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            For Mum, Dad and Sarah, because it’s the

most important of the unimportant things

            
                

            

            
                

            

            Dedicated to the memory of the incomparable Ricky Hatton
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            And they left us a spirit, they left us a vibe

            That Mancunian way to survive and to thrive

            And to work and to build, to connect, and create and

            Greater Manchester’s greatness is keeping it great.

            
                

            

            And so this is the place now with kids of our own

            Some are born here, some drawn here, but we all call it home.

            ‘This Is The Place’ by Tony Walsh

            
               • • •

            

            He who loses his origins, loses his identity.

            ‘Jo Vinc D’un Silenci’ by Raimon, Catalan protest singer

         

         vi

      

   


   
      
         
vii
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	Epigraph

                  	Prologue: I Don’t Believe That Anybody Feels the Way I Do 

                  	Chapter 1: Dead in the Water 

                  	Chapter 2: Is It Worth the Aggravation? 

                  	Chapter 3: Clowns That Caper 

                  	Chapter 4: Catch the Silver Sunlight 

                  	Chapter 5: These Could Be the Best Days of Our Lives 

                  	Chapter 6: Get Me Off the Merry-Go-Round 

                  	Chapter 7: We See Things They’ll Never See 

                  	Chapter 8: I Live My Life in the City and There’s No Easy Way Out 

                  	Chapter 9: All Part of the Masterplan 

                  	Chapter 10: I Get So High I Just Can’t Feel It 

                  	Chapter 11: All Your Dreams Are Made 

                  	Chapter 12: Don’t Know, Don’t Care 

                  	Chapter 13: All My People Right Here, Right Now 

                  	Chapter 14: She Taught Me How to Fly 

                  	Chapter 15: All the Phonies Have Blown My Mind 

                  	Chapter 16: The More That You Want It, The More That You Need It 

                  	Chapter 17: Make Room For the Man Who Built the Moon 

                  	Chapter 18: Stay Young and Invincible 

                  	Chapter 19: I See All That I Will Ever Know, and It’s Warm Outside 

                  	Epilogue: Round Are Way 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	Copyright 

               

viii
            

         

      

   


   
      
         
ix
            Prologue

            I Don’t Believe That Anybody Feels the Way I Do

         

         Vincent Kompany found himself in the temporary and entertaining role of auxiliary right-winger. His heavily weathered calves whirred into a couple of stepovers before he left Shkodran Mustafi prone on the turf and hammered a low cross against Sead Kolašinac’s shins to win a corner. Behind the goal, Manchester City’s travelling supporters let out a throaty roar as the ball bobbled into the advertising hoardings. They began singing their Kompany anthem to the tune of Simon & Garfunkel’s ‘Mrs Robinson’ as he marched purposefully into the Arsenal penalty area.

         The scoreline at Wembley in the 2018 Carabao Cup final was 1–0 and City were circling their prey early in the second half. The least illustrious of the four trophies contested by a club who, not so long ago, could scarcely have considered being able to pick and choose in such matters would be the first of the much-trumpeted Pep Guardiola era.

         Heavily decorated with major honours during his stints as head coach at Bayern Munich and his beloved Barcelona – tenures that helped to define an era of tactical thought and interpretation in contemporary football – Guardiola’s first season at City in 2016/17 saw him end a campaign trophyless for the first time in his career.

         xTwo-thirds of the way through 2017/18, things were running more or less in line with City’s grand designs. The runaway Premier League leaders were toying with Arsenal by the time Kompany reacted quickest to Ilkay Gündogan’s shot from Kevin De Bruyne’s set piece, instinctively poking out a left boot to divert the ball past David Ospina. Kompany tore away, a whirling dervish of jumping, stomping, vein-popping joy. His limbs had more in common with those flailing about in the stands than the ones belonging to his fellow elite athletes on the field. He appeared to start each celebratory leap before gravity had a chance to conclude the previous one.

         The emotion spewing from Kompany and reciprocated in the City end was born of repeated toil in the face of injury setbacks, along with a collective affinity nurtured over the course of the most remarkable decade in this club’s 130-year history.

         Born in Brussels to a Belgian mother and a Congolese father, who would go on to become Belgium’s first Black mayor in December 2018, Kompany made Manchester his home. He married a City fan, Carla Higgs, and they started a Mancunian family. Most modern footballers are visitors passing through grand old institutions, with the best fleetingly adored before tomorrow’s hero comes along. When such a hero puts down roots and gets whatever the intangible ‘it’ is about their place of employment, a strength of feeling endures.

         Kompany’s struggles against recurrent injuries and determination to prevail every time explained what that goal meant and the sheer release of the celebration that followed. That familiarity with struggle, of paying a repeated emotional toll for the cause, also anchored him to the City faithful. Many of those revelling with him in a Wembley moment had followed their club through the multiple relegations and the tragicomic farce that was their team’s reality as the twentieth century approached the twenty-first.

         xiDavid Silva completed the scoring, his strike celebrated as giddily as Kompany’s just seven minutes earlier. The masterful Spain playmaker poignantly dedicated his unerring finish to his son Mateo, who had been born extremely preterm two months earlier. Mother and baby pulled through in fine health as Silva boarded flights to and from Valencia, skipped training sessions and somehow still played incredibly to keep City’s march to the Premier League on its serene course. Any absences compelled his teammates to perform in his honour; most times Silva played, he was simply inspired. At the start of the next season, young Mateo would be in the stands as his father curled in a brilliant free-kick against Huddersfield Town; one of those beautifully human moments, played out in the cinematic widescreen of modern football.

         As the cameras captured the full-time glee after City’s 3–0 win over Arsenal on that crisp late-February evening, there was also something else noticeable. Flecks of yellow everywhere.

         The midweek before the final, after a 1–0 defeat to League One Wigan Athletic that ended any treble ambitions with an untimely revisiting of the club’s ‘Typical City’ past, Guardiola was hit with a Football Association charge for ‘wearing a political message, specifically a yellow ribbon’. Guardiola attached the ribbon for press conferences and matches from October 2017 onwards in support of imprisoned politicians in his native Catalonia. A long-time advocate for Catalan self-determination, he was quick to show solidarity with those taken into custody or forced into exile in the aftermath of the independence referendum held on 1 October 2017, which the Spanish state ruled to be illegal.

         In turn, City supporters stood with their manager after the FA took action. Alongside Catalan activists taking an unexpected opportunity to spread their message, Mancunians stuffed carrier xiibags with folded yellow fabric and safety pins and dished them out to fans on Wembley Way. The vast majority of those affixing the symbol to their coats had little to no interest in Spain’s fraught internal politics. This was simply ‘one of our own’ tribalism, backing Guardiola against authorities that plenty of supporters – from City and other clubs – had come to view with contempt.

         Nevertheless, the most rose-tinted perspective suggested this was political activism in tune with Manchester’s proud radical traditions. The city of Emmeline Pankhurst and Peterloo did so much to drive representation in the United Kingdom’s fledgling democracy, many Mancunians having experienced the hardships of rapid industrial growth. This was the very city where inhabitants lined the streets at dusk on 25 April 1904 to welcome Manchester City’s triumphant FA Cup-winning team back home, establishing a lasting link between Mancunians and a relatively new sporting pastime that had until then played second fiddle to rugby.

