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‘The hoops and the stripes

The halves and the quarters…’

– HALF MAN HALF BISCUIT








Warm-up

Sometimes the highest view isn’t always the best.

Take the Eiffel Tower, for instance. Visitors to the landmark have a range of altitudes from which to admire the Parisian skyline. Those with the sturdiest constitutions will make a beeline for the great glass elevators that take them to the tower’s peak – its summit, its zenith.

Aside from the occasional chink of glasses in its champagne bar and the wind whistling past sightseers’ ears, the summit is a quiet place. It’s detached from the city, distanced from the scramble of the streets far below. Nearly six hundred feet lower down, the second-highest viewing platform is where it’s at. It’s a busier, more popular vantage point; the architectural splendour of Paris can still be gazed upon from a more than decent height, but it’s one where visitors can also feel closer to the throbbing pulse of the capital.

Now consider the English football pyramid. The rarefied air of the Premier League might always be the ultimate goal for those with a head for heights, but it’s the second tier, the Championship, that matters most for many. Life here doesn’t operate in a bubble. It’s raw and real. Down here you can hear the hustle, feel the bustle.

Ever since its inauguration, the Championship has been an extraordinarily competitive league. It’s a division so tight that the line between being within a sniff of the Premier League promised land and falling through the trap door into lower-league ignominy is often a perilously thin one.

The Championship’s formidable nature is almost universally acknowledged by those who have played and managed within it. Gus Poyet once declared it to be the toughest league in England. Neil Warnock went further, believing it to be the tightest division in Europe. That wasn’t enough for Norwich boss Daniel Farke, who went further still: ‘The Championship, without any doubt, is the toughest league in the world.’

Compared to the predictability of the Premier League and its near-inevitable top-six domination, England’s second tier is a meritocratic free-for-all – any team on its day and all that. It redefines the concept of consistency. No Championship team will ever come close to a defeat-free Invincibles-style season. The league’s innate combativeness, its undying competitive nature, are the checks and balances placed on each of its twenty-four teams. The ferocity of each club’s desire – to be automatically promoted, to squeeze into the play-offs, to avoid the exit chute down to League One – is what keeps its playing field more level than that of any other league.

There has yet to be a Championship season that hasn’t offered a full-throttle, blood-and-guts campaign that refuses to draw breath until the very last ball has been kicked. Take Wednesday 22 July 2020, for instance, the final round of matches of an interrupted season. Clubs that looked set for promotion suddenly derailed themselves, while those who had already accepted the near-certain fate of relegation performed barely believable great escapes. All the clubs that had sat in the bottom five places at the start of the month avoided the drop into the third tier just three weeks later.

As gripping as the events of that particular day were, this was no outlier. Fans of the Championship know that high drama is par for the course. It’s inescapable with the stakes being so high. Forcing your way to the top table of English football, where the cash supposedly falls like rain, is the ultimate bounty, regardless of the goldfish bowl they’d be forced to swim in.

And it’s a league that means different things to different people. To the late-in-the-day, former top-flight pros, it’s an irrefutable signal that they’re coming down the mountain from their career peak. To eager young pups, it’s a high-profile crucible – the proverbial shop window – in which to forge reputations and turn heads. To well-seasoned managers, it’s confirmation that they’ve found their level, the madness of the Championship being a strange comfort zone that matches their talents. And to the new breed of bosses, it’s both baptism and audition.

To meet these people, and to taste the relentless chaos of the Championship, I set nine months aside to dive deep into the molten heart of English football. And the 2020–21 campaign turned out to be unlike any other in history. Yes, those trademark dramatic moments came fitted as standard, but the ongoing peaks and troughs of a worldwide pandemic – and its stadium-emptying abilities – produced the kind of season that no one would ever wish to repeat. It was more chaotic, more intense, more relentless than any Championship campaign ever. Not only did it kick off just thirty-nine days after the previous season ended, but it was compressed into eight and a half months, more than a month shorter than normal.

I was fortunate to be able to travel to all four corners of this league – from Bournemouth to Middlesbrough, Swansea to Norwich – watching games and speaking to the protagonists, be they players, managers, chairmen, backroom staff, broadcasters, journalists and, far from least, fans.

The latter were, of course, largely absent through no fault of their own. This would be the season when their devotion was tested like never before, when they could only watch from a distance, their eye up to the telescope like those Eiffel Tower sightseers.

This nine-month odyssey – this inside view of a particular, peculiar season – is for them.






September


‘The bookies haven’t got a lot of faith

in us, but they didn’t last season either’

– ALAN PARRY



You can squint all you like. You could even slip on a pair of rose-tinted glasses. But there’s no way you could mistake Hillbottom Road for Wembley Way.

Adams Park, residence of Wycombe Wanderers for the past thirty years, is located at the far end of an industrial estate, one that’s home to window fitters, biscuit manufacturers and purveyors of part-worn car tyres. Glamorous it ain’t.

On Saturday afternoons during the football season, when these industrial units are shuttered up for the weekend, the scene is at least enlivened by the snake of Wycombe fans passing through en route towards their field of dreams, each wearing the two-tone blue of their affiliation.

On this particular Saturday, however, the snake is in enforced hibernation. With coronavirus restrictions demanding that all EFL matches continue to be played behind closed doors, this first match of a brand-new, box-fresh season feels eerie. The roads are quiet. The burger van is doing no trade at all. A dribble of journalists and broadcasters have their accreditation checked and their temperatures taken. This is how match days look and sound in a pandemic.

Light industry only dominates one side of the Adams Park perimeter. The remaining three sides boast a bucolic backdrop of hills and woodland. Today the woodland’s most conspicuous residents – the local red kite population – fly high above the pitch, tracing circles in the sky. They’ve got a sense of occasion at least, even if coronavirus has shown scant regard for what is one of the most significant days in the club’s 133-year history – if not the most significant day.

Last season, Adams Park was the home of Wycombe Wanderers of League One. Today, it’s the home of Wycombe Wanderers of the Championship. This afternoon will see the Chairboys’ first-ever match in the second tier of English football.

At the point at which the regular 2019–20 EFL season was curtailed in early June due to the pandemic, Wycombe sat in eighth place in League One, outside the play-off places. However, they’d played fewer games than all those teams above them and, after the clubs voted for the final standings to be decided on a points-per-game basis, Wycombe’s ratio elevated them right up to third place. A 6-3 aggregate win in the two-legged play-off semi-final against Fleetwood Town took them to Wembley, where a 2-1 victory over local rivals Oxford United confirmed their heavenly ascent.

