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INTRODUCTION


‘WHAT HAVE THEY SAID, THEN?’ COMES THE QUESTION FROM THE desk each Saturday evening around five-thirty just after the managers have filtered out of the football ground press room having either probably, a) delivered anodyne observation if a result was a positive one, appreciating their words are scrutinised so inexorably it is sensible to avoid dishing out superlatives for fear of engendering overstatement, or b) bitterly pointed out a referee’s shortcoming for getting a decision wrong, appreciating it will generate the headlines that might masquerade personal failing completely or, at least, bury defining and damning details further down the report.


Outstanding reportage still exists, but it sometimes feels that the coverage of football, sport and world affairs generally has been reduced to 140 characters on Twitter or he said/she said type analysis because the profile of the person saying it somehow makes it more newsworthy, resulting in context, the real stories, the wider shifts – the ones that require digging and, most importantly, time and investigation – being lost amidst the noise.


It is not necessarily the managers’ fault that football in particular has gone this way. Sean Dyche told me during the writing of this book that managers are now really spokesmen for the clubs they represent because they are obliged by rules to talk before and after matches, while players – or the faceless accountants answerable to the interests of American groups, Russian oligarchs or Middle Eastern emirs that actually run many clubs – are not.


This in turn brings enormous pressure and in some way explains why nearly half of the managers across England’s 92 clubs had been sacked by late April during the 2016/17 season. If it seemed like they were on the brink of insanity, answering questions relating to their own future, it was assumed they were.




I had wanted to write this book fundamentally because I figured it would take serious study to understand the depth of the feelings involved in the game, how it has changed – and where it is heading. Some interviewees, like Dyche, told me they were happier to speak truthfully about the challenges they face because a book allowed room for the necessary context.


The reason many of us become journalists or writers is to understand nuances, to build relationships and break them if necessary, to seek truths, and to disclose what would otherwise remain hidden. It is not to sit at a work station for seven hours a day while being watched, trawling through social media platforms, writing clickbait headlines to catch ridiculous online audience targets. Behind the din, I think of this project as a pause button. Hopefully it reflects what football is like in 2017; what it really does to people at the very top, at the very bottom and everywhere in between.


I started my journalistic career covering non-league football and felt it was under-represented in the media then. By the time I left the Crosby Herald the local football team, Marine, had at least three pages of coverage in the paper each week. Regularly, there was eight pages of sport, with cricket, rugby and bowls all given the space they needed to breathe.


The narrative around what happened next usually starts with the readers, who apparently stopped buying newspapers, prompting advertisers to withdraw. This underplays the significance of basic circulation figures, which though reasonably healthy were ultimately determined not to be healthy enough to satisfy the demands of avaricious shareholders at the organisation that printed the papers.


By the time the Herald closed in 2015, sport had frequently been reduced to just two pages in total. When the cuts began newsrooms shrank, cover prices increased, wages were frozen, offices shut, editorial teams merged. Seasoned journalists with years of experience and bulging contacts books were replaced by keen but inexperienced university graduates – or not at all. Meanwhile, council meetings, court hearings and matters of genuine public interest were not scrutinised as they used to be. It now feels as though social media has replaced the unappreciated art of chatting to the shopper as the primary form of news gathering; the shopper who pops into the office willing to tell you what you need to hear to do your job because the said office is located conveniently and they trust the reporter due to face to face access.


This is not a story exclusive to Crosby and it is one repeated across the country and elsewhere in the world. It has not only meant non-league and lower-league clubs from sizeable towns are not receiving the coverage they need for supporters to be informed nor floating fans to feel urged to get involved and enrich the sport themselves, it explains why people in these areas felt as though they had no one fighting their corner in the media. It felt like to become a story, your team had to be either at the top or the bottom, ignoring the idea there might be much to be told about the clubs, the people, whose struggle is the same season after season – to stay afloat. They manage this through a lot of hard work – but for how long? These clubs and people represent a majority rather than a minority.


Of the twelve teams that contested the first season of the Football League, which ran from autumn 1888 to spring 1889, six of them were from the northwest. Jack Gordon of Preston North End is regarded as scoring the first goal of the new competition – although this is disputed in some quarters due to claims that Preston’s game kicked off 45 minutes later than others that day. What is not disputed is the fact that Preston went on to lift the first Football League Championship without losing a game, and won the FA Cup without conceding a goal.


Though southern sides gradually began to find a foothold in the previously northern-dominated league, from its formation until the end of the 2016/17 season, accounting for war years, 119 football seasons had been played in England and in 58 of those seasons a team from the north-west had finished as top-flight champions.


The north-west is a region that has pushed boundaries in football. The first English club to embarked on an overseas tour came from the north-west. When the first purpose-built football stadium was constructed, it was located in the north-west. A north-west club issued the first programme to supporters at a football match. The first shirt numbers were worn by a north-west club; the same club first installed dugouts and, later, undersoil heating. When a footballer was transferred between English clubs for the first time for more than £100,000, that footballer was from the north-west and he transferred between two north-west clubs – reflecting the economic strength of a region where many owners were local industrialists who had grown rich from the land. The footballer on this occasion was Alan Ball and the club responsible for all of these ‘firsts’ was a single one, Everton.


In this book Everton feature in a section called Independent Land, a title which reflects how Merseyside is almost a separate place from the rest of the north-west, with geography and industry shaping political beliefs. Liverpool as a city has more in common with Naples and Marseille than, say, Blackpool and Burnley and yet is not quite so different from Manchester as it would like to claim. Manchester, though, is considered here as the core of the region, with an orbit of clubs circling around it almost like satellites. The parts of the book looking at the margins of the very north and, to some extent, the valley, the hills and the marshes of Southport analyse how location can impact upon existence, while the coast looks at how an area once so synonymous with Englishness (because it was the place where many used to holiday if they could afford it) survives and in some parts actually appears to be flourishing even though so much around it has failed.


I hope that On the Brink reflects the modern football landscape of the north-west which remains England’s most successful football region, though in the last five years it has lost four Premier League clubs, three of whom were well-established with the other, Blackpool, falling briefly to the bottom tier of English professional football. This had happened at a time where the threat from the south of the country has gathered because of the wealth it now accumulates and the willingness of foreign owners to invest there because of transport links.


There are other books that detail precisely how football became a financial machine but I hope this one helps explain how geography, industry and, indeed, politics detail why certain things are the way they are in certain places; why, wherever you go, this football era is viewed as being either the very best or the very worst of times. I wanted to find out how money has affected the game – or at least how it is perceived by those operating at the coal face: the managers, the owners, the players, the directors, the politicians and the fans. In a season where Real Madrid earned £80million for winning the Champions League, Sunderland received £93.5million for finishing bottom of the Premier League. What happens when rank failure at the top is rewarded so handsomely while success further down is worth so very little economically by comparison?


By June 2017, Kyle Walker was on the brink of signing for Manchester City for £50million, a world record deal for a right-back. While there was no sign of austerity in the Premier League’s transfer spending spree, League Two’s Morecambe were on the brink of being bought by new owners who claimed the darkest days would not happen again, the days when staff looked at their bank balances at the end of each month only to find they had not been paid. It had happened on three occasions during the 2016/17 season alone. Right at the bottom, one of the proudest names in non-league football, Northwich Victoria, appeared to be heading towards the lowest tier of semi-professional football after yet another demotion. Each club felt like they were on the brink of something.









