After the preseason hype and media frenzy talking up the Rovers, a dour first round performance and result had raised more questions than it had answered. The jury was still out as to where the Rovers would stand with this revamped team in a higher division. Supporters wanted to see something promising in our round two clash, or this sluggish start to the season would impact on our membership drive.

And thankfully, the signs were good from the start. Rovers controlled the game and there was some nice football being played through the middle of the park, with Akin linking well with Jorge and Paul in the midfield, and ensuring possession and creating space for Balmain going forward. Strathfield struggled to exert any presence, and any of their forays forward were comfortably defused by a very solid defence. Bruce and Mike were reading the play beautifully and there were no real threats (that I can recall) on our goal through the first half. Serdar was exerting his presence at the back and creating attacking opportunities for Rovers, while Justan and Al were playing like real wing backs and creating options up the park.

The Strathfield defence was under pressure, even when they had numbers and possession, as Ismet was constantly running them down and intercepting passes. The persistent running (at pace) that he puts in every week is worth an extra player to us, and I would hate to be a defender playing against him with the pressure he applies. On the flank or up front, Robbie continued on where he left off the week before and was troubling Strathfield with his pace. 

Eventually the pressure told and we earned (although Strathfield would dispute this, along with pretty much everything else) a free kick just outside the area. I looked up in time to see a R.Byrne shot curling over the wall and into the net. Robbie assures me it was a beauty. Rovers 1-0. 

A reshuffle had Serdar back in attack and winning what to me looked like a penalty, although others disagreed (especially Strathfield who were descending into an abusive rabble, as the ref was not exerting much control on the game) – anyway, a penalty was paid. Up stepped Robbie to put it away. 2-0 Rovers at half time. 

Thankfully there was a change of refs at half time and the new ref took control of a game that could have got ugly. We continued to control the game without making enough quality chances, or making enough of the chances we did have. Jorge headed just wide from a cross, as did Mike (I think). Finally Justan took one of his trademark runs down the right and…er, seeing the keeper off his line, chipped him from 30 yards and an 80 degree angle…Rovers 3-0. 

In truth, our standard dropped away in the second half (although there were subsequently some lively exchanges between Serdar, Jorge and Robbie), and we were saved from conceding a goal, once by the post and several times by Amir’s judgement and skill. Nevertheless, it was an improvement on the week before, and a good win. 

A couple of reality checks though. In 180 minutes we have only scored one goal from general play, and that was, well, not one that we can expect to get every week. It has to be said that neither of the sides we have played have really been much, and we have managed to get away with being a bit lazy in midfield – but this won’t be the case against better sides who will hurt us unless we are more disciplined and willing to run harder. But the defence has been excellent both games and really gives us something to build on. Well done boys.

Goals: Robbie 2, Justan 1

Pele Points: Bruce 1, Alan 1, Justan 1, Akin 1, Serdar 1, Robbie 1 (I hate this fence sitting, but in reality it was a very even performance)