And here they are now, at an altitude higher than ever before. For the club’s long-serving captain Matt Bloomfield – a midfield stalwart whose sixteen years at Adams Park have rightly earned him the title ‘Mr Wycombe’ – it’s all a bit surreal.

‘Who would have ever thought that Wycombe Wanderers would be a league above Ipswich, Portsmouth and Sunderland?’ he asks. ‘But we’ve not been given this on a plate, despite what some people would try to have you believe. We deserve to be in this position because of the results we’ve had. Over three-quarters of the season we got the third-best average points in League One. We deserve to be here on merit. We’ve done it through sheer determination and hard work – and no small amount of quality along the way. We didn’t win a raffle to get here.’

That the side he leads now sit higher up the pyramid than Ipswich is particularly poignant for Bloomfield. A native of Suffolk, he came up through the youth ranks at Portman Road (during which time he was called up for the England U19s) before being released a couple of months ahead of his twentieth birthday. ‘I made one appearance for the first team, a cup game away to Notts County, which we lost. Maybe that had a bearing on my future. If the result goes against you, you sometimes get caught up in that and people make judgements off the back of it. Unfortunately, there was never a second appearance. A lot of my friends – Darren Bent, Darren Ambrose, Ian Westlake – were signing new contracts, but I was called into the office and told that I could leave.’

As a central midfielder, there was too much competition for places, with the likes of established internationals like Jim Magilton and Matt Holland being immovable fixtures of the first team. ‘My route to the first team was very clogged. It was apparent that, to make a career in the game, I’d have to go elsewhere.

‘I was getting ready to go out to have a Christmas meal with the youth-team lads and I got a call from [then Wycombe manager] Tony Adams. I got out of the shower to an answerphone message from an England legend! I rang him straight back. He asked whether I wanted to come down to Wycombe to have a look around. “I’ll be there tomorrow morning…” ’

Bloomfield’s subsequent signing kicked off this long – and still ongoing – tenure in Buckinghamshire. ‘If I’d have stayed at Ipswich for too much longer without playing football, I could have been in danger of missing the boat. I’m extremely grateful for what happened and when it happened. I see boys these days who play for Premier League U23 teams and who have nice contracts and nice cars, but they get to the age of twenty-three with just five first-team appearances under their belt. League One and League Two managers will just say, “Well, I’ve got a lad here of the same age, but he’s got two hundred appearances.” They know which one they can rely on.’

As a still-raw teenager, Bloomfield’s departure from Portman Road was timely, allowing him to learn his trade in the cut-and-thrust of league football, rather than the sterility of the U23 game. By dropping down the pyramid, he quickly matured on the field and soon became that reliable, battle-proven young player for a procession of Wycombe managers. Not that the flame of ambition to play at a higher level was ever extinguished.

‘I didn’t come here meaning to stay this long. I saw it as a stepping stone. I signed an eighteen-month contract but, having dropped down from the second tier, I wanted to step back up again. But I soon got my feet under the table. I loved the club. When the opportunity came to leave when I was twenty-one, I didn’t want to. So I stayed here for less money because I loved being here so much. And after sixteen and a half years, I’m still having the time of my life.’

Bloomfield’s overarching aim throughout his career had been to return to the Championship. But the seasons kept ticking over, and the birthdays too, with it never really looking like he would achieve that goal with Wycombe. Indeed, the club seemed more likely to slip out of the league altogether. As he descended deeper into his thirties, Bloomfield had surrendered all hope. After all, another club was highly unlikely to make a play for his signature, to lift him upwards two divisions from the depths of League Two. ‘It was no longer on my radar and I’d made peace with that.’

Bloomfield acknowledges that, back in 2014, when Wycombe only salvaged their league status with a dramatic win on the final day of the season, ‘the Championship would have been just a pipe dream. Getting to League One was obviously a more realistic ambition, but still an extremely tough ask.’ Four years on, promotion to the third tier was secured and two seasons later came that play-off win at Wembley and the fulfilment of that career-long ambition.

‘My career does not mirror a stereotypical Championship footballer’s career. I’ve done the hard yards in League One and League Two. The life of a lower-league footballer isn’t always an easy one. I didn’t sign a sixteen-year contract with Wycombe. There have been lots of times when I’ve been out of contract and life has been uncertain. The sacrifices and the knocks and the injuries along the way made for the euphoria and the emotion at Wembley in July. It was an outpour of emotion that wasn’t about one game, one final, one promotion. It was all about the back story. It was all about finally achieving a life ambition to get to the Championship.’

The compromises Bloomfield has made to family life throughout his career continue to this day. His wife and daughters live in Felixstowe, meaning – in a regular week during the season – he sees them two days out of seven, doing the 125-mile M40/M25/A12 shuttle on Sundays and on a midweek day off.

For the remaining five days, Bloomfield lives in a rented house in High Wycombe, one he shares with a few other first-team players. It’s not surprising that – for someone whose immaculately side-parted hair is rarely out of place, even in the heat of battle – he’s the man of the house, the one who sets the tone. And, presumably, the one who draws up the cleaning rotas. ‘I’m the elder statesman,’ he confirms. ‘There are no dirty plates or dirty washing lying around the place.’

But, despite his seniority, Bloomfield is not content to embrace the dying light of his playing career. His enthusiasm remains undented; he’s as evangelical about the game, and about the club, as he was the first time he drove through the Adams Park gates. ‘I hate leaving the family every Sunday evening when I have to do the drive back up, but I love getting up in the morning and going into the club. I jump out of bed. I can’t wait.’

He’s also a man who won’t be content for his Championship adventure to be fleeting.

‘For me, the euphoria of Wembley lasted about two or three hours before my mind started wandering. I knew I now needed to be better. I knew we now needed to be better. I certainly didn’t want to go into the Championship but come back down at the first time of asking, having rolled over and handed out three points in each game. We want to be a match for everyone, every week. We’re here and we want to establish ourselves in the Championship. We want to write a new narrative for us this season. It would be naïve and silly of us not to have that mentality.’

That mentality is visible on the pitch as the Wycombe players warm up ahead of making their second-tier bow. Each and every one exudes focus and commitment. From up in the press enclosure in the Beechdean Stand, the gathered journalists study them, familiarising themselves with any fresh faces who’ve joined for the new season. The blond hair of winger Daryl Horgan, a summer signing from Hibernian, makes him particularly easy to spot. A handful of his new team-mates – suited and booted on the touchline, with injury ruling them out of this historic match – gaze on with envy.

If Matt Bloomfield’s long association with the club has bestowed upon him the honour of being ‘Mr Wycombe’, a certain former football commentator currently sat among the press corps can claim an even deeper affiliation. Despite being a Liverpudlian, Alan Parry’s connections go back nearly half a century, two decades of which he served as one of the club’s directors.

