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Introduction





IT was 30 July 1966 when, as a five-year-old boy, I realised the power of football for the first time. England were in the process of winning the Jules Rimet Trophy live on our 12-inch black-and-white television but outside our house in Hull, our next-door neighbours, the Coates, were cutting their grass, and ignoring Bobby Moore’s triumph.


My mother peered out and tutted, ‘Look at them, doing that, on a day like this. There’s something wrong with them.’


Dad nodded sagely. ‘It’s unpatriotic if you ask me, cutting your grass while England’s playing in a World Cup Final,’ he said, peering over his glasses at the action out on their front lawn.


‘You’re right, Eric,’ she said, unusually agreeing with him. ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if they were German, on the quiet.’


‘Aye, probably changed his accent or something,’ said Dad, his paranoia increasing, ‘or he might be Scottish!!’


Mam frowned and wagged her finger at me. ‘Don’t you go speaking to them, our John. We don’t want you talking to people like that. Isn’t that right, Eric?’


‘Aye. You never know with people like that, could be up to all sorts,’ said Dad, ominously, as Nobby Stiles kicked Wolfgang Overath, maybe as revenge for the Luftwaffe bombing his chippy.


Previously, these neighbours had been blameless in my parents eyes, certainly not regarded as odd, possible enemies of the state, Germans or, worse still, Scottish, but because they were not in the least bit interested in watching England playing football, they were now some kind of outlaws.


Even at the time I thought this was a bit odd. You don’t have to like football. Not wanting to watch England kick a ball around doesn’t mean you want to assassinate the Queen, establish a fourth Reich or even wear a kilt.


But football is not a normal sport, it is a cultural phenomenon around which all manner of attitudes, beliefs, hopes and desires are wrapped and, even as a boy, as I witnessed it being used by my parents as a stick to beat the neighbours with, I realised it was something very special and it began to affect me from that day onwards.


Football. Football. Football. You love football. I love football. The world loves football. Why the hell are we all so obsessed with football?


When you stop to think about it, it’s astonishing how much it preoccupies so many millions of us virtually every day of our lives. It’s not a recent, media-driven phenomenon, it’s always been like this. Huge crowds of people have watched the game since its inception over 140 years ago.


It can’t just be twenty-two people with varying degrees of talent kicking a ball around a rectangle of grass that makes it so compelling. It must be something else; something that pulls us in and holds us captivated.


So what is this football dark matter? That’s what We Ate All the Pies is all about. I wanted to know how and why football has managed to consume my life so completely and why it’s done the same thing for millions of people for over a century.


Along with rock ’n’ roll, it was the enduring, profound influence in my formative years.


It’s been a major part of, not just my life, but of me. It made me who I am.




 





Football isn’t just the game on the pitch; while that is at the core of it, there is a huge cultural vortex that swirls around those ninety minutes. For me, and I’m sure for many people, the various cultural activities that surround the game, like planets orbiting a sun, are every bit as enjoyable as the on-pitch action, often much more so.


It’s easy to forget just how huge football is in the UK. Go anywhere in Britain and you’ll find a football team. Put a very big duffle coat on and go right up in the north of Scotland; there you’ll find Wick Academy who are the most northerly football club in the UK, located on a latitude line north of Moscow and stuck right on the Caithness peninsula. And this is no modern dalliance; it was formed in 1893 and currently plays in the Highland League, a collection of clubs based in wonderful, remote, small towns north of the Grampians.


Then fly over 890 miles south to the other end of the land to Mousehole FC (pronounced Mowzle), a tiny club south of Penzance in the deep south west who play at Trungle Parc and compete in the South West Peninsula League. It’s at the bottom of the football league pyramid but they don’t just have a first team but a reserve team as well!


Go anywhere in the UK and you’ll find a football ground of one size or another; from Tow Law on the bleakest, windswept moors of County Durham to bucolic Newport on the Isle of Wight. At times it’s almost invisible because we take a set of goals, a pitch and some sort of stand so for granted.


The amount of clubs that form the complete English football pyramid alone is enormous for a relatively small country. After the four top leagues there are another seven steps from the Blue Square Premier League right down to local leagues such as the Northern Alliance League or the West Sussex Football League.


There are a total of ninety-one different leagues and 1,600 different clubs and all of them are in theory capable of rising to the Premier League via promotion. Who knows, maybe Stobswood Welfare from the Northern Alliance second division could, in a mere twelve or thirteen years, winning their league each year, be playing Chelsea in the Premier League, if Chelsea and the Premier League still exist in twelve or thirteen years, which is by no means certain.