         ‘If I broke the rules, I accept the fine. But before I am a manager, I am a human being,’ Guardiola told reporters after lifting the Carabao Cup. ‘It’s about democracy, it’s about helping people who did not do anything except maybe having another opinion to the other one. Hopefully we can help these guys to be out of the jail because, maybe, in the future, we can be there. That’s why I appreciate the Manchester City fans’ support.’

         In and of itself, Guardiola’s cause was and is noble. Consider who his employers are, however, and it jars a little.

         Sheikh Mansour’s 2008 takeover of Manchester City, through his Abu Dhabi United Group (ADUG) investment vehicle, changed the club’s trajectory beyond all rational expectation, along with the course of English and world football. When the tenth anniversary of the Mansour era ticked around in September 2018, City’s annual xiiiaccounts confirmed ADUG had provided support to the tune of more than £1.3 billion. The scope of this stretches far beyond the overhauling of a middling Premier League club threatened by financial ruin to make it a dominant powerhouse.

         The City Football Group, established in 2013 in line with the wide-reaching vision of its chief executive officer and Guardiola’s old Barcelona ally Ferran Soriano, owns and operates Major League Soccer franchise New York City FC, Melbourne City in Australia’s A-League and Campeonato Brasileiro club Bahia. It also has investments in India’s Mumbai City, Japan’s Yokohama F. Marinos, Montevideo City Torque in Uruguay, Chinese side Shenzhen Peng City, Troyes of France’s Ligue 1, Belgian second-tier side Lommel SK, Italian Serie B team Palermo and – hailing, like City’s brains’ trust, from Catalonia – Girona.

         Substantial backing has also been granted to Manchester City Women, who are based, like their male counterparts, at the sprawling City Football Academy adjacent to the Etihad Stadium. Captained for a decade by Steph Houghton, an inspirational leader very much in the Kompany mould, they shared the men’s status as a domestically imposing team yet to truly make a mark at Champions League level. A measured swipe of Rodri’s boot at Istanbul’s Atatürk Stadium on 10 June 2023, however, saw those paths diverge on an epoch-defining night on the European stage.

         City’s east-Manchester base, which collectively falls under the sponsorship umbrella of Abu Dhabi’s national carrier Etihad Airways, is the main monument to Mansour’s investment and ambition, and a symbol of commitment to a locality previously cited as among the most deprived in the United Kingdom. The role of Abu Dhabi finance in rejuvenating what was one of the more derelict and forgotten pockets of the city’s urban sprawl is often cited as an act of xivbenevolence, celebrated by fans who now count geopolitics alongside Gerard Wiekens as an area of interest. Probing a little deeper, however, such fans were confronted by the more unpalatable truths of where the money that fuelled the dream really comes from.

         In its 2024 ‘World Report’, Human Rights Watch highlighted the United Arab Emirates’ incarceration of government critics ‘with no legal basis’; its leading role in the Saudi-led military coalition’s unlawful attacks on Yemen; exploitation of migrant workers under the kafala system, which binds migrant workers to a single employer; and discrimination on the grounds of sex, gender and sexual orientation. The UAE penal code does not explicitly criminalise homosexual intercourse, but Article 80 of Abu Dhabi’s penal code punishes ‘unnatural’ sex acts with up to fourteen years in prison, while transgender people are similarly vulnerable to prosecution.

         Sheikh Mansour is the Deputy Prime Minister of the UAE. His brother, Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed, is the crown prince and de facto ruler.

         At the same post-final news conference, after Guardiola forthrightly addressed the Catalan crisis, he was asked how he reconciled this cause with the plight of many living under the yoke of his paymaster’s family.

         ‘Every country decides the way they want to live for themselves,’ he said. ‘And if they decide to live in that [way], it is what it is. I am in a country where democracy is installed since years ago and try to protect that situation.’

         A very charitable interpretation of this would be Guardiola compartmentalising in a way many of us do when our own morals collide with the harsher realities of a globally interconnected world. However, given Guardiola’s role as a prominent figure who has taken a visible role in his region’s pro-democracy movement, xvhis comment represented a clanging double standard that invited the sort of scrutiny City’s owners had been happy to largely avoid during their Manchester tenure up until that point.

         As that focus sharpened, so did City’s laser-sharp pursuit of trophies. Wembley felt like a second home during 2018/19, as Guardiola’s men rounded out an unprecedented domestic treble. They did so against a backdrop of FIFA, UEFA, Premier League and FA investigations stemming from allegations of financial impropriety published courtesy of online whistle-blowers Football Leaks. Abu Dhabi’s domestic affairs remained in an unflattering light as talk of a regime ‘sportswashing’ its reputation ramped up.

         City were convicted by UEFA and acquitted by the Court of Arbitration for Sport as Guardiola harnessed a siege mentality en route to four consecutive Premier League titles, moving his overall tally to six. The 2022/23 league title was part of a historic treble, where City finally completed the journey to Champions League success.

         Fuel for an imperious march to Istanbul came, in part, from the Premier League hitting the club with charges for 115 alleged breaches of its competition rules. An impassioned Guardiola responded by getting firmly on the front foot, both in press conferences and behind the scenes. ‘I want my warriors [to] attack every one and defend every one,’ he said in a crackling dressing room team talk captured by City’s in-house media operation. ‘Because everything we have won, guys, has been on the pitch. Always. I love the club and I love you too.’

         These were all issues ill-suited to the world of binary social media debate, with seemingly limitless possibilities in terms of whataboutery, tribalism and conspiracy. Unlike on the field, in this arena there were habitually no winners at all. There can be little argument that the complexities of this accelerated existence have left the fan xvibase dizzy and disorientated. For the many City supporters who revel in every step of this improbable ride, there are a few who got off, feeling it was no longer a journey that seemed like their own. For all the spectators happy to separate events on the pitch from those in the boardroom and faraway lands, there are some for whom these elements are fused.

         
            •  •  •

         

         My parents bought my first season ticket at Maine Road in 1993, for the Family Stand attached to the newly built Platt Lane end, which fell out of use in 2003 when the ground closed. That was what passed for forward planning at Manchester City in those days, where mass self-deprecation and gallows humour served as essential sustenance.

         Politics was never taboo at the dinner table in my typically left-leaning Mancunian family. Going on to study the subject at Manchester University – my first-year halls were handily within walking distance of Eastlands – meant I was unable to switch off wider concerns over ADUG’s ownership, or that of Thaksin Shinawatra’s stewardship immediately preceding it.

         Around that time, in 2008, I began my first job as a sports journalist with the Press Association and have worked in the industry ever since. City are now as much a job as a passion, with the demands of professional objectivity serving to quell the latter – admittedly more effectively at some times than others.

         Still, the 2018 Carabao Cup final was a day off work and a day out with the family, one on which to cherish the curious sky-blue ties that will always bind us tightly. After enjoying the delirious embrace of strangers and soaking up Kompany’s moment of joy, I glanced towards xviia Wembley press box I’ve been privileged to work from on numerous occasions before and since. I was so glad to be here and not there.

         It doesn’t happen every time now, but certain big goals are still met with something unmistakable: a visceral, incomparable joy, something empathetic and in galloping step with what Kompany felt right then.