‘In 1975, I was a rookie reporter with BBC Radio in London, having just come down from Liverpool. They asked me to cover the FA Cup Third Round tie between Wycombe, who were then in the Isthmian League, and Middlesbrough, who were joint-top of the old First Division. Jack Charlton was their manager and players like Graeme Souness were in the side.

‘I said, “Where’s High Wycombe?” I’d never heard of it and had to look it up on the map. I got the train down from London and followed the crowds up to the old Loakes Park ground in the town centre by the hospital. It was full that day and people were so friendly and approachable.

‘A few months later, I moved to the area and started going to games. One thing led to another and, as I played a bit of football back then, I asked if I could train with them one night a week, on a patch of muddy ground behind the stand at Loakes Park. So I started training with them, then began to go to games more regularly. Someone said, “We’ve got a vacancy on the board. Do you fancy applying for it?” I didn’t think it was my scene, but then I thought about the divide in football between the fans who watch, the players who play and the directors who sit in comparatively luxurious comfort and who don’t really connect with the other two. I saw it as an opportunity to bring those three factions together.

‘So I stood for election. I’d never done anything like that before. I remember saying, “I know more about team sheets than balance sheets, so if you’re looking for someone to help the club financially, don’t vote for me.” I got voted on and that led to more than twenty years as a director, from the Isthmian League to the Vauxhall Conference to the Football League and to where we find ourselves today.’

One of Parry’s achievements while on the board was helping to persuade Martin O’Neill to take over as manager in 1990, the same year that the club moved to Adams Park, here on High Wycombe’s western outskirts. O’Neill got the club promoted to the Football League from the Conference, then a further promotion into the third tier just twelve months later. It wasn’t long, though, before O’Neill’s ambitions showed themselves to extend beyond what could be achieved at Adams Park and he left to take over at Norwich City. Mention of the Ulsterman’s departure is met with an involuntary Parry sigh.

‘That was a big blow, clearly. We had a few years of, as the cliché has it, mid-table mediocrity, where we weren’t really going anywhere. But we gradually got to grips with league football – enjoying promotions and suffering relegations. The moment that any Wycombe fan will never forget was at Torquay six years ago. It looked as though we were going out of the league. We lost to Bristol Rovers here in the penultimate game of the season and everything was set up for us to get relegated. We were away to Torquay in the last game and Bristol Rovers were at home to Mansfield. Bristol Rovers were pretty cocky. They thought, by winning here, they had put us down. But they lost and we won, so we stayed up.

‘The feeling of euphoria then was greater than anything – at least, anything before we won promotion to the Championship. The club’s whole future would have been in doubt. There were big financial problems behind the scenes. Relegation would probably have led to administration and, who knows, it would have probably meant at least a few seasons of just ticking over in the National League. But we survived. Since then, Gareth’s gone from strength to strength, taking the club with him.’

‘Gareth’ is Gareth Ainsworth, manager of Wycombe since September 2012 and a man deemed untouchable in this corner of the Thames Valley, having guided the club away from the trapdoor of relegation into non-league to being just one tier down from the Premier League. He is the longest-serving manager at any of the ninety-two league clubs.

Like that of O’Neill, Parry had some influence in Ainsworth’s appointment too. After the dismissal of Gary Waddock early into the 2012–13 season, the chairman asked Parry for his thoughts. His response was automatic, explaining how the still-playing Ainsworth would make a perfect caretaker manager, one who came with the backing of the dressing room fitted as standard.

‘I said, “He’s your man for next Saturday.” But never in my wildest dreams did I think he would go on to achieve what he has achieved. He’s just been unbelievable. He’s his own man. He doesn’t care what people think about him.’

Right on cue, Ainsworth appears below us on the touchline, looking like no other Championship manager who’s ever come before. With his shoulder-length hair, tight-fitting navy shirt and expensive-looking dark jeans, he looks every bit the Ford Mustang-driving, middle-aged rocker he is; away from the day job, he’s the singer in covers band The Cold Blooded Hearts. And as he slowly wanders up and down the pitch, soaking up the sunshine, soaking up the anticipation of the occasion, a suitably classic rock soundtrack plays over the PA. As the last notes of ‘Light My Fire’ dissolve on the air, Ainsworth salutes the local journalists in the press box before slipping back down the tunnel, ready to give his pre-match instructions. The time to hesitate is through.

The confidence with which Ainsworth carries himself clearly drips down to his players and the supporters. This might be the first time Wycombe have ventured into the deep end that is the Championship, but there’s a definite air of optimism about the place. Time will tell if it’s misplaced. It’s an optimism that isn’t shared by the bookmakers, who have Wycombe at odds of 2/3 to go straight back down to League One. Any hopeless romantic who fancies the Chairboys to reach the Premier League come next May have the chance to get very rich. The odds on that happening are 75/1. Winning the Championship title is seen as a 500/1 prospect.

‘I think we’ll surprise a few people this season,’ says Parry, looking across to where Wycombe’s strikers are currently undertaking some shooting practice. Around half the efforts on goal are either high or wide. ‘The bookies haven’t got a lot of faith in us, but they didn’t last season either. They had us being relegated then too.’ Indeed, for the whole of last season, the wall of Ainsworth’s office was decorated with a press cutting that predicted Wycombe would finish twenty-third in League One. It was both a daily reminder of other people’s expectations and a motivating tool for the manager, one that resulted in that third-placed finish.

‘Our owner has said that this season we’ll have the lowest budget of any Championship club ever,’ Parry reveals, ‘and there’s usually a correlation between budget and position in the league. So I can understand why the bookies have got us down for relegation. But we’ll see. Some factors have come into play that will help us. For instance, games are being played behind closed doors. We showed in the play-offs last season that we could play in empty stadiums and succeed. So why not again?

‘I think making a good start is absolutely crucial. If we cling on, fourth from bottom or whatever it takes to stay up, that would be a much bigger achievement than getting here in the first place.’

Whether the bookies have read it right or not, Parry is clearly excited about what will occur at Adams Park as the next nine months unfold. He very much applauds the unpredictable and meritocratic ways of the Championship, how – on their day and with a following wind – even the lowliest side can beat the runaway favourites. ‘We’re not going to be star-struck. We won’t be autograph hunters. “Oh, isn’t it fantastic? We’re playing in these great stadiums. What a lovely day out.” No, we’ll be going all out in every single game. I don’t think anyone will find it easy to beat Wycombe.’