THE MARGINS











1


CURSED


WHEN THE RIVER EDEN SWEPT THROUGH THE VILLAGE OF LAZONBY, Danny Grainger, the captain of Carlisle United, was playing an FA Cup second-round game against Welling United in south-east London. A friend back in Lazonby, who lived in a low-lying home, filmed the scene beyond his kitchen window, relaying the terror as Grainger – a father, husband and dog owner – sat nervously in a cold changing room hundreds of miles away. As the waters continued to rise the pressure on the glass was audible, scraping at first then creaking like below deck on an old wooden boat. The lights behind flickered. The electrics were out. Then, darkness.


Record volumes of rain had fallen on land already saturated from a soggy autumn. Not far away the picturesque tourist spot at Pooley Bridge had collapsed. The bridge, which had stood since 1764, was one of more than 500 hundred bridges in Cumbria damaged and declared unusable. Meanwhile, on Warwick Road, the thoroughfare that leads past Carlisle United’s Brunton Park ground, some houses were so consumed by Storm Desmond that residents decided to attempt an escape through upper floors by jumping from windows and swimming for safety, even though they did not know where safety was exactly.


‘The scariest thing was the noise of the water,’ Grainger remembers, pulling a mobile phone from his pocket and playing the video sent by his friend. ‘If you listen, it sounds so powerful. You always think about water being peaceful but this was the opposite: aggressive, destructive.’


Grainger says he will never forget Saturday, 5 December 2015.


‘Leaving the village didn’t feel like a departure, it was more of an escape,’ he recalls. ‘We left for Welling in the morning just as the storm was coming in. There was a huge flood right across the road. I was thinking, how am I going to get out of here? My sister’s partner came past in his four-by-four. The solution was for him to drive in front, clear the water, and for me to follow. A few hours later this wouldn’t have been possible because the whole place was flooded.


‘Driving south through the Lakes, the bus was swaying from side to side in the wind. Wagons were turned over. When we arrived at the hotel in London, the news was everywhere. Neil Dalton’s the Carlisle physio and a Cumbrian. I asked him what he thought. “Worse than last time,” he told me. “The river didn’t get breached this early.” He was talking about 2005.


‘I woke up and the TV footage made Carlisle look like a disaster area. In the meantime, we had a game to play, which was very difficult. Even though I knew by then my family were safe, other lads had suffered. Mark Gillespie, our goalkeeper, hadn’t travelled because of illness and he was left stranded on the top floor of the club digs where he lives. Somehow we beat Welling 5–0 but the bus on the way home was very quiet. Michael Raynes was the vice-captain and we decided that we – as players – had to do something about it.


‘On the Tuesday after training the waters had receded and we were able to walk down Warwick Road. It took seventeen of us fifteen minutes to strip a house. After a few hours pulling furniture out we’d helped all the people who’d contacted the club on social media asking for help so we started knocking on doors: “Do you need help with anything – want the house emptied?” It’s a horrible way of putting it but we were literally ripping family homes out and chucking their lives on the street. There was no other option. Not one of us did it for positive publicity or anything like that. It’s the sort of mentality we have at the club. The supporters have followed us through hard times so we had to give something back. It was as simple as that.’


Fifteen months later, it would appear normality has returned to Warwick Road until you analyse the small details. Before meeting Grainger, the owner of a convenience store had told me his takings were down by two-thirds. All of his stock was lost when the floodwaters rushed through the doors, reaching the top shelf of his magazine rack. Outside his shop, skips remained filled with carpets, mud and grass, while trees were tied with silky blue ribbons to indicate the high-water mark of the storm, which caused the River Petteril to topple the nearby Botcherby Bridge. The cost to Cumbria of Storm Desmond was estimated at £500m or more. But, as a report from the Carlisle Flood Action Group pointed out, the damage was not only financial. ‘The human cost of the storm and its aftermath is similarly incalculable,’ the report read. ‘The effect of evacuation and displacement on physical and mental health, with lives put on hold, was significant and remains so for many.’


Some residents had since decided to live upstairs in case another flood hit while others simply could not face returning to their once handsome Victorian three-beds with their high ceilings and bay windows. There is a story in the local paper about a couple who sold their house for £80,000 rather than £170,000 because they did not want to be around when the next flood hits.


Grainger, who was born and raised in Cumbria, was playing in Scotland the last time it happened back in 2005 and he admits to being as guilty as anyone for not appreciating the impact of the devastation. ‘I saw a football pitch where I used to play and the water was up to the crossbar. It’s only when you stand on the pitch again you realise, hang on, this is quite high . . .’


He thinks the government could be doing more to help Carlisle.


‘Because we’re so far out of the way people forget about us,’ he says. ‘There are news channels which beam footage from anywhere in the world twenty-four/seven. In many ways it has normalised tragedy because it is there all of the time, only a click away on remote control. It’s easy to sit behind a TV and go, “Wow, that looks terrible.” It’s only when you visit somewhere that has suffered badly and see with your own eyes that it begins to really affect you – and you realise how bad a situation is. I do think something has to change drastically for this not to happen to our region again.’


*


To reach Carlisle from the south you have to cross stark mountain ranges and deep forests. There are isolated farms and close-knit villages. Shap, the highest motorway service station in England, feels like a staging post to a wild interior. It was here, hundreds of years ago, the border reivers operated; raiders of the Anglo-Scottish borderlands, who stole ruthlessly and without consideration of nationality.


In 1525, when the reivers were pillaging deep into Scotland, the Archbishop of Glasgow, Gavin Dunbar, wrought a whopping 1,069-word curse on the invaders. ‘I curse their head and all the hairs of their head, I curse their face, their brain, their mouth, their nose, their tongue, their teeth,’ he began. ‘I curse them going and I curse them riding; I curse them standing and I curse them sitting; I curse them eating and I curse them drinking; I curse them rising, and I curse them lying; I curse them at home, I curse them away from home; I curse them within the house, I curse them outside of the house; I curse their wives, their children, and their servants who participate in their deeds; their crops, their cattle, their wool, their sheep, their horses, their swine, their geese, their hens, and all their livestock; their halls, their chambers, their kitchens, their stanchions, their barns, their cowsheds, their barnyards, their cabbage patches, their ploughs, their harrows, and the goods and houses that are necessary for their sustenance and welfare.’


He was merely halfway through his diatribe when he added, ‘May the thunder and lightning which rained down upon Sodom and Gomorrah and all the lands surrounding them, and burned them for their vile sins, rain down upon them and burn them for their open sins.’


The reivers withered and the curse of Dunbar slept, until 2001, when as part of the Millennium celebrations Carlisle City Council asked Gordon Young, a local artist and descendent of the reivers, to carve 383 of the archbishop’s words into a stone that was placed on a dank underpass between Carlisle Castle and the Tullie House museum.


There is a whispered belief that the curse has tortured Carlisle ever since, that the city is doomed. One such believer was Jim Tootle, the Liberal Democrat councillor who campaigned for the stone to be removed from his ward and preferably destroyed. The Daily Mail made a big deal of it when Tootle died suddenly in 2011. He did not see the floods of 2015 but he did see those of a decade earlier, around the time there was not only a fire at Rathbone’s Bakery, but also devastating redundancies at Cavaghan & Gray, the food manufacturing plant in Carlisle that made coleslaw for Marks & Spencer. Carlisle United had not been immune from hardship either. In 2004 – three years after the stone’s installation – the club was relegated out of the Football League for the first time in its 99-year history.


The twenty-first century had not started well for the city of Carlisle at all. It began with the foot-and-mouth outbreak in 2001, back when Danny Grainger was a fourteen-year-old junior footballer living on his parents’ farm, having recently been released by the club he now captains. Grainger had retreated to the Kent Valley League when the competition was shut down for eight months to stop the spread of the disease. At the height of the crisis, Danny, his parents Les and Hilary, plus sisters Lisa and Kerry could not leave their land in Eamont Bridge near Penrith. As smoke from the fires burning livestock carcasses filled the air, food was left at the end of the drive, school was cancelled and socialising forbidden while the government attempted to prevent a nationwide epidemic.