         Manchester City elicit a lot of opinions in their present behemothic guise, plenty of them understandably critical. Snapshots from that Wembley day and the Rodri-induced delirium against Internazionale five years later are only possible in such new-monied circumstances, but these moments derive a more resounding meaning from what came before.

         That jumble of a hero stepping forth in picture-book style, Silva’s human fortitude, ticker tape, fireworks, political protest and unease over human rights abuses all happened in the space of about an hour. From my oxymoronic position of deeply involved detachment, trying to establish what this iteration of Manchester City means, why that matters and what remains of the identity of the club I first knew feels like a vital and necessary indulgence, a puzzle simultaneously made more compelling and thrown further out of focus by each trophy and cup final, not to mention court cases, pandemics and botched European Super Leagues.

         On every national stadium trip, whether for work or pleasure, I think longingly of my first and City’s last trip to the old Twin Towers version of Wembley. Indisputably, it was the afternoon that started this whole journey, although to say the subsequent Guardiola nirvana was unforeseeable would be a colossal understatement.

         City’s identity was far easier to pin down back then, for a collection of reasons, but one overarching factor. Generally speaking, they were absolutely shite.xviii

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Chapter 1

            Dead in the Water

         

         It rains in Manchester. Of course, you knew that.

         The truth is that the city’s reputation for saturation is a little overblown. Met Office analysis in 2021 found Cardiff to be the UK’s rainiest city, ahead of Glasgow. Manchester languished in fifteenth place. But reputations and circumstances can often combine to trick the mind. During Manchester City’s 1997/98 campaign in Division One, it felt like it rained on pretty much every matchday.

         A couple of exceptions stand out. Oasis were pre-match guests on the balmy opening weekend when City looked to make good on their status as pre-season promotion favourites against Portsmouth at Maine Road. Liam Gallagher’s leering, V-signing swagger towards the visiting supporters was probably the most confident thing anyone related to the club did on a football pitch that year. The fitful 2–2 draw, during which Frank Clark’s side went behind early and conceded a late equaliser, set the tone. The defence was porous, there were errors aplenty and record signing Lee Bradbury failed to score.

         The only other times sunlight from that season remains imprinted on the memory are the final two weekends. Captain Jamie Pollock’s own goal – an improbable piece of slapstick genius given fresh life by Twitter’s ‘banter’ era – meant City could only draw 2–2 2against a relegation rival and an opponent with whom they would one day share a far more enjoyable closing home game.

         Queens Park Rangers stayed up. City needed to win the following glorious Sunday at Stoke City, and hope other results fell their way. They emphatically won 5–2, but Port Vale and Portsmouth also prevailed, meaning City were relegated along with their hosts and would have to play third-tier football for the first time in what was then a 104-year existence.

         The rest of the season passed in a blur of abject performances and terrible additions to a squad that became English professional football’s equivalent of a landfill site.

         ‘What I remember the most about it is drinking,’ said Ahsan Naeem, founder of the City podcast 93:20.

         
            That’s how I remember getting through that season. We played Oxford at Maine Road and we ended up losing 2–0. I remember drinking on Oxford Road before the match, drinking shots of tequila at 11 o’clock in the morning. It was a bad scene. You weren’t doing it because it was ‘Lads, we’re going to the game, so let’s have some drinks!’ It was really to steel yourself for the absolute nonsense and rubbish that you were going to witness. I just remember the weather was horrible and at the end of the game taking the bus back into town and being like, ‘Is this for real? Is this it?’

         

         It was a season that seemed to hollow out supporters week by week. After a 3–2 home loss to Port Vale – a game City led twice, naturally – came something I recall more vividly than anything from the match. To repeat a theme, the weather was horrible as we trudged back up Claremont Road towards Alexander Park, where my mum and dad paid a local lad £1 to ‘mind’ our car, in an incredibly loose 3sense of the word. This was driving rain, the sort that causes you to dig hands deep into pockets, pull your hood up, stick your head down and march on. That method acted to the detriment of one fan, who tripped and landed face-first in a puddle. Laurel and Hardy would have applauded the execution, but nobody laughed or offered to help. A few paused briefly, surveyed the scene for a split second and trudged on. The collective response was to consider the context of the season, the team and where everything was heading before concluding, ‘Yep, that’s about right. Unlucky’.

         
            •  •  •

         

         ‘The numbers were obviously well off the scale. It was in excess of fifty pros,’ says Joe Royle, who replaced Clark as manager after an ignominious 1–0 home loss to Bury in February 1998.

         
            On my first deadline day [in March, before the introduction of close-season and January transfer windows] I was on the phone with a couple of directors. We were just trying to get players out to release the wage bill. There were constant talks about the club going into liquidation. There was certainly no money to spend and, at the same time, we were fighting a relegation battle. I think we let go on a free transfer or loaned twelve or thirteen players around about deadline day.

         

         Paul Dickov was one of the men to survive that clearing of the decks. As the last signing made by Alan Ball before the former England World Cup winner resigned, Dickov had already played under five managers at City – including caretakers Asa Hartford and Phil Neal – by the time Royle arrived.

         4‘When you look at Premier League teams now, they have a squad of twenty-five. He had fifty-six,’ the Scottish forward says.

         
            Because each manager that came in was allowed to sign his own players, then he’d get sacked, another manager would come in, sign another load of players and they would get sacked. Before you know it… at one point we had three first-team changing rooms, just to fit in the ones that were playing and the ones that were being sold. That can create a poisonous atmosphere.

            Joe, how he managed that whole thing was amazing. He managed to get the players out that he wanted to get out, keep the players happyish who wanted to leave, but didn’t, and have his first-team squad as well. It was a lot of hard work for him. The stability he brought in was what was needed.

         

         The imperative to lighten the load of a crushing wage bill for a Division Two club also created opportunities for untried youngsters. When City beat Blackpool 3–0 on the opening day of the 1998/99 season in front of 32,134 at a bafflingly buoyant Maine Road, Gary Mason, Nick Fenton, Danny Allsopp and goalkeeper Nicky Weaver featured on a competitive senior matchday for the first time. If that suggested a prolonged victory lap of merriment and fanfare through some of English football’s backwaters, a problem soon emerged. The provinces weren’t going to play ball on their own patch; in Manchester, they were simply content to have a ball.

         ‘We had a great opening day where we beat Blackpool quite convincingly and then we sort of hit a wall midway through the first half of the season,’ Royle says. ‘You had the anomaly of sides actually bringing more away fans to Maine Road than they were getting at home sometimes. They were making a big day of it. Coming to the 5game, the theatre of the night, a meal out in Manchester, a couple of nights in a hotel.’

         An early-season run of three consecutive victories, which concluded with Shaun Goater pilfering a 1–0 win at Macclesfield, preceded a slump of one win in eight league matches. Chesterfield and Burnley left Maine Road with a point, while Preston North End and Reading could dine out on victories.

         ‘You’re on a bit of a ride. When we got relegated from the Premier League, initially we all thought we’d only be down for a season and we’ll go to some grounds we’ve never been to before,’ Kevin Parker, general secretary of the Manchester City Official Supporters Club, said in 2019, after City marked the 20th anniversary of Wembley ’99 by winning their fourth Premier League title in eight seasons.