Neither the commentary gantry nor the directors’ box are Parry’s domain any more, but he’s here in the press seats legitimately. He’s just been signed up as a columnist for the local paper, the Bucks Free Press, with metaphorical pen poised to wax lyrical or vent spleen about matters Wanderers. And there’s an underlying purpose to the new role. Under the current Covid restrictions, numbers are severely limited when it comes to how many guests are allowed in. Those all-important sponsors are first in line, meaning there’s no guarantee that the names of long-serving former directors will be on the list. So, becoming a newspaperman again (Parry’s career started as a reporter on the Liverpool Weekly News) has its advantages.

A wink. And, underneath the face mask, probably a smile too. ‘It’s a way for me to get into games…’



Close to kick-off, the classic rock has been replaced by a diet of younger-vintage Britpop (‘Supersonic’, ‘Park Life’) as the final preparations are made. The ground staff wipe down the goalposts with antibacterial spray, while Sky’s touchline reporter, Bianca Westwood, makes some last-minute notes before going live to the nation. Up in the press box, the radio commentators test their ISDN lines, shuffle heavily annotated sheets of statistics and rearrange their highlighter pens into a rainbow of colours.

The anticipation, though, is slightly muted – not just by the absence of fans, but also by the workings of the fixture computer. For this most significant of days in Wycombe’s history, the software could have selected one of the division’s big boys. Double European Cup winners Nottingham Forest, for instance, or former title winners Derby County, complete with Wayne Rooney in their line-up. Instead it’s Rotherham United, who’ve made the journey to Buckinghamshire, a team the hosts are very familiar with, having accompanied them on the passage from League One last season.

But Matt Bloomfield doesn’t feel any sense of anticlimax. ‘No – it’s historic in my mind and it’s historic in the club’s mind. Of course, away to Derby or Forest in front of 30,000 people would have been a real welcome to the Championship, but it doesn’t matter who or where we’re playing. For me, it’s about making my Championship debut at the age of thirty-six as the captain of my club, playing in the second tier for the first time in its 133-year history.’

Bloomfield leads the team out, not to the roar that everyone would like, but to a polite ripple of applause, mainly from the substitutes taking their places in the stand and the sponsors, guests and injured players in the Frank Adams Stand over on the other side of the pitch. Gareth Ainsworth’s instruction in his programme notes – ‘Let’s get this place rocking’ – is more than slightly optimistic.

Despite their talismanic, sixteen-stone striker Adebayo ‘The Beast’ Akinfenwa not gracing the occasion through injury, Wycombe very nearly make the perfect start to their Championship existence. Adams Park has seen just two minutes of second-tier football when the nippy forward Scott Kashket breaks away down the right and crosses for debutant Horgan. The Republic of Ireland international slides in but can’t direct the ball into the empty net from four yards out.

Still, it bodes well for the remaining eighty-eight minutes. Perhaps.

History is actually made twenty minutes later, when Bloomfield becomes the first Wycombe player to receive a yellow card in the Championship, the referee adjudging him to have followed through in a full-blooded challenge on the Rotherham number four, Shaun MacDonald. The booking is met with hoots of derision and consternation from the Wycombe subs, now with the benefit of a grandstand view.

The rest of the first half passes without great incident, save for Wycombe defender Darius Charles hitting the post from a set-piece, and a high Rotherham boot that appears to make contact with Kashket’s head but which is roundly ignored by the officials. At half-time, Ainsworth lingers at the entrance of the tunnel to discuss the matter with the referee.

In the week leading up to the game, an earthquake hit the Chilterns, but there’s little danger of anything seismic happening today. After forty-five minutes of ring-rusty football, the match bears all the hallmarks of a goalless draw. ‘This could go either way,’ one of the radio commentators behind me tells his listeners. Or, of course, it could go no way at all.

The second half takes a similar shape to the first, and the Wycombe faithful – albeit in their limited numbers – are showing signs of stress. ‘That linesman is useless!’ comes a shout from the supposedly impartial press box. It’s the unmistakable voice of the new correspondent of the Bucks Free Press.

After seventy-two minutes, Bloomfield makes another contribution to the club’s history books, becoming the first Wycombe player to be substituted in the Championship. But there’s no huffiness when his number’s up. For a man who’s done his coaching badges, and for whom a few decades in the dugout surely await, he stays on the touchline rather than heading up the steps to a seat in the stand. From here, he advises, cajoles and motivates his team-mates to both keep things tight at the back and take the odd risk upfront.

Next to him on the touchline, Ainsworth pogos up and down on the spot, trying to encourage his header-shy wingers to make an aerial challenge rather than be anchored by feet of clay. His frustrations have an air of prophecy about them. In the second minute of added time, Rotherham captain Michael Ihiekwe rises largely uncontested to head the winner from a corner. A point looked like it was in Wycombe’s pocket, but it was then gifted away. It might prove to be a point of extraordinary value come May.

Over the past four seasons, Rotherham have shuffled back and forth between the Championship and League One. Down and up, down and up. During their last spell in the Championship, they managed just one away win all season – and that in itself had been their first away win in the division in forty-four attempts. The Millers have now equalled that tally on the very first afternoon of the new season.

Not that there’s the slightest hint of annoyance on Gareth Ainsworth’s face as he emerges from the tunnel having consoled his players. ‘It’s a sucker punch at the end, but I’m really pleased. We saw that some of our boys are not going to be out of place in this league. We’ve got some really differing styles to come up against and we’ll have to work each one out. Certainly the chances you get in the Championship are few and far between. You don’t see hundreds of chances in Championship games. So when they do come, be clinical. Make sure you put them in the goal.

‘We’ll learn plenty from this today and we’ll go again, no problem.’

Ainsworth disappears back down the tunnel and Adams Park, much quieter all afternoon than it should be on a Saturday, now falls silent. Out in the car park, though, the sound of gunshots suddenly peppers the air. Its source is the paintball centre in the woods behind the ground, and there’s a distant cheer as one of the amateur snipers successfully takes out his prey. Ainsworth would surely approve of their accuracy. Over the months to come, and in order to ensure their own survival, Wycombe Wanderers’ professional sharpshooters will need to find the target with exactly this kind of precision.



Dan Gray knows his way. He could walk these streets blindfolded.

It’s not the most direct route to the Riverside Stadium, but it’s his favourite. Head north out of Middlesbrough station, up Cleveland and Durham Streets, with the most famous landmark on the town’s skyline heaving into view and getting bigger with each step – the blue, four-legged triffid known as the Transporter Bridge. Or, as the poet Ian Horn called it, ‘a giant blue dragonfly across the Tees’.