‘Life froze for what felt like a long time,’ Grainger remembers. ‘I could see the concern on my parents’ faces, though they tried their best to hide it. It felt like everything we ever knew had been wiped out in one day because the animals had to be culled as quickly as possible. Everyone in the area knew everyone and the phone would ring each night. “Have you heard about such and such a farm?” It was heartbreaking to see everyone’s dreams shatter like that.’


I had chosen to meet Grainger for a number of reasons. His path as a professional footballer is connected to the land he was brought up on and the tragedy it has suffered. Because of foot-and-mouth, because of the lockdown, the nearest active football competition was just over the border in Scotland, and so he started to play junior games for Queen of the South. From there he went to Gretna, remaining in the Scottish system for more than a decade until he signed for Carlisle in the summer of 2014, his first and only English club at the age of 28. Within fourteen months he was appointed Carlisle’s captain – their leader – at a time when Keith Curle was casting his net further to recruit players than any other manager the club has appointed in its recent history. Grainger, indeed, had never played for a club based south of Carlisle and so, whenever Carlisle travel away, team-mates tease him for his provincialism. ‘As soon as I get off the bus, the boys start: “Look, it’s the farmer in the city,” they say. I’ll be honest with you, I hate city life. Even when I played for Hearts I lived right on the edge of the city boundaries, as close as possible to the countryside. Edinburgh’s a beautiful place but I like being able to jump over the back fence and take my dog for a walk. She’s a Patterdale Terrier cross.’


Grainger grew up a long way from the north-west’s main football centres, Manchester and Liverpool; Carlisle is, in fact, much closer to Newcastle than either. In his football travelogue, The Far Corner, Harry Pearson writes about Carlisle’s special relationship with the north-east. ‘“Have you been to Carlisle yet?” they’d say when I told people about my book. When I pointed out that the Great Border City as it likes to bill itself was actually in the north-west they’d nod thoughtfully and say, “Aye, I suppose it is, really,” as if they’d never noticed before.’


Pearson reasoned that the confusion was easy to understand because of media coverage, with reviews of Carlisle United’s matches featuring on local north-east magazine television shows. Not only that, Carlisle United and Workington had both played in the old North Eastern League before gaining Football League status, while Penrith – twenty miles south of Carlisle – had spent half a century competing in the Northern League, travelling over the Pennines every other weekend. ‘I felt a million miles away from anywhere when I was younger, to be honest,’ Grainger admits, ‘. . . the end of the bloody world.’


Cumbria is England’s third largest county, but its 41st most populated, with Carlisle its only city. Rather than connections between people, Grainger believes Cumbrian identity is based around the earth; what it yields, how it suffers. ‘Everyone I know has some link to manual labour, whether it’s a farm or a building site, mates – their brothers or cousins. Carlisle is classed a city but it’s more of a relatively small market town and not a centre of big business. We know what hard work is up here and we’re not afraid to get our hands dirty. It can get unbearably cold in the winter.’


For some, Carlisle’s isolation is too much. Brunton Park is a throwback, with more terracing than any other football ground in the country. The main stand still has wooden seats and a large paddock ensures that fans can direct their opinions clearly to visiting coaching staff. When the young player-manager Ivor Broadis signed from Tottenham Hotspur in 1946, he described the move from one of London’s fashionable clubs as like ‘stepping down from the Savoy Hotel into the Jungle Café’. Three years later Broadis became the first manager in English football to arrange his own move elsewhere by going to Sunderland. Though Bill Shankly replaced Broadis, he only stayed for two years because Carlisle’s board reneged on promises to pay players a bonus if the team finished in the top three of Third Division North.


In the 1970s, Cumbria had three Football League clubs: Carlisle, Workington and Barrow. When promotion to the old First Division was earned in 1974, Shankly, who had since become the most influential manager in Liverpool’s history, described Carlisle’s achievement as ‘the greatest feat in the history of the game’. Following victory at Middlesbrough, Carlisle played their first top-flight home match against Tottenham, when a Chris Balderstone penalty sent them top of the English Football League.


The high did not last for long. Although home and away victories over Everton had a decisive say in the title race – effectively handing the League Championship to Derby County – relegation was confirmed at the end of that campaign and by the 1990s Carlisle consistently looked like following Workington and Barrow out of the Football League. The club’s vulnerable position explains why Michael Knighton, a businessman who had been close to purchasing Manchester United, bought Carlisle in 1992 when the team was only able to retain its Football League status because Aldershot went bust.


His failure to seize Manchester United had been very public and so Knighton wanted to show sceptics and media that he wasn’t just talk – though he could not resist promising to take Carlisle to the Premier League within a decade. Knighton’s masterplan had started promisingly but in 1996 doubts about his credibility surfaced when a recently launched local paper ran a story about him, claiming that he had seen a UFO while driving on the motorway. While the story made headlines all over the country, Carlisle’s supporters squirmed.


The club’s spiral accelerated in 1997 when Knighton sacked manager Mervyn Day, who had just won promotion and the Auto Windscreens Shield at Wembley. With that, Michael Knighton decided that the best person to replace Day was, in fact, himself. After BBC’s Football Focus featured Knighton the chairman in conversation with Knighton the manager, the Knightons fled to the Isle of Man to live, faxing instructions to the group of players left behind; a group which did not include Rory Delap, Matt Jansen and Paul Murray, because Carlisle’s best local players had already been sold for combined fees of £2million. By the time Knighton decided to step down a year later, none of the profits had been reinvested in the team and Carlisle were the fourth-worst team in the Football League.


With Grainger watching from the Warwick Road terrace, safety was secured that season only in injury time of the final game, thanks to a goal scored against Plymouth Argyle by Jimmy Glass, the on-loan goalkeeper. His manager Nigel Pearson reacted to the famous moment by saying, ‘If I could write scripts like that, I wouldn’t be in this game. I’d have a very good publishing contract.’


The antipathy towards Knighton in Carlisle remains raw, however. Many believe he considered the club a soft target, a place he could try and live out his fantasies because of its location far away from the main media glare. His legacy lives on because there is an inherent distrust of owners – even if they are local, but especially if they are outsiders making big promises. When I visited Carlisle there had been speculation about a takeover simmering for nearly two years. A Syrian national living in Canada, Yahya Kirdi, was thought to be behind a move. Like Knighton, Kirdi had a past, having been allied to the purchase of Liverpool in 2010 when the club was close to administration under the ownership of Tom Hicks and George Gillett. Nobody was quite sure how Kirdi had accumulated his wealth. His only business links were a pizza parlour in Montreal and a one-man-band agency business for low-level ice hockey players. There were two theories about Kirdi, one of them being that he was connected to Gillett – the owner of the Montreal Canadiens NHL franchise – through the sale of hockey players and that Kirdi’s interest was planted in the media to fend off the banks, who were close to recalling their loans with Liverpool inching towards administration. Also supposedly involved in the deal was Celtic left-back-cum-financial-advisor Andy Lynch, who met Kirdi during a spell playing indoor football for Montreal Manic in the early 1980s. Lynch claimed to have strong relationships in the Middle East. The second theory involved Kirdi and Lynch being chancers, who just wanted to see their names associated with one of football’s great sporting institutions.