         
            Then we got relegated again. We’re in effectively the third division and we’re thinking the same. We were going to places like Macclesfield, Bury and Lincoln and thought it was a great opportunity because when you’re a football fan, what you want to do is tick off all those stadiums. Macclesfield was a good day out, only because Shaun Goater scored in the last minute. That apart, we got absolutely drenched. It was pouring down. You remember the bad days more than the good days. You don’t remember a great deal about the football because there wasn’t a great deal of football. You remember the days out and having a good time. It doesn’t happen these days, but what used to happen was the football would ruin a good day out.

         

         Andy Morrison, a hulking and robust slab of central defensive meat, arrived on a cut-price deal from Huddersfield after kitman Les Chapman gave Royle a tip-off. He scored in each of his first 6two games: a header in a 2–1 win at home to Colchester United, before thundering in a long-range volley that capped a 3–0 win over Oldham Athletic at Boundary Park.

         In Morrison, City had a leader, but the rank and file were still struggling with the demands of fired-up opponents wanting a memorable scalp. ‘One–nil in your cup final’, the Blues faithful sang mockingly when they took the lead against the lesser lights. Increasingly, however, these leads did not materialise and it was easy to take comfort in their famed anthem of self-deprecation: ‘We’re not really here.’

         After the victory in what now passed for their main local derby at Oldham, City staggered through a five-match winless run, one that ended with the game now widely held up as the nadir of their Blue Oxo Cube period. York away.

         ‘I think York was a bit of a turning point. We went there, we lost 2–1 and I think we were twelfth at Christmas, which is the lowest the club has ever been,’ says Weaver, who was beaten by Gordon Connelly and Andy Dawson at Bootham Crescent. ‘It sort of couldn’t get any worse. We must have been a bit of a laughing stock.’

         Technically, City had been lower when they were briefly fourteenth in September, but in every true sense this was the nadir. Joining the ranks as this misery deepened was Gareth Taylor – a traditional target man and a Wales international, who was signed to address the nitty gritty in attack in the way Morrison was beginning to at the other end of the field.

         ‘I’d left Sheffield United in the division above to come to City, but I came because I knew it was a huge club – a real prestige club to play for,’ he says.

         
            I quickly found out that you’d got to be at it 100 per cent, because 7if you weren’t, the fans were going to let you know about it. Sometimes we won and they still weren’t happy. There were games we would go to – away games – and it felt more like a home game. I remember going to Blackpool and Chesterfield and three sides of the stadium were City fans. City fans were everywhere.

         

         Following the York debacle, City turned in what Royle dubbed their worst performance of the season but won 1–0 in a torrid Boxing Day encounter at Wrexham, thanks to goalkeeping heroics by Weaver and a second-half header from Gerard Wiekens.

         With the rot stopped, a crowd in excess of 30,000 gathered in Moss Side two days later for the visit of promotion-chasing Stoke, their relegation companions from earlier that year. Lárus Sigurdsson had the visitors 1–0 ahead at the break and the atmosphere in the stands and in the dressing room was at boiling point.

         ‘I’d be lying to you if I said there wasn’t a few things said at half-time, a few things thrown, a few punches thrown as well,’ says Dickov. ‘The point of it was that talk is cheap in this changing room now. We’ve all got the answers, but we need to go out there and actually do it.’ While the famously combative Dickov ‘wouldn’t like to say’ whether he was one of the players slinging fists around, what is certain is his equaliser and Taylor’s winner proved a catalyst for a storming second half of the season.

         Of the twenty-two remaining league games, Royle’s men lost only twice. Typically, those were in home games against Oldham – where Taylor had a penalty saved and a streaker from the North Stand decided to show him how it should be done, tapping into the net as Latics goalkeeper Gary Kelly lined up a goal kick – and a similarly unheralded Wycombe Wanderers, who had also beaten the blundering pre-Christmas version of City 1–0 at Adams Park.

         8They finished third, wrapping up the regular season with a 4–0 win that condemned York to the drop. Walsall in the second automatic promotion spot proved out of reach, but City entered the play-offs in form and as clear favourites. That label had proved their kryptonite over the past two seasons, but this felt different. Royle had turned the ship around and Wembley was the destination.

         
            •  •  •

         

         ‘It was Gerard Wiekens’s fault,’ Weaver says with a rueful chuckle that suggests he still does not quite believe that version of events.

         Wigan Athletic’s Springfield Park played host to its last ever match when City visited for the first leg of that season’s Division Two play-off semi-final – the crumbling old ground packed to what rafters remained for its last hurrah, while a larger crowd of more than 9,000 watched the action on a big screen at Maine Road from the Kippax Stand. Plenty in both stadiums – including, according to Royle, City chairman David Bernstein – were still taking their seats when the dubious phenomenon, dubbed ‘Cityitis’ by their manager, struck.

         ‘It just means that when everything seems to be going right, something comes out of the blue and hits you and it doesn’t go right,’ Royle explains. ‘Or, when everything seems to be going wrong, something else happens for the positive and hits you. It was just the uncertainty and unpredictability of Manchester City at the time.’

         Wigan pumped a long ball into touch on the City left from kick-off. Tony Vaughan sent the throw-in towards Wiekens, the club’s player of the year and a model of unwavering consistency.

         ‘We had a mix-up,’ Weaver continues. ‘I think I called for the ball and Gerard left it but, if memory serves me, even though I’d called for it I still thought he was going to clear it.’ The upshot was Wigan 9forward Stuart Barlow stepping in between Wiekens and Weaver to slot into the bottom-left corner, barely able to believe his luck. City were behind inside twenty seconds.

         ‘I swear the chairman changed colour after we went 1–0 down,’ says Royle, whose side’s newfound resilience was clearly displayed in their response. Dickov launched his influential play-off turn with a well-worked equaliser that meant the teams went back to Maine Road at 1–1.

         The crackling anticipation among a success-starved fan base sensing a sliver of salvation played havoc with City’s unusual prematch routine for the return leg.

         ‘We used to warm up in an old school at the back of the Kippax Stand and they had an old assembly hall. A primary school,’ a still faintly baffled Taylor explains more than two decades on.

         
            I’ve never really found out why, whether it was because of the fans giving the lads a bit of stick in the warm-up. It was really small, tiny. Wooden floors. We used to have to put trainers on and warm up with those balls that are like yellow tennis balls but football-sized ones. We’d play head tennis, do little sprints. Sometimes you were stopping yourself from sprinting into the piano or into the curtain. Honestly.

         

         Royle’s men would then board a bus to be driven round to the Main Stand entrance. Not a problem for much of the dour trudge through Division Two, but this was different.

         ‘That Wigan game, I remember getting back on the minibus to get back round to Maine Road and we couldn’t get back because of the number of fans who were there,’ Taylor says. ‘They were rocking the bus – in a good way, like “Come on, lads! You’re going to do 10it!” Then we got to the game and it was probably one of the best atmospheres that I played in at Maine Road.’

         It certainly did not rank alongside City’s best performances of the season, as a fractious affair was increasingly engulfed by tension. Kevin Sharp had a strong penalty appeal rejected for Latics and swung a free-kick against the crossbar late on. By that stage, however, Goater had bundled home an inimitably scruffy goal from Michael Brown’s searching cross amid claims of handball.