On reaching the bridge, there’s usually a period of reflection as Gray gazes into the inky depths of the river (‘thinking that my ashes would be in there one day – a very cheerful thought!’), before heading south-east across this flattened, post-industrial landscape. To his left on Vulcan Street is the elegant wall of the former Cleveland Salt Works, the only evidence of its existence that still stands. To his right, the teetering piles of long-dead cars stacked high on top of each other in a vehicle dismantler’s yard. Bent, dented, burned out. Many have had their radiator grills ripped out and now resemble the toothless former Middlesbrough midfielder Nobby Stiles.

Gray’s stride pattern gets quicker. He’s close to his destination. Past the handsome Victorian clock tower that, in times of yore, would tell the dock workers whether they were late for their shift. Past Anish Kapoor’s big, bold and mildly baffling Temenos sculpture. Over the pedestrian bridge.

Journey’s end now. The Riverside Stadium. The cathedral of Gray’s dreams.

Once there, there’ll be another moment of contemplation, this time beside the entrance gates of the club’s old Ayresome Park ground, rescued, relocated and rehung. Gray might also search for the brick bearing his and his dad’s names, one of ten thousand laid next to those gates to form the Boro Brick Road.

Today, though, Gray’s walk is much different from all those hundreds of times before. This Middlesbrough native now lives in Edinburgh but, as a fan who bought his first season ticket thirty-odd years ago, he’ll never become a victim of geography. However, the moment he stepped out of the station at 1.30 p.m., he could sense his old hometown was very different. It’s a Saturday in September, but the streets are silent.

Gray – editor of the quarterly Scottish football magazine Nutmeg and author of a trilogy of wistful volumes that beautifully observe miscellaneous ‘delights of modern football’ – is the ideal person to articulate what has been lost as football grounds have been forced to keep supporters out. He understands the rituals and the routines of the fan – and the gaping hole that their removal has left.

‘ “Routine” is a word that comes up so much with football fans, and for a reason. Saturday mornings for me are the most wonderful time. Getting the train south, the same old scarf, the same newspaper in my bag, the same sandwich from the station… And I still get those feelings, even when we’re in the middle of a terrible patch of form and playing terrible football. For me, it’s a homecoming, touching down on my roots again, seeing people again. People can’t believe I travel this far, but it’s nothing to me. Two really enjoyable hours on the East Coast Main Line – one of the loveliest railways there is – and then the smoky train to the Boro.’

It’s the third weekend of September, but Gray has not trodden these streets, not gazed at the Ayresome Park gates, since February (‘a one-nil defeat to bottom-of-the-table Luton in the snow’). The pandemic closed down in-the-flesh football to the fans shortly after.

‘It left a bigger hole than I imagined. During the lockdown in April and May, it was waking up on Saturdays with no train to get on, no ground to go to. It was a real kick to my routine and my equilibrium. And thousands and thousands of us feel like this. Not to be able to walk away after a match to discuss it. That valve of going for a pint afterwards. It was a real punch. The surety of the fixture list is very important to my life.’

It could well be a surety that’s returning to Gray’s life, starting from today. He’s done that favourite walk not out of sentimental reasons, not to ease and assuage that yearning. He has a match ticket in his pocket. A real ticket for a real match.

Three days ago, the government gave the green light for a small number of EFL clubs to open their doors to a limited number of fans. In the Championship, three of today’s matches – Luton vs Derby, Norwich vs Preston and Middlesbrough vs Bournemouth – have been singled out as these pilot games and each will be graced with the presence of one thousand home supporters. Here at the Riverside, Gray is one of the lucky ones whose name came out of the metaphorical hat.

After Boro were announced as one of the three games, their season-ticket holders were invited to log on to the club’s website last Wednesday evening, where they were placed in an electronic queue. ‘The romance of the queue outside the stadium it was not!’ laughs Gray.

‘About twenty past eight, there was a flash and I was in. Cue an almighty scramble to click on various seats, which kept greying out when they’d been taken by others. Tantrums and all the rest. Then I gave it one last refresh before I gave up and there it was: a block became available and I just clicked on any old seat.

‘They were only issuing paper tickets, so then there was the wait for the postman. When he came down the path on Friday morning, I could have hugged him.

‘I had the ticket in my pocket on the way down. It was a real Charlie Bucket moment. With only 1/34th of the ground’s capacity occupied, I do feel privileged. And I feel a sense of guilt towards those who’ve missed out. But what can you do? It was a random internet generator that got me my ticket. I can’t feel too guilty about that one.’

There’s a further sense of privilege. The rest of North-east England – Northumberland, North Tyneside, South Tyneside, Newcastle, Gateshead, Sunderland and County Durham – were placed under tighter restrictions just forty-eight hours ago, controls that Teesside appears to have escaped. ‘Everywhere my train stopped at after Scotland is under extra measures, but Middlesbrough isn’t. I was expecting them to announce extra measures for us yesterday. They didn’t. Then to announce it this morning. They didn’t.’

On his walk to the Riverside, Gray hasn’t seen a soul. ‘That’s so unusual. That would only happen if you went super-early on a match day. The club have encouraged everyone to drive, but I don’t drive and don’t own a car, so it’s public transport for me. I’ve been the only one walking to the ground. There’s no catering wagons, no smell of sizzling sausages, no programme sellers calling out. Yet I still feel something strong. It helps that I can still hear the Tannoy from outside.’

The local council are handing out face masks with the legend ‘Up The Boro’ on them, while the stewards ensure all attending fans sanitise their hands. Gray has taken extra steps today that will help to keep his distance from his brethren, particularly when it comes to using the stadium’s facilities. Sometimes, before his pilgrimage to the Transporter Bridge, he might pop into town for a pint at the Twisted Lip. Not today. ‘I’ve had just one cup of tea all day just so that I don’t need the toilet.’

Gray approaches a Riverside turnstile for the first time in seven months and a steward welcomes him back. ‘I’ve never been welcomed into a football ground in my life…’

Two-and-a-bit hours later, after Boro and Bournemouth share the points in a 1-1 draw, Gray emerges to tell the tale of his game.

‘It felt incredibly cathartic to be back there,’ he gushes. ‘Just that first glimpse of the green turf. It’s not the most exciting stadium in the world, as any away fan will tell you, but it’s our home and to be back, in whatever the circumstances, was quite special.

‘I knew it was going to be an historic occasion, if not a happily historic one. But there was one moment when it really became almost normal. I didn’t know whether we were going to be allowed to sing or to make any other noise. I hadn’t read down to the seventy-ninth paragraph of the regulations. I’d just read the basic ones about social distancing and respecting others. The players were clapped off when they finished the warm-up, then came a shout: “Come on the Boro!” That gave me goosebumps. It felt like we’d been given permission to let ourselves go. Once one Teessider with a foghorn voice had hollered, we were fine. We could all do it. We were all Spartacus.’