For the time being, Carlisle supporters were having to make do with 82-year-old Andrew Jenkins being in charge, a wealthy benefactor – but not that wealthy. Much of the frustration lay with John Nixon, a co-owner who had stood down from his position as managing director in 2015 because of fan pressure and been replaced by Nigel Clibbens, whose new role as chief executive was considered to be more of a fireguard against criticism. Clibbens gave an interview to the Carlisle News & Star in March 2017 saying the club had an agreement with a ‘billionaire’ investor after a 650-day saga, insisting, ‘Yes, I do know when it ends.’


There was hope that the mystery buyer would be the owner of Edinburgh Woollen Mill, Philip Day, a 51-year-old who grew up on a council estate in Stockport but now lives in a castle near Carlisle. Day sits on Carlisle United’s board and, according to the Sunday Times 2016 Rich List, his net worth was £1.05billion. Day, though, was said to be reluctant to buy the club because he did not want his involvement to extend beyond casual sporting pleasure.


It was not as if Carlisle required assistance to get themselves out of financial problems. Their attendances were among the biggest in League Two and their wage bill reflected not only what was coming through the gates but also the remuneration paid to players to convince them that moving to the very north of the country wasn’t such a bad thing. Among their squad were players who commuted every couple of days from Manchester and Liverpool, staying in digs provided by the club close to Brunton Park. Like men that work on oil rigs, these players would tell their families they were ‘working away’.


Before signing for Carlisle, Grainger spoke to his friend Lewis Guy, a Penrith-born centre-forward who was deemed not tall enough for Newcastle United’s first team and spent his career switching between clubs in England and Scotland. ‘Lewis said to me, “The travelling – you’ll find it difficult”.’ In the 2015/16 season, Carlisle did more miles than any other season in the club’s history having been drawn away in most of their FA Cup and League Cup fixtures to opponents based in the south of the country. ‘By the end of the season I was really flagging,’ Grainger concedes. ‘Anybody who signs for Carlisle has to accept that it’s a club that will take up more of your time.’


Grainger says Carlisle’s squad cannot complain because the club spends more money than any other in League Two on ensuring the comfort of their players over the long distances involved with away games.


‘The coaches are class and the club pays for us to stay in nice hotels,’ Grainger adds. ‘The location means we’re allowed more days off as well. The manager understands that the players who travel in need to spend as much time as they can with their families. There are a dozen or so teams in and around our standard from the central belt around Liverpool and Manchester. For us to go toe-to-toe with a Bury or a Morecambe, we have to pay them £200 or £300 a week extra. For us to attract players, we have to push the boat out a bit more.’


Carlisle’s location places an extra pressure on recruitment. It is not just a case of targeting the most talented players, there are also issues around finding those who won’t be affected by the travel – finding players who don’t suffer from homesickness. Carlisle has a strong tradition in scouting, considering two of the greatest talent-spotters of the 21st century came from the city: Liverpool’s Geoff Twentyman and Ipswich Town’s John Carruthers. While Twentyman’s playing career took him from Carlisle to Liverpool and back again before being appointed by Bill Shankly as Anfield’s chief scout, then serving under Bob Paisley and Joe Fagan, it was Carruthers who recommended a sixteen-year-old Kevin Beattie to Twentyman only for the future England defender to find nobody waiting to meet him at Lime Street Station in Liverpool after he travelled south for a trial. Beattie promptly went straight back to Carlisle and upon his return Carruthers mentioned Beattie’s extraordinary talent to a local man, Donald Lightfoot, who knew Bobby Robson. After one trial game at Ipswich Town, Beattie was signed. Carruthers, whose remit under Robson included the north-east as well as Cumbria, later suggested he sign a ‘podgy lad’ playing for Dunston Working Men’s Club in Gateshead, but Paul Gascoigne did not impress at Portman Road.


The tales of Beattie and, indeed, Carruthers reveals that historically footballers have been found in Cumbria. Today, Grainger has concerns about the number of children playing football in the region. Northern Cumbria is serviced by just three 3G pitches: one in Penrith and two others in Carlisle. Grainger thinks it would be helpful to have more facilities for organised leagues because the weather is so bad and so many games get called off on grass pitches. ‘To get more kids playing there needs to be a cultural shift,’ he says. ‘There’s nothing better than playing with your mates on a field and coming home head to toe in mud but parents are more concerned about their kids’ welfare than ever.’


Grainger would like to sit beside more Cumbrians in Carlisle’s dressing room. Steve Rigg was the last one, a striker who signed from Penrith having scored 64 goals in 85 games. In the summer of 2016 he moved across the border to sign for Queen of the South, having found the step up of five leagues too big to take at once. ‘There is a gap between the levels in terms of individual talent. But I also think that if you look at a club like Workington (who compete in the Northern Premier League, three divisions below Carlisle), the team is almost always competitive despite the huge distances they have to travel. Many of the lads there are Cumbrian so you realise that locality counts for something because there is a natural bond between players and a spirit exists.’


As the only Cumbrian – and as the captain – there is more expectation on Grainger as a Carlisle United player. He says his toughest time was at the beginning – when he first signed – because relegation from League One had been confirmed not long before and they quickly found themselves rooted to the foot of League Two.


‘You take it personally when the criticism comes,’ he acknowledges. ‘You go to the local shop and you hear it all the time, “Didn’t play well on Saturday, did you, son.” I’m only trying to buy a chocolate bar for my kid! The reminders are everywhere. It’s even worse now because of social media. Whereas ten years ago, the players from elsewhere could disappear after matches and the local lads would get it in the neck every week, everyone is a target because each person is reachable through the Internet. It makes me angry when people think it doesn’t hurt when we get beat because it really does. We played Cambridge and lost 3–0 recently. My whole family was there including my kids. It felt like I’d let everyone down. A lot of my friends are Carlisle fans. They’ll text you, “What was that?” Just leave me alone!’


Grainger loves being a footballer and he is proud of being captain of Carlisle United, where there is a sense of community with the football club central to it – thanks in no small part to his work in the aftermath of the floods. It remains a place, however, where globalisation has left a tangible sense of frustration; 60 per cent of voters in Carlisle opted for Brexit in the EU referendum of 2016. Grainger is not alone in wondering whether the perception of the Premier League impacted in some way when football supporters went to the ballot box in the smaller cities and towns where clubs have less money. On a personal level, he thinks the wider view of footballers as workers – the money they supposedly all earn – is widely inaccurate, especially at the lower end, because of the Premier League.


‘When you look at the Premier League and you see all the money, all the marketing, all the coverage it is given, people compare it to their own experiences and begin to feel bad about football,’ he says. ‘On a personal level, the impression of what footballers earn and are as human beings affects basic everyday life. Mortgage companies have the retirement ages of footballers down at thirty-five. They look at my earnings and expect to see a lot more when the reality is, League Two players aren’t paid a great deal more than the average person. Because our careers are short and because the reality doesn’t reflect the impression, it means many of us are judged unfairly even by banks.’


In total more than 2,000 properties were directly affected by Storm Desmond. Brunton Park was submerged under filthy water and Carlisle United were unable to play home games for two months. Danny Grainger and the rest of Carlisle’s players were forced to train in the nearest city Newcastle, 58 miles to the east. Home games were played in Blackburn, Preston and Blackpool. That attendances at Ewood Park, Deepdale and Bloomfield Road remained similar to Brunton Park is a testimony to the endurance of Carlisle supporters, considering the domestic pressures many of them were under and the distances they had to travel just to give their team some backing. Carlisle had been at the top of the league before the floods, having suffered only one defeat in eleven games. After, there was just one win in twelve. Perhaps Carlisle United’s story – perhaps the club’s unique geographical position – reveals that the league table sometimes does lie at the end of the season after all.
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KING CANUTE


HEAD WEST TOWARDS BARROW-IN-FURNESS FROM THE M6 AND IT feels like you have fallen into a forgotten kingdom. There are signs and dark tracks for mysterious-sounding villages like Witherslack and Ulpha. You pass Cark, Arrad Foot and Greenodd, skirting the deep south of the Lake District; the beautiful mountainous region that inspired among many others William Wordsworth, Samuel Coleridge and Beatrix Potter. The road seems to go on and on and on. An hour later it drops southwards, suddenly crooking around the top of Morecambe Bay. The russet colours of the Lakes are left behind. Ulverston arrives – the birthplace of Stan Laurel – then Loppergarth, Great Urswick and Little Urswick. The mood becomes austere. During winter, day resembles a permanent dusk. There is steel, noise and grime. The grey of the Irish Sea is close. The charcoal clouds are so heavy, the sky is inseparable from land and water. You enter what appears to be an ocean world. That ocean world is called Barrow-in-Furness.