         ‘Shaun scored the goal off his shoulder – we always give him a bit of stick about that one, off his arm,’ says Taylor, who was introduced from the bench and had a late chance to make progress a little more serene. ‘It used to come off everything with the Goat and go in.’

         ‘Shaun Goater bundled it in with his… sort of shoulder… ish,’ was Weaver’s take from the other end.

         The full-time whistle brought a pitch invasion and arguably the birth of a new tradition for the modern Manchester City. Of course, the deal was not sealed but they had something – a moment of joy to cling on to.

         
            •  •  •

         

         The final was City’s first trip to Wembley since a 5–4 defeat to Chelsea in the inaugural Full Members’ Cup final in 1986 – the lightly regarded competition introduced for teams in the top two divisions after the Heysel Stadium disaster led to English clubs being banned from European competitions. Both City and Chelsea played Division One games the day before and the Londoners led 5–1 heading into the last five minutes, making the match an entertaining peculiarity as much as anything else.

         The meeting with Gillingham was City’s most significant 11Wembley outing since the centenary FA Cup final of 1981 – Tommy Hutchison scoring at both ends, the replay, Ricky Villa and all that. Indeed, there is a very strong argument that the 1999 Division Two play-off final remains the most significant game in the club’s history.

         ‘We were all excited. We trained at Maine Road leading up to it and it must have been the day that tickets were released,’ Weaver remembers. ‘I turned up for training and they were queueing around the car park. The buzz about going to Wembley, it was the first time the fans had been to Wembley for a long, long time.

         ‘I remember it seeming to take ages to come around. It was eleven days after the Wigan game. It just took forever.’

         The sense that this might be a one-time thing caused those spiralling queues around Maine Road, along with fraught delays owing to the ticket office’s overworked switchboard. Wembley might have been cheekily dubbed ‘Etihad South’ during City’s domestic treble-winning season under Pep Guardiola in 2018/19, but such familiarity was unimaginable back then. This was a game to get to by any means necessary.

         ‘I was on a school trip in Anglesey that week and my dad drove from Manchester to pick me up,’ David Mooney, creator and presenter of the Blue Moon Podcast, recalls.

         
            We went down, or more across, to the game and then it was shorter for him to drive back to Manchester after and spend the night there than to drop me off at Anglesey. He took me back the day after. Oh, God, it was about three days in a car. A round trip of about 800 miles, which, for a Division Two play-off final, is quite a commitment. I think there was a very real possibility that this could be City’s only trip to Wembley in my lifetime. So you can 12see his thinking – ‘I can’t have him miss it because City might never get there again’.

         

         Savouring every moment was not solely the preserve of fans on that damp and unforgettable May afternoon, played out under slate-grey skies.

         ‘The big gates open up, you go in the tunnel, the doors shut behind you and you think to yourself, “How many players have come in this tunnel, all the big, big players – England, Germany”, it’s just amazing,’ says Gillingham striker Robert Taylor, who had featured at the national stadium in the same fixture two years earlier when his Brentford lost to Crewe Alexandra. ‘We had the home dressing room and you’re thinking the same in the showers and the bath. You walk out and think, “bloody hell”.’

         Gillingham were led to the showpiece by a young manager forging his reputation in the lower divisions and one who would go on to tackle City again at Wembley in entirely different circumstances. But tooth-and-nail showdowns with Roberto Mancini and sharing red wine with Guardiola were still some way in the future for Tony Pulis.

         ‘His man management skills were good. He knew when to hammer you and have a go at you as a player and then he’d pick you back up again,’ said Taylor of a coach who went on to enjoy notable Premier League spells in charge of Stoke, Crystal Palace and West Brom, dividing opinion with a pragmatic approach that was seen alternatively as clinically effective and fundamentally limiting.

         
            He’s got that way and he’s always in it for the players, he’s always looking after the players. He’s like a dad to the rest of the players and everyone looked up to him like that. If you’ve got a problem you go and see him and he’ll try and sort it out for you. It wasn’t 13just on the pitch, off the pitch as well he looked after you. I had a lot of respect for him and I can see why he went on to do well.

            He’s such a nice fella – a hard fella, he’d tell you straight, but everyone knew where they stood with him and that’s why he had the success rate he’s had in the game.

         

         There were also perks to playing as a centre-forward in a Pulis team when it came to preparation.

         ‘He used to bring the midfield players and the back four in after me and Carl Asaba had done an hour of finishing drills with him,’ Taylor said.

         
            Then he used to send us home, saying ‘You don’t need to be involved in this’ and they’d be there for three or four hours, doing drills, defending stuff, patterns of play. That’s all they used to do. He’d say we’re going to play this way, this is how we’re going to do it. It was very, very particular what he did.

         

         In the build-up to the final, Taylor was removed from training, not due to Pulis’s instructions but owing to a freak accident that threatened his participation.

         ‘We trained at Aston Villa’s training ground and I turned my ankle two days before the game where they’d taken the goals out of the ground and it leaves a hole open,’ he explains.

         
            I went down one of those holes. I was sitting on the sideline with an ice pack on, with Gareth Southgate, funnily enough, who was there training for England. He was asking ‘are you going to be fit for Sunday, are you going to be fit for Sunday?’ I didn’t know if I would be.14

         

         
            •  •  •

         

         A cacophony of fireworks punctured the surrounding dampness, the smoke hanging in the heavy air to make it feel more like early November than a May bank holiday weekend. Fatboy Slim’s ‘Right Here, Right Now’ – to this day a pre-match staple at the Etihad Stadium – boomed into the ears of a bumper 76,935 crowd as Gillingham and Manchester City emerged, led by their managers. As he would twelve years later in the FA Cup final, Pulis nipped away before kick-off to change from his suit into sportswear and a baseball cap. Robert Taylor had made it.

         ‘What can you say about the Manchester City fans? They’ve been loyal to the core throughout,’ said Sky Sports commentator Rob Hawthorne as the camera panned across the Kappa-clad masses wearing laser blue and the navy-and-fluorescent striped number sported by Royle’s men that day. Just like Internazionale (to begin and end those parallels), Gillingham were in blue-and-black stripes.

         City had a penalty shout for handball against Barry Ashby waved away after fourteen seconds, the Gillingham defender blocking Dickov’s flick with his arm. The diminutive Scot howled at referee Mark Halsey, serving notice of his unwillingness to have a quiet afternoon. From that point there were flashes of action here and there in a half most notable for its claustrophobic tension. Lee Crooks fizzed a speculative long-ranger wide, while Robert Taylor and Asaba combined for the latter to score, only to see the offside flag raised.

         Whatever the outcome, this was not going to be the Wembley romp the travelling masses from Manchester craved. The Wigan matches were not a blip; they simply mapped out the terms of engagement, and Pulis had set up a team to poke and prod at any of that returning autumnal vulnerability.

         15‘Their full-backs got forward quite a lot, but in that game they didn’t because we had five across the back and me and Sarbs splitting the two centre-backs,’ Robert Taylor explained. ‘So they couldn’t get out.’

         It was more of the same after half-time, albeit with things becoming noticeably more frenetic as the clock ticked down. Goater hit the post, the closest City had come, before his future teammate Taylor almost scored from forty yards when Weaver shanked a clearance to him.

