively empty when we assumed our place in The Paddock, but this was a ‘local’ derby against Barrow, and the ground rapidly filled as kick-off approached. The official attendance was 9,813 (885 away fans), not bad for a club who had experienced a dismal relegation campaign last season and had started the new one with two defeats. The pre-match formalities included an impressive minute’s applause for late Chairman Andrew Jenkins, and a further round of applause from the Andrew Jenkins Stand as the Piataks took their place in one of the new hospitality boxes. The pre-arranged meeting with John and Julie didn’t happen until half-time, despite me keeping an eagle eye out for them.

The first half was very reassuring. Carlisle continued some of the good habits they had displayed on Tuesday night, but against inferior opposition they had more impact. United dominated possession in the early stages and fashioned some good moves, though without any end product, Barrow offering little threat at the other end. They displayed some neat cross-field passing, but no real penetration.

In the 35th minute Bournemouth loanee Daniel Adu-Adjei chased a ball down the left. As the defender fell to the ground, Barrow appealed for a free-kick, though it was obvious from the highlights that he either tripped over his own feet or took a dive. Undeterred, Adu-Adjei left him in his wake, cut in from the left and confidently curled the ball inside the far post from a narrow angle. It’s always difficult to know what you’re getting with loan signings, but the early signs are that we may have got a good one here. He gave the Barrow defence a torrid time and probably deserved the man of the match accolade he was awarded. The only concern at half-time was that we should have maybe been a further goal ahead.

Central defender Terrel Thomas was replaced by Sam Lavell at half-time, having suffered a twinge in the first half, but the transition was seamless, so much so that I didn’t realise until the 60th minute that the change had taken place! Barrow had more possession in the second half, but the Carlisle defence and midfield largely managed to confine them to unthreatening areas. But as long as the score remained 1-0 there was always that fear that one defensive lapse, or a moment of attacking inspiration could wipe out that lead.

As the fourth official indicated a surprising six minutes of added time, the score remained 1-0. A minute later defender Aaron Hayden took a viciously hit pass full in the face. The ball rebounded into touch and Hayden collapsed to the turf. As the crowd gasped and groaned at the force of the impact, Hayden simply got back to his feet and trotted back into position. I suspect it may become an iconic moment of the season.

But the drama wasn’t over yet. In the 95th minute Josh Vela was harshly penalised for a tackle on the Barrow left. The free kick was launched into the area, and after a couple of half-clearances was forced home. The Barrow bench leapt from the dugout, arms aloft and jumping into each other’s arms until they realised the assistant referee on the far side had raised his flag for offside. Apparently even Tom Piatak Snr. joined in the mockery of the Barrow contingent, though I think it merely consisted of a sarcastic bye-bye wave, rather than the wanker gestures that were in evidence around us!

A few moments later the final whistle went, and we could celebrate our season being belatedly under way. It was a suitable riposte to the doom-mongers who were already calling for Paul Simpson’s departure. I’m not going to indulge in another player-by-player analysis of the performance, but I will make a few salient points. Jon Mellish had one of his less impressive performances in a distinguished Carlisle career, and Charlie Wyke again had disappointingly little impact up front. It’s testament to the rest of the team that they still managed to get across the line.

I was quite critical of the midfield after Tuesday’s game, so credit where credit’s due. Ben Barclay looked more comfortable in the holding role, Harrison Neal was tenacious in the tackle and always available. I’m going to stick my neck out and say that Josh Vela may prove to be our player of the season. As the attacking apex of the midfield, he put in some good runs and passes in support of the strikers and also had a couple of decent passes. But I was most impressed by his willingness to also race back and put pressure on Barrow players when they were in possession. He was equally adept in both attacking and defensive duties.

For the second game in a row, I was quite impressed by the officiating. I suspect that the referee on Tuesday wouldn’t have brandished any of the yellow cards awarded in this game, with the possible exception of Ben Barclay’s foul. But the assistant on the far side was particularly impressive. He must have flagged Barrow offside at least eight times in the second half, despite the abuse he was receiving from the away fans directly behind him. Most of the offsides were blatant, but he still had the guts to raise his flag when the decision was more marginal, most notably in the case of Barrow’s cancelled equaliser.

There was still time to call in at The Blues Store and buy a copy of Peter Scholes new book on United, “The Place I Belong”, to which I am a modest contributor. It’ll have to wait a couple of weeks, but I look forward to reading it.

It felt slightly strange starting the journey home when most games were just about to kick off. But it was nice to be home by teatime, secure in the knowledge of a well-earned three points.