Barrow – or ‘Barra’ as it is pronounced by locals – hangs down from Cumbria like a nail on the arthritic finger of an old man. At Christmas 1929 the news that winds of 115 miles had shaken the town took a week to spread to the nearest major cities, Newcastle, Liverpool and Manchester. ‘The end of the longest cul-de-sac in the world,’ many call it. One road in, one road out, where lorries carrying industrial components have place names like Glasgow, Clydebank and Carlisle across their wagons.


Kendal is the closest settlement in terms of population and Kendal is back the other way. When the announcement was made that Kendal’s magistrates court would close and move to Barrow, campaigners warned that it would leave people without access to local justice. It would also force victims, witnesses and defendants to embark on an eighty-mile round trip. The hourly bus service from Kendal to Barrow takes around one hour and forty minutes, with a return ticket priced at £10.80. The train journey, meanwhile, would require two changes and a travel time of up to two and a half hours, costing £25.90. It is understandable why Barrow is thought of as far away even within its own region. In remote Carlisle the reaction was a question when I told someone my next stop was Barrow: ‘That’s far away – why go there?’


In his 2008 travelogue Pies and Prejudice, Stuart Maconie describes the mood of coastal Cumbria, comparing West Cumberland to the natural romance of the soulful Lakes. ‘From cottages to boarded-up flats, from Gore-Tex and real ale to Burberry and Smirnoff Ice,’ he wrote, concluding, ‘Barrow-in-Furness is a bloody long way from anywhere.’ The BBC Cumbria website backed him up. ‘To get a real understanding of the Barrovian, you should consider its geographical location. One of the most significant things about Barrow-in-Furness is that only the most hapless, dazed orienteer could possibly visit by accident – you have to have a purpose to get there.’


The purpose of my visit was to meet Paul Casson, the chairman and owner of Barrow AFC, who begins his conversation with me by admitting, ‘There’s a joke that goes round about the fact many who live here have never travelled any further than Kendal. I think it’s a little bit true. On one hand people can be narrow-minded and sometimes unforgiving as a consequence, but on the other, they can also be loyal and passionate. The Barrovian is fundamentally a proud person.’


Before you reach Holker Street, the ancient home of Barrow’s football team, there are further reminders of the town’s detachment. A wooden plaque says Furness Abbey is nearby. Back when powerful theocratic monks ruled the area in the Middle Ages, Barrow was a fishing village and cut off entirely; surrounded on three sides by water and hills on the other. On my departure, when I pass the plaque for a second time, it feels like going ashore. It explains why Barrow is similar to an island community and has a reputation for looking in on itself. Maconie had described it as being like a Stephen King town: the kids who depart for an education tend not to go back. One of those that eventually did was Casson, who grew up in Barrow before studying electrochemistry at the University of Loughborough. From there he moved to Texas where he became a millionaire after starting a company in the early 1990s that specialised in wireless communication. The age of the Internet was just around the corner.


Casson had originally left Barrow in 1971. A year later, Barrow AFC were voted out of the Football League following 51 seasons as a professional club. Casson is not the only person in Barrow who believes rival chairmen had Barrow’s historically strong home record, the town’s awkward geographical location as well as the cost of getting there in mind when the vote was taken.


Hereford Town, who replaced Barrow, had beaten Newcastle United in the FA Cup a few months before thanks to Ronnie Radford’s famous goal. Everybody liked Hereford. ‘. . . and nobody liked Barrow,’ Casson says. ‘Holker Street also had a speedway track around the pitch – a pitch you couldn’t really play football on without putting plywood down and covering it with turf. The facilities weren’t great here but there were other clubs worse than Barrow.’


Casson is sitting in Holker Street’s general office, dressed unprepossessingly in a navy fleece, a pair of jeans and white trainers. I see him on the first Friday morning of January and it is busier at Holker Street than usual because Barrow are preparing for a third-round FA Cup tie the following afternoon at home to Rochdale, a club flying the highest it has ever flown in League One. It is an ironic subplot that Barrow’s full-time players spend their weekdays training not in Barrow, but at Hopwood Hall College in Rochdale. The location for Barrow’s training operations helps the club attract players from all over the country, ‘because the idea of living in Manchester is a lot sexier than Barrow’, Casson concedes. Paul Cox, Barrow’s manager, travels to Manchester from Nottingham where he lives. For each training session, that means spending a rough total of five hours in the car. For home games, Cox’s commute time can be as long as eight hours depending on how bad the traffic is.


Casson says Carlisle United pay a premium for their players to live as close as possible to Brunton Park and, ultimately, for the club to breathe from the place it represents. For Barrow’s level, one league below Carlisle, and for Barrow’s geography – the drive from Manchester to Barrow is longer than Manchester to Carlisle, for example, because getting to Barrow involves A roads and Carlisle involves quiet motorway – the only economical way for Barrow to be based in Barrow would be to use local talent. Ahead of the Rochdale game, the only Barrovian in Cox’s squad was Elliot Newby. Upon the release of Newby’s brother Alex in May 2016, along with two other local boys, Cox admitted the decision may well have made him ‘the most hated man in Barrow’.


The person photographed on the front of the matchday programme for the Rochdale game proudly clinging on to a football is one Brian Arrowsmith – ‘a local hero – hundreds upon hundreds of appearances’, someone who will soon have Holker Street’s main stand named after him. Casson also tells stories of the great Colin Cowperthwaite – ‘hundreds of goals – another local hero’. Casson would like more surnames like Arrowsmith and Cowperthwaite to feature on Barrow’s teamsheet but that inevitably would have an impact on their quest to return to the Football League. ‘People might point out if I’m serious about the community in Barrow moving the team back from Rochdale is something I should consider, but you have to be realistic even if it’s a nice thought.’


Casson’s big aim is returning Barrow to the Football League but he needs the town to buy into his vision if the club is to become self-sufficient. When he first started watching games at Holker Street the average attendance in the old Fourth Division was around 6,000; a tenth of Barrow’s population. ‘Now we are lucky if we get 1,500 if we’re winning and as low as 600 when we are losing,’ he rues. ‘After getting kicked out of the Football League, for a few years, only 200 came here. Essentially the town has gradually disassociated itself from the football club and that is not right.’


Casson still sees busloads of supporters leaving the town at weekends bound for cities like Manchester and Liverpool, where fashionable football clubs exist, and it frustrates him. He understands that Barrow has been mismanaged in the past but hopes the club, now it is financially stable under his leadership, will become more of a ‘thing’ for townspeople.


‘I want this football club to be about more than sport,’ he says. ‘You see a lot of Liverpool shirts, Manchester City shirts. What’s wrong with parents buying them the kit of their home-town team? It’s because it’s not cool – we’re not on the TV.’