         Back came Royle’s men, with Dickov driving across the goal guarded by his former Arsenal academy colleague and best man Vince Bartram, the on-rushing Goater and Kevin Horlock unable to convert. Bartram then brilliantly tipped over from Terry Cooke, who swung for the fences with his weaker left foot at the end of a City attack that began with Gillingham pumping a free-kick into their box.

         Everything felt progressively more unhinged, uncontrolled and reckless. Watching it back gives the peculiar impression of the Wembley pitch seeming too big for the third-tier players thundering about all over it. With nine minutes to play, Asaba cut through the increasingly indecipherable noise.

         As the game became stretched, Gillingham’s midfield runners were occupying more dangerous positions. Paul Smith advanced to draw Wiekens out of the backline. The Dutchman was nutmegged by Smith’s reverse return pass for Asaba, who beat Weaver with a similarly smart finish.

         ‘It was a good finish, he sort of toe-poked it past me and you’re fearing the worst,’ says the City keeper.

         
            They’re going ballistic and then obviously Bob Taylor, who we later signed, scored and to be fair it’s probably my fault, that goal. 16I was out of position; I was too advanced, showing him too much of my near post and he’s put it in there. But no one ever said anything about it, so I’m quite happy about that.

         

         Not that Weaver is exactly lacking due credit for his part in the day that came to define his career, but in between the Gillingham goals he pulled off a brilliant, unorthodox save to turn a Taylor shot against the post. Pulis’s men were suddenly popping passes about (honestly) as Royle’s scrambled around to locate their heads. Dickov saw Bartram brilliantly deny him with his feet when tumbling the wrong way. Shortly afterwards Dickov angrily battered the ball against the advertising hoardings, succeeding only in assisting Gillingham’s time-wasting efforts.

         The Kent side could do much better than that, as Taylor and Asaba’s studiously grooved partnership produced another wonderfully worked goal. ‘I literally came on, it was a goal kick to Gillingham, the ball got punted down the middle, next thing it’s 2–0,’ says Gareth Taylor, who was thrown on to retrieve a situation that became twice as desperate less than twenty seconds after he arrived.

         There was just so much going on. In hindsight, especially with the much-discussed bumper period of injury time to come, of course there was time for City to salvage things. But when Robert Taylor drilled home from Asaba’s backheel, it felt done. ‘Cityitis’ was untreatable, terminal.

         Plenty headed for the exits, my own family included. Prior to the game, my dad had spotted a few of the old familiar ‘characters’ from the 1980s whose football banning orders had expired, and he feared the mood might turn.

         ‘I wanted to leave. I’ve never made a secret of that, but Mum would never have let us go,’ said David Mooney, who remains grateful for 17that steadfast streak and a relative lack of knowledge of latter-day hooligan culture.

         
            At 2–0, I started crying. I would have been ten, eleven. I was crying because they were losing the biggest game that I’d known them play.

            It was my second year as a season ticket holder and the first year that I kind of really understood the background to it all. It wasn’t just ‘we go and watch City play at home and they might win or lose’. I’d started to care by that point whether they won or lost. Gillingham scored the second one and I was crying.

         

         Tears were cutting through blue and white face paint across the old stadium’s western end. Snapping and discarding the stick of my flag in a Wembley stairwell was as close to an emotional outburst as I could muster. My main memory is of feeling numb and stupid. I’d allowed myself to be sucked into the idea that a City win over Gillingham was inevitable. Inevitability only happened on the other side of Manchester in those days.

         The 1999 Division Two play-off final took place four days after that season’s Champions League final. You know the one. ‘That night in Barcelona’ became the spoken shorthand of ITV commentator Clive Tyldesley. Manchester United’s propensity for late, game-altering goals led to the coining of the phrase ‘Fergie Time’. When a game ticked into stoppage time, Sir Alex Ferguson’s title-winning machine was expertly cold-blooded or preposterously lucky, depending on your point of view. But when an injury- and suspension-hit United staggered into stoppage time at Camp Nou, thoroughly outplayed and somehow only 1–0 down to Bayern Munich, Fergie Time acquired a mythic and mystical quality.

         18Two David Beckham corners, two goals from two substitutes: Teddy Sheringham and Ole Gunnar Solskjær. Premier League and FA Cup winners United had won the treble, a feat never before accomplished by an English team and one that would remain inimitable for twenty-four years. The following day, the streets of Manchester were a heaving mass of red, white and black, as United’s players partied down Deansgate on an open-top bus on their way to the M.E.N. Arena.

         We, on the other hand, had logistics to plan and packed lunches to prepare for our four-hour drive to play Gillingham. Needing two goals in the closing minutes was nigh-on impossible in any circumstances, but the fact that United had just done it meant that we absolutely, definitely wouldn’t. Never mind pesky details such as the two games in question being entirely different in every way imaginable, aside from twenty-two people kicking a ball around. This was an inarguable football law.

         ‘When United won the treble, I was eleven years old and I just burst into tears at the final whistle of that game,’ says Dan Burke, editor at OneFootball and a City fan. ‘I was like, “This is so fucking unfair: why do I support Manchester City when all the kids at school support United? They’re experiencing all these amazing moments and highs, and what the fuck have we got?”’

         The expletives poured forth from those able to speak in the City end, as a sea of Gillingham flags swayed in celebration. With a little over half a minute of normal time remaining, Ian Bishop – normally such a smooth and reassuring presence in the City midfield – aimed a haphazard ball across the halfway line that almost let Gillingham in for a third. Sky Sports then named Dickov’s pal Bartram as man of the match and another coronation was soon to follow.

         In an unintentional two-card trick, Bishop got his radar working with a nicely picked pass through the Gillingham lines. Dickov 19dummied for Gareth Taylor, who sent Goater bustling into the box. Bartram dashed towards the striker in an attempt to persuade substitute Darren Carr out of a high-risk challenge. As it happened, Carr timed his slide tackle to perfection, toeing the ball away from goal. That left Horlock and his trusty left boot to drill into an unguarded net from the edge of the box with seventeen seconds of the ninety minutes to play.

         From the coach park outside the stadium, where we were waiting for my aunty – an early leaver at the best of times, so certain to have been on her way out of this footballing apocalypse – muffled cheers confirmed a goal, probably a City one. A man among the throngs leaving the ground but clutching a portable radio out of grim hope confirmed the news.

         ‘Who scored it?’

         ‘Who cares.’

         A solid and understandable exchange. Sorry, Kevin.

         What we didn’t know on the outside of the Twin Towers was the reason for the extended hubbub after Horlock’s strike. The reason for bigger and less mournful cheers than those that greeted the goal.

         Five minutes injury time.

         ‘You’re just thinking it’s a consolation, but I think a big thing was when Mark Halsey indicated to his fourth official,’ Weaver recalls. ‘I don’t really know where he got that from and I remember Tony Pulis was going mad on the touchline. At this point he’d taken his strikers off and put more defensive players on.’

         Carr was one of those defensive subs and had replaced Asaba to leave Robert Taylor ploughing a lone furrow in attack. As much as the generous allocation of injury time did Pulis no favours, his striker believes falling back on now-famous tendencies of pragmatism and self-preservation was a fatal mistake.

         20‘Bringing Carl off and leaving me up front on my own let them come forward more,’ Taylor says.