The ebb and flow of the crowd, the rise and fall of expectation, had been removed for the past few months. Matches had been becalmed. But a gentle swell was rising again.

‘We found ourselves one-nil down, but were playing very well. Then a lovely bit of skill from Paddy McNair – a beautiful cross with the outside of his boot – and a header from Marcus Browne to equalise. I celebrated like I’ve celebrated big goals before. I didn’t think I would. I thought I would be too self-conscious. I had three empty seats either side of me, so it wasn’t like I was just blending into a big crowd with my mates. But I was back there. It was just wonderful.

‘Some club staff were sat in front of me and they looked at each other with the most beautiful, proud looks, like a mum has when a child has brought her something they’ve made at school. “They’ve got their club back. Isn’t it lovely?” ’

The only disappointment for Gray – apart from the lack of a match-winning goal – was the absence of the Boro boss, Neil Warnock. He was isolating back home, 400 miles away in Cornwall, having contracted Covid-19. Warnock had been appointed as Jonathan Woodgate’s successor back in June, so no Boro fans have yet seen him in action on the home touchline. ‘He’s one of those figures you can’t stand when he’s managing someone else, but when he’s at your club, you can’t help taking to him. I was gutted not to see this combustible, passionate man on the touchline – seeing him in an empty-ish stadium so I could really hear his shouts.’

Still, there would be plenty of future opportunities for Gray to study Warnock over the coming months. Or so he thinks. Heading back to the station, he begins looking forward to the prospect of four home games in October, starting with the match against Barnsley in a fortnight’s time.

But a handful of successful pilot games didn’t help open the doors to fans. Three days later, the government slammed them shut again. ‘We do want to, in due course, allow people to return to watch football and other sporting events,’ Cabinet minister Michael Gove explained on BBC Breakfast, ‘but it is the case that we just need to be cautious at the moment and I think a mass reopening at this stage wouldn’t be appropriate.’

Just when there was light at the end of the tunnel, a landslip blocked the exit. The nation’s football fans gave out a collective sigh of frustration.

The Championship, insulated to a degree by television money, wouldn’t feel the effects of no income through the turnstiles as deeply as those further down the pyramid, many of whom faced grim futures – if they had any at all.

But whether Premier League billionaires or National League paupers, the hypocrisy of the entire situation struck home. Not one club would elect to keep its doors shut. And not one club would disagree with the angry words of Colchester United chairman Robbie Cowling as he penned an open letter to Boris Johnson.

Calmly setting out the changes to procedure that clubs had been making to ensure their grounds could safely welcome back fans, as well as confirming the ongoing safety processes that have been in place since he bought the club fourteen years earlier, the final paragraph of Cowling’s letter revealed the level of incredulity – and the depth of despair – of not just him but the football world in general. It was a point with which few could disagree.

‘Just so I understand it when I’m having to lay off even more staff, can someone explain to me again how I can safely sit in a confined aeroplane with three hundred other passengers and I can safely eat inside a restaurant or drink inside a pub until 10pm, but I can’t safely attend a football match which is predominantly outside and has been certified as safe?’

Back in Edinburgh, Dan Gray would agree. The honour of being at that single pilot match had begun to properly crystallise. ‘Privileged is definitely the right word. We don’t know when we’re going back.’



It’s mid-morning and, at the studios of BBC Radio Sheffield, Andy Giddings is in work earlier than any employer would have the right to demand. As the station’s sports editor, Giddings was down in west London last night commentating on an EFL Cup encounter between Fulham and Sheffield United. He arrived back at the studios at 1.20 a.m., dropped off the radio car and headed home, reaching his front door fifteen minutes later. This morning he’s sanguine about such demands; this is what’s required from the travelling-wide-and-far occupants of the commentary box. ‘As trips to Fulham go, it was seamless. Craven Cottage is a lovely place to watch a football match and the traffic was excellent. It was just a long day. Caffeine and sugar are propping me up.’

Giddings is in work already because, when your patch covers a Premier League club, three Championship sides and a League One outfit, there’s no room to pause, little time to come up for air. It’s a Thursday, so there are three press conferences for him and a colleague to cover today. Then there’s the preparation needed for the games the station is broadcasting live commentaries of come both Saturday and Sunday. Pray the caffeine works.

If Giddings and his two-man team only concerned themselves with matters on the pitch, their working days and nights would be full enough. But then there’s all the off-the-field shenanigans that need reporting and analysing. And few places have witnessed the level of off-the-field shenanigans in recent years that Sheffield Wednesday Football Club has.

During the summer, Wednesday were docked twelve points for breaching spending rules, namely the inclusion of the sale of their Hillsborough Stadium in their accounts for the 2017–18 season, despite the sale – to their own owner, the Thai businessman Dejphon Chansiri – occurring a year later. In doing so, the club were able to post a pre-tax profit for that earlier season and thus avoid a points deduction under the EFL’s profitability and sustainability rules.

In November 2019, the EFL charged the club with misconduct and, a full eight months later, Wednesday found themselves with a points deduction anyway. They probably, though, felt a strong sense of relief. They had got out of jail. Had the disciplinary panel’s decision come in a more timely fashion, the deduction may well have been applied to last season, when twelve points taken off their total would have meant relegation to League One. (It would also have meant Charlton Athletic staying in the Championship; that the Addicks went down was met with no small amount of anger in south-east London when the punishment was meted out to the Owls.) Having reported on the whole saga from very close quarters, Giddings is ideally placed to measure the sense of relief across the blue half of the city that Wednesday had dodged a bullet.

‘I think across the city there is a certain sense of disbelief that the administrators of the football club and the owner had put them in a position where this was even a possibility. Across the course of eighteen months, they had numerous chances to make this purchase between the two different companies set up by Mr Chansiri. They were afforded different meetings with the EFL, who the records show gave them various warnings and opportunities to get this sorted out before the deadline and then after the deadline. And they still didn’t take them. Had the EFL not chased the wrong charge, Sheffield Wednesday would have been relegated.’

At least there are now forty-six games ahead to wipe out the deficit and also amass enough points to avoid that drop into the third tier. ‘Most fans are in disbelief that they have a chance to get themselves out of it. In my personal opinion, staying up will be a major achievement. There is an element of the Wednesday support that likes to look on the club and the team with rose-tinted glasses, but I think most fans will be relieved if, come the final whistle on the last day of the season, they’re still a Championship team. A lot of the fans would look at the recruitment, and the start to the season, and think, Well, they’ll be more than fine. Possibly mid-table. But the more realistic supporters think that fourth-bottom, even by a single goal, come May is more likely how it’s going to be.’