Saturday 24th August. MK Dons v Carlisle United. Stadium MK. EFL League 2.

Oh dear. This is not quite how the new season was meant to begin. I know we’re only three games into the League 2 season, but two of those games have seen dispiriting defeats away from home by a three-goal margin. A goal difference of minus 5 after just three games is far from encouraging.

I can’t pretend to be able to offer any detailed analysis of this performance. On Saturday afternoon, with Adam at Leeds Festival and Ellie on holiday in Turkey, the remaining members of the Falshaw family opted to sample the pleasures of Hebden Bridge. There we enjoyed excellent food outlets, lots of independent shops (for books, clothes, pottery, antiques, jewellery etc.) and barely a brand name in sight. I was reduced to regular checks of my phone for score updates. Having watched the brief highlights, it’s alarming how easily our defence was cut open, each of the MK Dons’ scorers being left with a pretty simple tap-in.

What I can offer is my considered opinion on what ails Carlisle United at the moment. Before I start my analysis, I should state clearly that I am not one of the many doom-mongers already calling for Paul Simpson’s immediate departure. He returned to a club on its knees and engineered an incredible escape from relegation. He then maintained that momentum into the following season, leading the club to a remarkable promotion. It’s easy now to look back and say that promotion in 2023 was a triumph of overachievement. It was incredible at the time, and I wouldn’t swap it for anything. Simpson had taken a group of players who were abject failures under Chris Beech and Keith Millen and transformed them. A nod here to Millen’s recruitment in the January 2022 transfer window. It might be his only achievement in his short time at Brunton Park, but he brought in players who were central to initial survival and eventual promotion – Kris Dennis, Jamie Devitt, Omari Patrick, Joel Senior, Dynel Simeu. Quite a contrast to the woeful recruitment for the League 1 campaign in the summer of 2023. But even though last season was dismal, Simpson deserves time to turn round this disappointing start. Let’s not forget the years of mediocrity that preceded Simpson’s return, with frequent changes of manager having little effect.
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Dear Fans and Supporters of Carlisle United,

We hope this letter finds you in great spirits as we look to the next season and the bright future of the club. Our
commitment to transparency and open dialogue remains unwavering and we will continue to keep the lines of
communication open,

We are embarking on a transformative journey and want you to be & part. As a cornerstone of the community, the
club not only embedies competitive spirit and resilience but alse serves as a beacon of economic and social
developmentin Cumbria.

Since November 2023, there have been significant renovations to Brunton Park, These enhancements are
designed to improve the experience for fans and provide state-of-the-art facilities for players. Moreover, in our
commitment to excellence and community development, we are poised to invest an additional £4 million into
building a new training facility. This ambitious project aims to elevate the potential of *The Blues™ and nurture
local talent, ensuring invesiment impact extends well beyond the pitch.

Central to our plans, we are now investing over £4.5 million to bring premier-level hospitality facilities to Brunton
Park. For the upcoming season, we are introducing several exciting developments:

Four new hospitality rooms in the East Stand

Eight new executive hospitality boxes in the East Stand, with four already sold on long-term deals.

Purchase and deployment of new pitch-side LED perimeter advertising boards.

Anexpanded West Side fan zone, including a large screen TV for pre- and post-match viewing and

community gatherings like Euro 2024

*  Warwick End development to include a new fan zone, tollets, concessions, and improved disabled viewing
area.

*  Refurbishment of the Neil Centre to create new Academy facilities and offices, bringing sports and
community areas up to standard.

*  Purchase of a new minibus for the Academy

¢ Redevelopment of the West Stand first-team internal football area to include a new first-team locker room,
improved staff changing facilities, and a new officials/referee room.

* Stadium and training pitch improvements

* Asignificantly increased football player budget to ensure we can be successful on the pitch.

*  Acquisition of six new player residences to provide improved housing.

We invite you all 1o join us on this journey by supporting Carlisle United in 2 manner that best suits your passion for
football and commitment te the club and community development. Should you wish to discuss this further, please
feel free to contact us directly at commercial@carlisleunited.co.uk.

As we move forward with these exciting initiatives, we call on all fans to raily behind the team. Purchasing season
tickets, securing an executive hospitality box, or becoming a regional partner or sponsor are just a few ways you
canmake a difference. Together, we can achieve great heights and ensure a bright future for Carlisle United. Thank
you for considering this opportunity to support The Blues."

Sincerely,

The Piatak Family

For all official communications follow @CastleSportsGrpon X
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