         
            They could put another couple of bodies forward and that put more pressure on us. The more bodies they put forward, it landed to the right people. Kevin Horlock has got a great left foot on him and composure. I just think having the extra centre-half in there got on top of us a little bit. When you’ve got six across the back it’s a bit too much – for my liking, anyway. If it had been me, I’d have dropped the wing-backs in, played the five [across defence] and just had four screening in front, not letting them through us.

            Sometimes you get in each other’s way and start two of you doing the same job. There’s always going to be a man spare. You read into things after the game and I was disappointed he took Carl off. But at 2–0 after eighty-seven minutes, you expect to win the game. Tony didn’t know that was going to happen. None of our players knew that was going to happen and the Man City players and fans didn’t think that was going to happen either.

         

         The passage of play that immediately followed did not suggest it was wise to raise expectations of it happening. Despite Halsey having just shown himself to be one of refereeing’s more overzealous timekeepers, Gareth Taylor complained about some Gillingham gamesmanship and was booked. City’s next attack concluded with Cooke slicing a cross out for a goal kick. Four of the five minutes had been hopelessly squandered by the time Wiekens launched a long ball in Taylor’s direction.

         ‘I managed to win the header,’ he remembers. ‘I put it forward to Kevin. Kevin sets to Shaun. Shaun’s gone to hit the shot and has got tackled.’ When the ball broke, there was Dickov, looking for scraps 21as he had been all game. ‘Dicky was so important, as a spirit as well as a player,’ Royle says. ‘There was only 5 ft 7 in. of him, but when he got on the pitch he thought he was 6 ft 1 in. and feared nobody.’

         This fearlessness sometimes meant a player operating permanently in the red, much to the delight of fans who had seen their fair share of mercenaries passing through, though it did mean Dickov’s finishing could be a little erratic. A masterful forward in his playing days, Royle advised the attacking heart and soul of his team to tone things down a bit and stop trying to rip the net pegs out. Throughout the season, he undertook training drills to that effect.

         The penny dropped at the perfect moment. Dickov’s first touch on the loose ball got it out of his feet. As he sized up his buddy Bartram and Aidy Pennock flung himself into a last-ditch challenge, City’s number nine steered a side-footed finish into the roof of the net.

         ‘What is it about Manchester? This is unbelievable,’ howled co-commentator Alan Brazil in disbelief. ‘They watched their great rivals come back from the dead and City have just come back from the dead. Unbelievable!’

         It is a goal that forms part of a holy trinity for the modern Manchester City. Rodri against Inter, Agüero against QPR and Dickov against Gillingham. At the club’s treble parade in 2023, on-stage panellists were asked to split the three and quite sincerely couldn’t.

         ‘It’s the one thing City fans still ask me about,’ says the Wembley hero, who remains a mainstay as a club ambassador. ‘At Brighton [in 2019] I ended up getting mobbed outside and they were saying, “If it wasn’t for you…” and I’m saying “It wasn’t just me, ten other players played that day”, but it’s nice.’

         The strong emotional attachment to the Dickov moment is obvious, but it’s hard to say his friends by the seaside were exaggerating. City had already agreed to move into the yet-to-be-built City of 22Manchester Stadium, which was to host the 2002 Commonwealth Games. Had they spent another financially ruinous season in the third tier, it is hard to see how this would have been at all viable.

         Almost a decade after the Gillingham game, when ADUG were putting out feelers for a way into English football, City having a state-of-the-art, modern home ground with the capacity for growth was a factor that weighed heavily in their favour. It casts the Dickov goal as the ultimate sliding doors moment. Of course, no one could imagine any of this at the time. For thousands of very recently disgruntled Blues milling around outside Wembley, the immediate priority was to locate open doors and turnstiles of any kind.

         Proximity to the national stadium was key. Future City defender and former Maine Road ball boy Nedum Onuoha was far enough away that he assumed the cheers were for a third Gillingham goal. He ended up listening to the subsequent period of extra time and the penalty shoot-out on a Walkman with his mother in the Wembley Way McDonald’s.

         For those of us a little closer, there was both disbelief and utter certainty. People were running everywhere, shrieking, gasping for breath. We had to get back inside. The exit nearest to our seats remained open and we piled through, along with a gentleman who had been doing his best Fred Flintstone impression on a locked turnstile before being advised there was an easier way to gain readmission.

         Upon returning to our seats, my dad was wracked with absurd guilt, insisting we shouldn’t be there. Handily, he got the chance to stew on this during a period of extra time where nothing much happened. The physical and mental toll of what had just unfolded sapped what little energy remained from a collection of footballing zombies trudging wide-eyed towards death or glory from twelve yards.

         23Royle later conceded to some uncertainty over whether his veteran backup goalkeeper Tommy Wright might have been better suited to the task than Weaver, a twenty-year-old at the end of his first season in senior football. It was a moot consideration because he’d used all three substitutes and Wright was not among the replacements that day. He needn’t have worried in any case.

         Richard Edghill, wearing the City armband after Andy Morrison was substituted, won the toss and kicks were taken in front of the Manchester contingent, where Horlock scored with Bartram tumbling to his left to start the shootout. A wall of angry noise then greeted Paul Smith, who hurried a scuffed kick down the middle of the goal.

         ‘We got off to the best possible start. I saved their first one with my foot,’ Weaver explains. He then got to watch the man of the hour fail.

         
            We did a lot of penalty practice and Paul Dickov never missed. It was like a tennis ball machine. He just ran up, opened his foot up and slotted it in that bottom left corner every time. Even when I knew where he was going – obviously without going ridiculously early – I still couldn’t get to them.

         

         Dickov stuck with the same technique, sent Bartram the wrong way and remarkably saw his kick come off both posts and bounce to safety. It proved to be City’s only blip as Pennock ballooned Gillingham’s next penalty high and wide. ‘I didn’t even move for that one,’ Weaver notes.

         Cooke slotted into the bottom corner and Edghill – without a career goal to his name at this point – audaciously side-footed home off the underside of the crossbar. Carr blasted Gillingham’s 24sole successful effort into the top corner in between those two. It all meant Guy Butters had to score to keep the game alive.

         Weaver remembers, ‘I said to the linesman, “Right, if I save this, is that it?” He said, “Yep.” I said, “Are you sure?”’ Given the celebration he was about to break out into, it paid to be absolutely certain.

         
            I remember standing there, Guy Butters came up left-footed and I thought, ‘I’m going to dive to my left’. To be fair to him he’s put plenty of power on it, but it was one of them where if you guess the right way you’re going to save it. Luckily for me and, I suppose, unluckily for him, I saved it and… away I went. I pulled this face that I’ve never pulled previously or since, waved the lads over and got this adrenaline running through my body.

            I didn’t know what to do. The lads started coming over and I didn’t want it to end. So I thought, ‘I’ll go for a little run’. As you could then, I hopped over the advertising boards, over the track at the back and I remember my mum and dad and all my family and friends were up in that corner. I ran around there and back onto the pitch. It was only big Andy Morrison who stopped me.

            The last thing I wanted after that was a twenty-man pile-on. I’m not telling you what I said to Andy under there. I couldn’t get any oxygen in my lungs; I was absolutely shattered from the run and the pile-on. I think it’s probably the best thing I ever did because people are still talking about it twenty-odd years after. It was just a great day. It took ages to sink in, what had happened. It felt like it wasn’t me.