‘I went to the rugby a few months ago and for the first time away from Holker Street I saw a kid wearing a Barrow football shirt,’ he recalls. ‘That’s what makes my involvement worthwhile here. We’ve started selling more hats and scarves. I want people to feel a sense of civic pride, for people to have that good old northern spirit – that we can do whatever we want to do if we try. Somewhere, that was lost.’


I had been to Barrow many times as a junior reporter covering Marine, when Barrow were in the Northern Premier League. I realised it was not the goals but the bad fouls, the horrendous refereeing mistakes, the yellow and red cards and the fights that really got the crowd twitching. It prompted me to conclude that Holker Street’s pitch might as well have been a scaffold from the Middle Ages; the game a public hanging, with the players and the officials all having nooses around their necks. I sensed local spectators wanted to witness brutality. They wanted to witness gore. They wanted suffering.


*


Emlyn Hughes was the captain of Liverpool and England. The title of the opening chapter in his autobiography, ‘Back Home’, seemed like recognition that even in the mind of the town’s most famous footballer, Barrow was a distant place. ‘Wherever you stand in Barrow-in-Furness, there is no escape from the sea and ships and the deeds of men who helped win wars,’ Hughes wrote. This was a time when huge cranes soared over Barrow’s dock front, when the streets were named after great vessels and admirals: Blake, Hood, Parry, Nelson, Raleigh, Cook, Anson and Keppel representing a sea battle on every corner. ‘Barrow folk are proud of the part they played in the days when Britannia ruled the waves,’ Hughes concluded.


Barrow had been known as the English Chicago during the nineteenth century because of its steel and shipping boom in the years after the Furness Railway opened. The turquoise-tinted statue of Sir James Ramsden stands in Barrow’s Ramsden Square for a reason: the industrialist had been the managing director of the Furness Railway Company for 29 years until a year before his death in 1896. His fingers had been in every significant town pie, for he had the same role with the Barrow Hermatite Steel Company and the Barrow Shipbuilding Company: positions which allowed him to sit unopposed as the mayor for decades.


In 1897, Ramsden’s shipbuilding company was bought by Vickers and the shipyard at Barrow became the Naval Construction and Armaments Company. The two world wars that followed brought misery for the cities of the north-west, but for Barrow it signalled growth and prosperity. Docks soon extended on to the spit of Walney Island, where a new settlement was formed and named Vickerstown.


Barrow was soon manufacturing submarines. In 1888 Abdül Hamid, built for the navy of the Ottoman Empire, became the first submarine in the world to fire a live torpedo underwater. Then came a contract with the Royal Navy. Holland 1 was built there in 1901, the Navy’s first submarine, and over half a century and many warships later, HMS Dreadnought launched in 1960 – the UK’s first nuclear-powered sub. ‘In crowded billets and sweaty hammocks, beneath the inky waters of the world’s oceans, Barrow built the sleek and deadly nuclear subs that the cold warriors criss-crossed the globe in,’ Stuart Maconie wrote, proceeding to explain that the thaw towards the end of the Cold War might have warmed many, ‘but it brought a chill to Barrow’.


There had been more than 20,000 workers in the shipyards at the start of the 1980s. By the Millennium, there were just 3,000. The mood slumped further two years later when Barrow suffered Britain’s worst outbreak of Legionnaires’ disease. A faulty air-conditioning pipe at the town’s arts centre led to seven deaths and 172 people falling seriously ill.


Paul Casson had left Barrow when it was still a reasonably prosperous but fundamentally working-class place. He had grown up in a neat semi-detached house on Willow Road, just half a mile from Holker Street. Having helped build the Titanic in Belfast, Casson’s great-grandfather, who was born in Glasgow, had moved to Barrow to work in the shipyards. Casson’s grandfather did the same thing. And so did his father, Walter. ‘My dad was a fitter and turner,’ Casson says proudly. ‘I was the first one to do something else.’


Casson’s imagination as a child reached out across the scudding seas beyond Barrow’s harbour walls. It was his ambition to live in the United States and that’s where he’s been since the summer of 1978, settling in Dallas, Texas. He currently lives in the Fort Worth area, travelling back to Barrow once a month for meetings with his 33-year-old son, Andrew, who runs Barrow AFC when he is not there.


Casson believes the collapse of the shipbuilding industry had a profound effect on the confidence of Barrow’s people. ‘It killed it,’ he says flatly. ‘You could do only one of two things living here. You either went to the grammar school, through sixth form and to university. Or you went to the shipyard. That’s what my whole family did until my father decided to move jobs, working at the Central College for Further Education. It meant we didn’t have access to shipbuilding union places like Vickers Sports Club any more. In many ways, from that point onwards, I felt disadvantaged.


‘It was a big choice to follow education and leave the town instead of putting your future in the shipyard and going through an apprenticeship which usually meant you’d be here forever,’ Casson continues. ‘For many, the decision was made for them when they took the eleven-plus. The shipyards acted as a safety net because it was always there for people who didn’t pass them. By 1991, the number of workers in the shipyards had reduced dramatically.’


Casson laments the decline of the shipyards. ‘What do you do? What do your kids do? The town is still suffering,’ he believes. ‘There is a lack of self-confidence. It makes me sad because I want things to be different for everyone. I’ve always thought you can achieve something if you believe in it profoundly enough. But when the rug is pulled from beneath your feet so dramatically, it’s a challenge to rise again.’


Barrow is now a community relying on the prospect of nuclear war for its survival. Employment figures in Barrow’s shipyards were up to 7,500 in 2016 because of the contract signed with BAE Systems to build the UK’s next fleet of submarines. And yet, Casson describes BAE as a ‘fundamental disappointment’.


‘This town should be a shining light for what that type of public spending can do,’ he says. ‘Walk around Barrow and you would think the place is dying. You wouldn’t know that BAE have just committed umpteen billion pounds towards developing the latest Trident submarine; that Barrow is going to be a boom town for the next twenty years. Instead you walk around and you see shops closing down, people looking at the floor. BAE should take more of an active role in building the community again.’


Barrow is also confused, and – perhaps – understandably so. It had traditionally been a strong Labour constituency. People do not know what to believe in any more, or who to trust because of the proposed threat of unilateral disarmament under Jeremy Corbyn, the party’s leader. Casson knows friends who speak of the fear among fellow workmen the last time this happened under Michael Foot in the 1983 general election campaign. It led to a Conservative MP representing the Barrow and Furness constituency from 1983 to 1992.


John Woodcock, the local Labour MP, had described Barrow as ‘a unique working-class town on the edge of the stunning Lakes and Cumbrian coast. There are things we want to make better, but we are deeply proud of Barrow’s sense of community that always welcomes newcomers with open arms.’ In 2015, with the future of Trident in the minds of many, Woodcock saw his majority plummet from 5,208 to 795. In 2017 it shrank again to a mere 209. Woodcock reminded people, however, that it was under the Tories that the shipyard workforce had plummeted in the space of just a few years. Woodcock insists that ‘the big failing’ of the Thatcher government was its closure of Barrow’s shipyards, not only decimating an industry that provided life for a town, but doing it also too quickly and therefore losing the experience of specialised older workers. Aside from the disastrous social implications, the Tories left a gaping skills gap when it came to the next nuclear defence contract – building the Astute class submarines. ‘Once-proud working people, who were trained to do the most advanced manufacturing on the planet, lost that dignity of being able to get to work, and ended up languishing on benefit,’ Woodcock said. When the order came through for Astute in 1997, indeed, Barrow simply did not have the depth or skill in its workforce any more and this led to long delays in production.