Wednesday’s points tally might be in negative figures for a good few weeks, but their start to the season has offered glimpses of optimism, most notably a win over Cardiff and a home draw against Watford. However, at best, this season will simply mean survival as a Championship club. The biggest reward will be yet another season in the second tier. It’s now twenty years since the Owls darkened the doorstep of the Premier League. It’s not so much that the club is a sleeping giant – more that it’s been in a coma for two entire decades.

The current Wednesday manager, Garry Monk, has been in the job for a year and led the club to sixteenth place in his first season. That, to many Wednesday fans, would need to be improved upon were this a regular season. The points deduction, though, dictates it’s anything but. And it gives Monk some breathing space, a little room to enact the ‘cultural change’ he’s promised to bring to Hillsborough. Giddings agrees. ‘The points deduction does help him. People will look on the circumstances with a degree of sympathy.’

Not that all Wednesday supporters will be cutting the manager too much slack, though. ‘The fanbase is split on Garry Monk. A lot of the fans look at the squad, and look at the players who have been within that squad for some time, and say that because some of these players helped Sheffield Wednesday get into the play-offs some years ago, any manager who doesn’t get this team into the play-offs is then by default a failure. But these fans are glossing over the fact that these players haven’t played at their highest levels for several seasons. They are a couple of years older and a couple of years more injured. They still need a decent centre-forward or two. They haven’t got one. Essentially, from back to front they’re not bad, but finding a decent centre-forward is proving difficult. Any player who wants to join Sheffield Wednesday right now – twelve points behind everybody else – must really want to join Sheffield Wednesday.’

The ongoing circus at Hillsborough is set into sharp relief by the success of the red half of the city. Last season, Sheffield United, on their return to the top flight after an absence of thirteen years, finished an extremely creditable ninth. Their boss, Chris Wilder, was second only to Jürgen Klopp in the League Managers’ Association Manager of the Year award. The blue half can only gaze on in envy.

‘At the minute,’ Giddings concludes before heading off for one of today’s press conferences, ‘Sheffield Wednesday are an average Championship team. The support is there and is wonderful. The people who have run Sheffield Wednesday don’t really deserve it. The hope is that somebody one day will get it right. A lot of people – me included from a neutral’s perspective – thought it would be under Chansiri. Sadly, everybody’s still waiting.’

In his kitchen, a couple of miles west of the Radio Sheffield studios, one person has been waiting a long time. Jon McClure, frontman of the band Reverend and the Makers, is a lifelong Wednesday fan, but his patience has been sorely tested over the years. Over the decades, in fact. Born into a staunch Wednesday family on his mother’s side, there would have been no escape from the pain even if he’d wanted to turn his back on the club. Choice and free will didn’t come into it. ‘My nanna danced with the players in the ’30s when they brought the FA Cup back and my uncles were all Wednesday fans.’ Sheffield United barely got a look-in on the family tree. ‘Out of about fifty cousins, only two of them are Blades.’

McClure had his first season ticket as an eight-year-old at the turn of the 1990s and remained a season-ticket holder throughout that decade – ‘that great period of Chris Waddle and John Sheridan. I had a bit of a hiatus when the band kicked off. I sort of lost it for a few years, but got it back around 2010. I’ve been back as a season-ticket holder ever since. I love it.’

Despite his celebrity, McClure would never be found sipping a latte or enjoying a customary prawn sandwich behind the glass of a hospitality suite. ‘No, I always sit in the stand. I’ve never had any corporate hospitality from Wednesday. I think they’re quite reluctant to throw their lot in with me because I’m quite honest about the chairman and about the way the club is run. I did get quite pally with [former manager] Carlos Carvalhal. He was quite a cultured gentleman, so me and him and my brother used to go and have a cataplana together at a local Portuguese restaurant. Other than that, I’ve always been on the terraces or in the stand with my friends and my brother and my cousin.

‘I now take my little lad, who’s five. I’ve told him he can follow any religion he wants, be any person he wants, be whatever sexuality he wants, but there are two things he has to do: be nice to his mum and follow Sheffield Wednesday. Do those and you’re all right with me.’

After those comparatively successful years during the ’90s, McClure admits that being a Wednesday fan has meant enduring a downward spiral ever since. For sixteen of the twenty seasons since the Owls last graced the Premier League, they’ve been mired in the second tier. The silver lining of the club’s underachievement is that McClure has got to watch his team in his favourite league.

‘I love the Championship. It’s still got a bit of rough and tumble. It’s the heartland of English football – Preston North End, Nottingham Forest, Derby County, Sheffield Wednesday… I wonder to some degree whether the Championship is like what the old First Division was – and would still be had the Premier League never happened. It’s harking back to how football used to be. You still get a bit of long ball. You still get some dodgy decisions. I know a few Man City fans and they all continue to talk about those years down in the Championship and League One with a real, genuine fondness. They’ve won titles and been in the quarter-finals of the Champions League, but love talking about Shaun Goater scoring for them away to Rochdale.

‘In the Championship, football remains the people’s game. I watched the Champions League semi-finals last month and it was an energy drinks firm versus a Middle Eastern dictatorship. That’s not sport, is it?’ That said, McClure would grab, with two hungry hands, the opportunity for Wednesday to exit upwards from the Championship. ‘We all want our clubs to do as well as humanly possible. I’d love to hear the Match of the Day theme music and Gary Lineker introducing a match where we’ve tonked Liverpool. Can you imagine?’

For now, such a scenario does take some imagination. A proper leap of imagination. McClure still feels bruised after the whole affair of the stadium sale and the points deduction. And one man is in his sights to take all the blame. ‘Our chairman is incredibly incompetent and he’s lucky he didn’t get us relegated to League One. He’s the son of a successful businessman, rather than being a successful businessman himself. The difference is quite startling. For me, the guy is well-intentioned. I don’t think he’s an evil guy. But because we’ve never really had huge investment, a lot of our fanbase pays him deference largely because he’s rich. But wealth doesn’t equal competence, does it?’

Despite Wednesday’s position as one of those quintessentially Championship clubs, McClure remains positive about the task ahead. He cites incoming signings like the seasoned defender Chey Dunkley and Chelsea loanee Izzy Brown as reasons to be cheerful. And then there’s the presence of Barry Bannan, a player recently given the captain’s armband and arguably English football’s tidiest midfielder outside of the Premier League. ‘He’s underrated on every possible level,’ says McClure. ‘He could go and have a game for Barcelona and he wouldn’t look out of place. That’s not an exaggeration.’