         

         There were more tears of a very different kind in the City end, but no one was leaving this time. During their revelry on the pitch, the players turned to the fans on their knees and bowed down in 25worship. It was a celebration. It was appreciation. It was an apology for the fact that any of this had been necessary in the first place.

         ‘No, not at all,’ Dickov replies when asked whether the opposition chants of ‘Where were you when you were shit?’ that accompany pretty much every City game nowadays are words that sting. Fans are the target of this jibe but Dickov, his colleagues and friends are the obvious subject.

         
            They’re probably justified in saying that because a club like Manchester City should never have been in that division in the first place, regardless of players, mismanagement off the pitch and everything else. I think the clubs that have stayed down there a long time have maybe a bit of a complex about it and that’s why they stay down there.

            You can say we’re a big club and we shouldn’t be here, but if you take that attitude you’re never going to get out of it. Whereas the players and characters we had, we were part of putting us down there and we did everything we could to get us back out of there. That’s what dragged us through eventually.

         

         City were a big, ridiculous club where every emotion felt larger than life. Dickov and his teammates had hauled us all towards the abyss to stare and breathe it in, before turning around to run in the other direction in pursuit of a giddy and gurning Nicky Weaver. Whatever this feeling was, whatever it meant, it was ours.

         ‘I went to Wembley with my dad and at the end of it when we won, he burst into tears,’ Burke says. ‘I was like, “Oh, hang on, it’s not just about that – it’s not just about winning trebles, there are other things you can get joy from in football.”’

         As Morrison and his team collected the play-off final trophy, this 26sentiment informed the song of defiance that soundtracked their celebrations. I was emboldened enough to swear in front of my parents for the first time, knowing that there’d be no recriminations for joining in and bellowing along with everyone else.

         ‘You can shove your fucking treble up your arse.’
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            Chapter 2

            Is It Worth the Aggravation?

         

         Beyond the consequential events during the match and penalty shootout at Wembley in 1999, it’s the image of the City players worshipping their fans – an unusual inversion of the typical supporter-team relationship – that does plenty to explain how a third-tier play-off final continues to endure within the tale of a modern-day superclub.

         ‘City supporters, having been there through everything, filled out Wembley and the players prostrated themselves to the fans at the end,’ says City fan Richard Burns. ‘I think that’s a huge part of the identity.’

         As the game passes further into history and more seismic recent events allow for different projections over the meaning of Manchester City, Gillingham, Dickov, ’99 and all that is something the club holds close at all levels. Dewy-eyed recollections from fans are easy to explain, but they’ve been increasingly egged on by the commercial and marketing wings of City’s sleek 21st-century operation.

         Gareth Taylor, meanwhile, exchanged bowing to supporters for dishing out instructions and demanding obedience from some of the best players in the world. He was head coach of Manchester City Women, housed at the same City Football Academy as Pep Guardiola’s all-conquering men’s first team, from May 2020 to March 2025. 28It was a pleasingly organic footballing link to the past, with Taylor’s experience of those days of darkness and hope informing part of the worldview he passed on to players competing at the sharp end of the WSL and UEFA Women’s Champions League. Taylor enjoyed the finest achievement of his career in the dugout to date when City took down the era-defining Barcelona Femení team 2–0 on a crackling October 2024 night in Manchester.

         That same season launched with the men’s side effectively in fancy dress. When Erling Haaland plundered his latest hat-trick at West Ham in the third game of the 2024/25 Premier League season and Kevin De Bruyne pulled the strings, Taylor might have been wryly amused by the fact Haaland was effectively done up in his old threads and De Bruyne had come as his namesake, Horlock.

         City’s fluorescent-yellow-and-navy striped away kit released to mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Gillingham play-off final flew off the shelves, an instant and predictable hit with supporters. Players who, a year earlier, achieved the sporting immortality of a treble success were draped in garments paying homage to how City looked as they scrambled past Macclesfield Town and laboured to a draw at Chesterfield a quarter of a century earlier.

         It’s far from the first time City’s players have had fluorescent strips thrust upon them. During the treble season itself, Haaland and co. claimed several vital wins in a kit that strained to acknowledge both Wembley ’99 and Manchester’s worker bee symbol all at once. The result looked a bit like someone who’d been caught up in a nuclear waste spillage before being run over by a lorry.

         There was neon trim on the navy away kit in which Guardiola’s side retained the Premier League title at Brighton in 2019, allowing Paul Dickov to lap up the aforementioned acclaim by the seaside. It was far more subtle than the ‘ghost green’ monstrosity that inspired 29the travelling fans to sing ‘We’re Man City, we glow in the dark’ during a thumping 2015 Champions League win at Sevilla. Even the 2008/09 home kit – an ensemble that Nedum Onuoha never misses the opportunity to deride – had fluorescent string in the shorts (probably not something that could be adequately explained to Robinho, who famously arrived in a state of deadline-day bafflement with little to no English).

         All of this underlines how the varied effects of a yellow highlighter pen are now an established part of Manchester City’s alternative colour palette. It sits alongside the red-and-black stripes Malcolm Allison stole in recognition of AC Milan that the club wore in victorious FA Cup, League Cup and European Cup Winners’ Cup finals. Then there’s maroon, which entered club lore after City hoisted the FA Cup in 1956 despite goalkeeping great Bert Trautmann playing with five dislodged and two fractured vertebrae in his neck.

         That’s the company kept by the tributes to the retro Gillingham kit. On the one hand, it’s bizarre to put a third-tier play-off win alongside those finest hours, but given all that’s followed and how much that day means to City fans, it’s entirely fitting.

         
            •  •  •

         

         ‘We are lucky enough to be born into a generation that remembers how things were before,’ says Richard Burns.

         
            If the club are going to do loads and loads of cynical stuff with how they market themselves, fine. If some of it’s quite positive and we get crumbs from the table, it’s okay to play to the gallery sometimes.

            I know that the club’s relationship with me is transactional, but 30if they’re going to sell ’99 back to me at least I enjoy that. I know what they’re doing, but I’ll watch the content. I’m excited to buy that shirt. I won’t buy the ‘0161’ [City’s 2024/25 home shirt that, for reasons never satisfactorily explained, referenced a landline telephone area code] because I don’t care about what they’re marketing to me, but the ’99 one, I’ll go and buy it because I understand the repackaging of that sentiment. To me that sentiment is genuine. So if I’m giving the club a bit of money for that, that’s okay because I get something out of it.

         

         How to explain that enduring sentiment? Maybe it’s the fact that out of all the farce, self-sabotage, tragicomedy and Cityitis came something significant, a dose of success that became a bedrock. All of that stuff that people found endearing about City, the things they took the piss out of them for, finally amounted to something. Even now, in vastly changed circumstances, it’s a pass to carry on as if you’re not just another superclub.

         ‘The first game I ever went to was United against AC Milan. That AC Milan team with Baresi, Donadoni, Rijkaard, Gullit, all of them. I mean I thought it was alright, it was a great spectacle and all that,’ City fan Chris Higginbotham recalls during a sit down over a few pints with Burns and other contributors to the Blue Moon Podcast. He has a few extra years on the others, who had the misfortune of enduring City in Division Two and secondary school simultaneously.
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