*


Once upon a time, a helicopter took off from Squires Gate near Blackpool. ‘A Scouser in a shellsuit’ had paid £750 in cash for an instructor to take him up and the notes, according to the book Cocky, ‘were new and crisp’. The plume of Merseyside was behind them and, having then passed over the red steel of Blackpool Tower, the helicopter veered out into the Irish Sea before heading north towards Barrow-in-Furness. The Scouser had a bodybuilder’s neck. This squat, solid figure also had arms like jack-hammers. When one of those arms pointed out a square of mud and grass below, the words followed casually: ‘I own that.’


That square of mud and grass were the grounds of Barrow Athletic Football Club. The Scouser’s name was Curtis Warren and he was, according to Interpol and Her Majesty’s Customs and Excise, the northern European agent for the Cali drugs cartel in Colombia. On the street Warren was known as the Cocky Watchman. To the authorities he was Target One. Warren had become so wealthy through drugs that by the mid-1990s he was the highest mixed-race person on the Sunday Times Rich 500 list. Warren was estimated at being worth somewhere in the region of £80million, though many chasing him consider that figure to be a conservative guess because he was often one, two or even three steps ahead of the authorities.


It was only when the anti-money-laundering units of the Netherlands and Britain got closer to him that Barrow AFC came into their investigations. Police raided the club’s offices and arrested Stephen Vaughan, a boxing promoter from Liverpool. Mr Vaughan’s company, Northern Improvements, was the Holker Street ground’s major shareholder and he wrote the following letter to Boxing News in February 1998:


I am sure you will be aware that I was recently arrested by HM Customs and Excise in relation to the investigation into Curtis Warren. You will be aware that the allegations centre on the laundering of millions of pounds of supposed drugs money. This is something I have categorically and strenuously denied and I cannot stress how vehemently any potential prosecution would be defended.


Unfortunately, the rumours and stories have reached us through the grapevine and I have heard some fantastic versions of events, most of which are untrue. The investigation surrounds Curtis Warren’s ‘missing £185m’. Because I’m a past associate of Mr Warren, the HM Customs have deemed it necessary to investigate matters concerning me and some of my assets, such as the acquisition of an office block, a wine bar, Barrow Football Club’s Holker Street Stadium, and to look into my land deals and residential building investments over the past six years. That is all.


Under Vaughan’s ownership, which began in 1995, Barrow had risen as champions of the Northern Premier League and into the Conference under the management of Owen Brown, who used his knowledge of the Liverpool scene and the money available to him to convince former professionals like Mark Seagraves and Andy Mutch that the two-and-a-half-hour one-way drive for every home game was a mere skip across the road. Vaughan had built a new grandstand and promised to take Barrow back into the Football League. In November 1998, though – with all the investigations taking place into his business dealings, particularly his acquisition of Holker Street, he resigned claiming that he was owed £269,000, having ploughed between £350,000 and £400,000 into the club. Ultimately, the withdrawal of Vaughan’s finances saw Barrow go bust in January 1999 and, on the brink of extinction, the club – by now being run by a members’ consortium – was expelled from the Conference before being left in limbo when the Northern Premier League refused to accept them back in, a decision which left Barrow with no option but to apply for the North West Counties League, the lowest level of semi-professional football. Barrow’s prospects only became brighter when the FA intervened and ordered the Northern Premier League to accept Barrow or face the prospect of not being recognised by the English game’s governing body.


By the time Paul Casson came along in 2014, Barrow was a very paranoid town indeed. Its football club were towards the bottom of the Conference North by then. Winning the FA Trophy at Wembley by improbably beating Stevenage Borough in 2010 had not been the cue for a return to more stable times. A relegation from the Conference National followed and with that went joint-managers Dave Bayliss and Darren Sheridan.


It wasn’t even in Casson’s plan to buy Barrow. He says that he – as much as the club’s board – needed convincing his involvement was a good idea. Casson believes any person wanting to get involved at Barrow would have been met with the same question: will he be another Vaughan?


‘They were quite sceptical about me for a long time,’ he admits. ‘I think ultimately the board realised that the members’ model had taken them about as far as they could go: there might be the odd year where an FA Cup run would pay some of the bills but what about the bad years when there’s no cup competitions to fall back on? There would always be a struggle.’


Casson’s rugby league connections in the town had made him think about getting involved in Barrow’s football club.


‘Mick Murphy is a famous rugby player who came from Liverpool and left a bit of a mark in Barrow,’ Casson explains. ‘Mick had taught in the same college as my dad. One of his younger brothers, Cormac, was a guy I knew at university. I’ve known the family for a long time and they invited me to a big reunion at the Marriott Hotel in Liverpool. You can imagine what that must have been like. When it came to three a.m. and after quite a few drinks one of the Murphy brothers who still lives in Barrow said to me, “Why don’t you buy Barrow Football Club?” My response? “Why would I do that?”’


Sport in Barrow had never been lower. Barrow’s rugby league side were also in the process of dropping down a division.


‘Barrow sport seemed to be heading for a place I don’t remember it being,’ Casson says. ‘When I was growing up here, 14,000 people would show up at the rugby and we’d sign people like Keith Jarrett and Tom Brophy. In football, we climbed to the heights of the top of the old Division Three for what felt like ten minutes. My memories of Barrow sport were of it being both active and vibrant.’


Steve Shaw was the Barrow reporter of the North West Evening Mail. Casson had stopped discussions with Barrow’s board by the time he received his phone call. Casson’s father Walter had died and he’d originally wanted to help the club for him – to instil some civic pride back. ‘Steve said, “By the way, rumour has it that you are the guy trying to invest in Barrow AFC – is that true?” I told him it was but it ended when my dad passed away.’ Casson met Shaw at a hotel in Lancaster. ‘When your dad dies, you are mad at everything: mad at the world. Steve was the one that talked me down. “Maybe it’s not such a bad idea ...”’ Seven months later, Casson was announced as Barrow’s new owner. ‘I guess it shows you the value of a local paper. Sometimes that’s all it needs – a good press man to push you in the right direction. The big national daily newspapers, they don’t really care about Barrow. All they care about is the top six in the Premier League.’


*


The floodlights of Holker Street are so tall and powerful-looking, they might be long-legged space machines with gamma-ray eyes. Before satellite navigation systems were available on cars, and when maps were for readers of the National Geographic Society members, these steely beasts must have acted like tractor beams for visiting supporters in the winter, drawn like moths towards a candle. Casson, certainly, is reluctant to change them, not because he cannot afford it but rather, he thinks it gives Holker Street a sense of place and history. ‘I’d like the replacements to be similar but finding someone with imagination who doesn’t charge something like the equivalent of the national debt to do it is another matter altogether,’ he says.


The sight of the floodlights leads him to think about the facilities at Barrow’s ground. For anyone used to the trappings that accompany sitting down for matches in the new stadia of the Football League, Holker Street must be like a wormhole to a lost decade. ‘But I sort of like the place,’ Casson continues. ‘On our best day if we are going to only pull two to three thousand, why should we build a shiny new stadium? There’s nothing worse than a bunch of empty seats. It looks awful. Slowly we’ll improve the infrastructure, with the changing rooms being the start. But in League Two you need a thousand seats and we have that already. Ultimately, we wouldn’t be denied promotion because of the ground.’


His conclusion is also based on discussions with the former chairman of Barrow Raiders, Dave Sharpe, about the issue of a stadium-share. Craven Park is less than a mile down Walney Road, and closer to Barrow’s town centre. The arenas are almost identical: one blue-seated stand (though the football club’s is slightly bigger) accompanied by a mix of covered and uncovered terracing. Casson went to Rochdale as well, who share their Spotland ground with rugby league’s Rochdale Hornets. ‘They hate it . . .’ Then he went to Halifax, who have a similar arrangement with the local rugby league club, to find ‘. . . they don’t love it either.’