McClure is in the camp of Wednesday supporters willing to give Garry Monk a fair crack at the not-inconsiderable task at hand. ‘Let’s give him time. He seems like a decent fella. He was clearly annoyed at some of the players who were on the books and he’s got rid of them now. A lot of the problems aren’t of his making. I hope he’s a good fit for Wednesday. But it’s going to be two or three seasons before we get back into a position to challenge for those top places. We’re a way off at the minute. I think we need to get behind him. It serves no purpose to slag him off. And the other thing is: who else are you going to get?’

If this season is to be a make-do-and-mend one on the pitch, it’s the same off the pitch: supporters are having to show their love via an iFollow subscription. McClure clearly misses the match-day experience, meeting up with family and friends. And, of course, initiating his eldest son into the rituals and practices of Saturday afternoons. These can’t be handed down in front of a television screen. ‘No one wants a five-minute buffering episode, do they? It’s like going to a gig and the guitarist reaching for, and then tuning up, another guitar in the middle of the set. You come back after a prolonged buffer and you’re two-nil up.’

An ironic chuckle. ‘Or, more likely, two-nil down.’

McClure is something of a soothsayer. A few days later – as he and his son honour their new routine of watching each match from the sofa rather than the stands, and quite possibly enduring another buffering episode – Wednesday do indeed go two-nil down in this, their last match in September. Today’s opponents, Bristol City, are capable if unspectacular, and run out comfortable winners.

There are odd sparkles of consolation, of hope. On today’s showing, McClure is correct about Barry Bannan. Despite his diminutive stature, he is head and shoulders above anyone else in this Wednesday side. Playing in a deeper-lying position than the number ten on his back might suggest – more in the quarterback role of an Andrea Pirlo – he’s also reminiscent of Archie Gemmill in many ways: short, Scottish, strawberry-blond beard, thinning on top. Like Gemmill, he’s also all left foot, but no matter. It’s a left foot that would invariably be described as ‘cultured’. Yes, he would know what he was doing lining up for Barcelona.

Anchored by Bannan, Wednesday are patient, not allowing that league position to panic them. Sharp in the challenge, they’re particularly strong at forcing turnovers and regaining possession. What they’re not strong at is scoring goals. As Andy Giddings indicated, they lack a potent edge upfront. Jordan Rhodes – scorer of more than 200 club goals across his career, including a particularly high-yield spell in the Championship with Blackburn – is on the subs’ bench today. Well, what qualifies as the subs’ bench these days. He’s in the stands, parked at a Covid-safe distance from his fellow subs. In the warm-up before the game, he was finishing in very tidy fashion, knocking in goals for fun. But, since first putting on the blue and white stripes three and a half years ago, he’s still yet to do it for Wednesday. Today he comes on with just seven minutes left and the Owls a goal down, leaving him little time to affect a match against one of the league’s most consistent teams.

Bristol City’s second goal comes in stoppage time, leaving Wednesday aground at the bottom of the table. That negative balance is not budging. Even with a run of wins, it’ll take a good few weeks to clear, a good few weeks to get back into the black.

This is good news for Wycombe – and they’re in need of exactly this at Adams Park. That stoppage-time surrender to Rotherham on the opening day of the season was far from the worst it got for them in September. A five-nil routing by Blackburn Rovers came a week later, followed by a two-nil reverse to Swansea.

Perhaps those bookies have been right all along. Maybe Wycombe are destined to be the league’s whipping boys. Three matches, three defeats. Not that the manager’s optimism shows the slightest dent. ‘I’m sure we’re not far away from our first win,’ Gareth Ainsworth breezily predicted after the Swansea game. It was a brave statement, bearing in mind his side had yet to score in 270 minutes of Championship football.

For now, though, the Chairboys could take a strange sort of comfort from those three non-scoring defeats. They wouldn’t be going into October propping up the table. Still in negative equity, still eight points away from ground zero, Sheffield Wednesday held that ignominy. The soap opera continued.





Championship table, 30 September

	 

	P

	W

	D

	L

	F

	A

	Pts




	1 Bristol City

	3

	3

	0

	0

	6

	1

	9




	2 Reading

	3

	3

	0

	0

	6

	1

	9




	3 Swansea City

	3

	2

	1

	0

	3

	0

	7




	4 AFC Bournemouth

	3

	2

	1

	0

	5

	3

	7




	5 Watford

	3

	2

	1

	0

	2

	0

	7




	6 Blackburn Rovers

	3

	2

	0

	1

	11

	3

	6




	7 Luton Town

	3

	2

	0

	1

	3

	2

	6




	8 Birmingham City

	3

	1

	2

	0

	2

	1

	5




	9 Millwall

	3

	1

	2

	0

	2

	1

	5




	10 Brentford

	3

	1

	1

	1

	4

	2

	4




	11 Queens Park Rangers

	3

	1

	1

	1

	5

	4

	4




	12 Coventry City

	3

	1

	1

	1

	4

	4

	4




	13 Norwich City

	3

	1

	1

	1

	3

	3

	4




	14 Rotherham United

	3

	1

	1

	1

	2

	2

	4




	15 Stoke City

	3

	1

	1

	1

	1

	2

	4




	16 Cardiff City

	3

	1

	0

	2

	3

	4

	3




	17 Huddersfield Town

	3

	1

	0

	2

	1

	4

	3




	18 Middlesbrough

	3

	0

	2

	1

	2

	3

	2




	19 Preston North End

	3

	0

	1

	2

	2

	4

	1




	20 Barnsley

	3

	0

	1

	2

	0

	3

	1




	21 Nottingham Forest

	3

	0

	0

	3

	0

	5

	0




	22 Derby County

	3

	0

	0

	3

	1

	8

	0




	23 Wycombe Wanderers

	3

	0

	0

	3

	0

	8

	0




	24 Sheffield Wednesday

	3

	1

	1

	1

	2

	2

	−8*




	* Includes twelve-point deduction






Leading scorers

Adam Armstrong (Blackburn), 5

Bradley Johnson (Blackburn), 3

Jérémie Bela (Birmingham), 2

Tyrhys Dolan (Blackburn), 2

Lyndon Dykes (QPR), 2

Matt Godden (Coventry), 2

Lucas João (Reading), 2

Kieffer Moore (Cardiff), 2

Jed Wallace (Millwall), 2

Manager of the Month

Veljko Paunović (Reading)

Player of the Month

Bradley Johnson (Blackburn)
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