‘I’m pretty proud of our surface; I wouldn’t like the idea of rugby players chewing it up,’ he adds. ‘I don’t think a multi-purpose stadium in Barrow is ever going to happen. We also have to think about our financial interests overlapping with theirs. Rugby league isn’t in such a good place. Bradford Bulls is a huge club and they’ve just gone into administration. What would happen if we built a ground together and one of us went under? It might result in no sport existing at all in Barrow.’


Casson references King Canute when describing the possibilities at Barrow, trying to ‘push back the waves’, despite the inevitability they will crash into the coastline.


‘If you do too much too soon, it will swamp you,’ Casson says. ‘When we had the draw for the FA Cup third round, the general reaction was: anybody but Rochdale. For about thirteen nanoseconds I felt the same way. But then I realised it was the perfect draw for us, a) because it is at home, b) we haven’t had a third-round game at Holker Street in forty-nine years, and c) it’s a team we can probably compete with – we’re not just going to be showing up as a dressing on some party cake like Manchester United; it will be a proper game against a proper team with whom we have some history, albeit in the distant past. And d) we played Middlesbrough away a few seasons ago. Everybody piled out of the town for the day to see us lose and they’ve never been back. If we beat Rochdale here tomorrow in front of a sell-out crowd, the fans might see and feel what is happening.’


Casson is softly spoken. He delivers his thoughts slowly. His accent is more Scottish than English and certainly more British than American. He feels strongly that traditions should be maintained and this explains why there is need for reform across football. From here, his thoughts rush. He begins by telling me he has investigated what is happening at other clubs in the Conference National and it concerns him what he sees.


‘Tranmere Rovers, for example,’ he starts. ‘They were pushing for the Premier League twenty-five years ago. They’re in our league now and this is what can happen when it all goes wrong. They’re desperately trying to get it right. They’ve had two years of parachute payments from the Football League and next season they won’t hold a financial advantage over other clubs. I don’t think they’re going to make it this season. The competition to go up is fierce. Lincoln City seem to be doing all the right things.’


To get Barrow on a steady financial path, Casson has spent around £2million so far, though he prefers to describe it as a figure that equates to ‘ten minutes of Wayne Rooney’s salary’. Thanks to Barrow’s FA Cup run, he thinks he will lose ‘only’ £400,000 in the 2016/17 season, largely because he now knows which mistakes to avoid when dealing with players and other figures who affect decisions.


‘Agents . . .’ Casson continues with a level of disdain – you know exactly what is coming next – ‘. . . are a cancer on the game. They get involved with players way too early and make promises they can’t keep. We had one player who was well thought of at the Football League club he played for but got released because his career stalled after he became bogged down by personal issues. That resulted in him signing for Barrow and when he showed up last pre-season, he’d put on an incredible amount of weight. I spoke to his agent and said, “This person cannot play football – he’s not fit for purpose.” I asked him what he was doing to help. “Nothing.” He didn’t care. All he wanted was his up-front payment for securing the move.’


It is understandable why even Premier League owners like Liverpool’s John W. Henry describe the transfer business as the ‘Wild West’ when you listen to some of Casson’s other experiences.


‘Only yesterday I received an invoice from some guy purporting to be a representative of one of our players. We checked his contract and it confirmed there was no intermediary involved. We called him up and he tried to explain that it was for what he described as an introduction to one of our scouts. “Get out of here!” I told him. “Stop wasting my time.” This happens a lot . . .’


There are plenty of things that annoy Casson about the modern game and some of these issues explain why he’d rather invest his money in Barrow than be seen like many other wealthy businessmen quaffing champagne in the executive suites of Old Trafford or Anfield.


‘I don’t think the Premier League is relevant to anything that is normal, unless you aspire to feature in the Daily Mail with your girlfriend and want everyone to comment on what you’re wearing,’ he says. ‘The average footballer’s salary is too far away from the common working man. When I was growing up the only difference was, a footballer might be able to afford a new car while the common working man would go for a used car. They still lived in the same houses and, in some cases, had another job in the off-season to supplement their wages. Now, they live on another planet.


‘Football started as an outlet for the working man because life was so rubbish that he had to go and do something and take his mind off his problems. That something was standing on a miserable terrace somewhere at a ground where there were absolutely no facilities whatsoever; catching the odd glimpse of a ball in the masses of people. That was more than fun in an era where there wasn’t wall-to-wall reporting or comment and the local paper’s opinion held some sway. That is the very basis from where football’s popularity grew. We are so far from that now, where you’ve got to spend a hundred pounds a month subscription on a stupid TV network to watch game after game after game, most of which you don’t care about. Football has become an extension of people’s financial concerns and that is immoral and irresponsible.


‘They shouldn’t call it the Football Association any more, they should call it the Top-Six of the Premier League Association because the interests of the top six are always reflected first,’ he continues. ‘The rest of us don’t matter. They don’t bother with clubs like Barrow – I think they consider us a bit of an inconvenience. It’s all about making money. I found out only yesterday that our game against Rochdale is being broadcast live in countries around the world. You know how much we get for that? Not a penny. I have no explanation why. I am told it is simply the rules. You get £144,000 per team if you are featured live in Britain. Of course, the teams chosen are Manchester United, Arsenal and Liverpool. That shows great imagination, doesn’t it?’


The FA Cup is a competition Casson loves.


‘But they’ve subjected the competition to ignominy,’ he says. ‘I’d like someone to explain why they’ve scrapped replays in some rounds and decided not to have the final on its own day like it used to be. The FA Cup used to have parity with the league in terms of importance. Now, a manager wins the cup but finishes halfway down the Premier League and he gets fired. Winning the FA Cup, it used to ensure you a job for life.


‘The game is completely out of whack. What happens is, when the pendulum swings too far – before it goes back to the middle – it swings in the opposite direction. You can apply that to politics too. I think that the good old Premier League won’t know what’s hit them. The TV audiences will become bored of the saturation and switch off so the TV money will start to dry up. The teams which are right there on the regular edge of finances, and Manchester United are one, will all of a sudden start to struggle on the pitch. The hundreds of millions of dollars that are allowed to sit on their balance sheet because of goodwill won’t be worth flip any more.


‘The Premier League will eat itself if it is not careful,’ Casson says. ‘The obsession over the top six teams means there is overexposure and unless they are taken out of the Premier League and into some form of Pan-European league, the interest and attendances will eventually start to fall. Maybe that’s the grand plan of the people in charge, who knows?


‘At that point, I think the people of the UK will react by falling back on the teams in their own league because they simply can’t afford to follow a club playing away every other weekend in a galaxy far, far away.


‘I hope that rationality prevails instead and that this financial model where you have Manchester United and Arsenal worth billions, Chelsea not quite being worth billions but the owner has billions; Manchester City – I don’t know what they even are any more. Eventually I hope it comes back to truer clubs like Burnley. I think what has happened there truly is spectacular, especially when you see how the people within their community feel about the club even if they do bounce between divisions. I’d love to know how they’ve done it.


‘If Barrow could even sniff getting close to League One I think the whole place would rise up,’ Casson concludes. ‘There really still is nothing that you can physically do that makes you feel like you do when you are in a football ground, when – as you say – a public hanging is taking place, and there’s a smell of blood in the air. You don’t get that in the pub watching the TV because you are detached from all the true senses of football: the masses, the mob, the desire to chop someone’s head off. It’s like a fever. That’s what I think clubs like Barrow can do, offer an escape from the humdrum of life, an escape from the couch where football is like some reality TV contest, full of wannabes and millionaires.’
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