Add to that the leagues in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and it’s surprising there’s room for anything else in the UK except football pitches.


But it’s not just the actual playing of football that comprises the culture of the game; there are just so many football-related activities in this country that are important in moulding and shaping our lives. Whether it’s a pint and pie before a game, whether it’s slobbing out on the sofa watching six hours of games and punditry or whether it’s collecting memorabilia and buying shirts, it’s all a massive part of the football fan’s life.


Then there’s going to the games. Millions do it every week at all levels of the game. Football is so popular in England that the Championship – the second tier – is the fourth best attended in Europe. Overall attendance figures are only a few million less than in the peak post-war years, when football was virtually the only affordable working-class entertainment and there was no health and safety legislation stopping you cramming 83,000 people into creaking old wooden stands designed to hold no more than 40,000. Having your internal organs crushed on an iron crash barrier was a rite of passage back then.


On top of the high, high attendance figures are the millions watching on TV too. Indeed, the highest viewed programme in the history of British television isn’t, as you might assume, an episode of EastEnders or Coronation Street, not a Morecambe and Wise Christmas special or the relentlessly mawkish coverage of Diana’s funeral. No, it is the 1966 World Cup Final. Some 32.3 million people watched that on just 15 million TV sets. Sixth on that list is the Chelsea vs Leeds 1970 FA Cup replay at 28.49 million. By God, we like watching football on TV in this country.


The game is so endemic in our lives that we probably don’t even realise it most of the time. For example, if you’re a serious football fan, the chances are that whatever the time of day it is when you read this, you have already thought quite a bit about football, especially if your club has got a game in the next day or two.


You may well have checked your club’s website, looked at TV listings for tonight’s games, read match reviews, interviews or predictions in a newspaper or on the internet. Maybe you’ve played a football game on your computer games console or perhaps you’ve tweaked your fantasy football team or picked up a football magazine at the station for the train journey into work or maybe you’ve filled in your pools coupon. You may have posted a comment on a football-based blog or message board or are about to play for your local pub team or just have a kick-around in the park. And all of this before you even meet your mates at work or down the pub and spend several hours agreeing, arguing and laughing about all manner of football matters. 


How do I know this? Don’t worry, it’s not because I’m following you around, it’s just because we all do it. All football fans concern themselves with some aspect of the culture of football practically every day of their lives, and not just briefly. It is the very fabric of our existence, the framework around which we build each new day. And all because of that ninety-minute game between twenty-two men in polyester clothing.


Go anywhere in the world and someone will be kicking a ball around. From the rubbish heaps of Rio to the back gardens of people called Dave from Billingham, there’ll be people hoofing something spherical and inflated, be it a ball, a small fat child or one of those hamsters the herdsmen of the Mongolian steppes make air-tight, put a hot stone inside, inflate and cook from the inside out. They make a great, edible football.


And where someone is kicking a ball around several more people will be talking about it being kicked around, because football is massive not just due to its high participation levels but because many more people love to talk about it, think about it, name their children after its players and tattoo strikers’ names across their shoulders.


This phenomenon has always fascinated me, so in We Ate All the Pies I’ll look at what we love, why we love it and how it makes us who we are through my own experience of football over the past forty-eight years. I’ll try to pick it all apart and see how we got to where we are today and why the game endures as Britain’s big love.


There are plenty of doom-mongers out there who will tell you the game is going to hell in a handcart, though how you get a game into a handcart and what the hell a handcart is anyway is never fully explained. Why are they reserved purely for taking things into hell? Does nobody do anything positive involving a handcart?


You’ll also hear people say the exact same thing about rock music too, of course. As Pete Townshend said, ‘Rock is dead, they say; long live rock.’


However, in a simple twist of fate, moaning about what is wrong with football and rock ’n’ roll is one of the most popular things about football and rock ’n’ roll.


So what are my qualifications for undertaking this marathon task of delving under the bedclothes of football? Well, for ten years I’ve been writing about the game for the sprawling, off-beat, influential and hugely popular website Football365.com.


My column has a by-line, ‘A Very Northern Mind’. This isn’t because I write about northern football, but because it was thought I brought a northern sensibility or, perhaps more accurately, insanity to proceedings.


I was born in Hull, grew up on Teesside, went to college in Newcastle and now live in Edinburgh, apparently getting further north as I progress through life. I have been a Middlesbrough fan since 1970. I am happy to be a northerner. I love the north: the timbre of its vowels, the feel of its weather, its epic how-do-you-like-me-now nature; its gritty industrial grandeur and its wild Viking and Celtic heart with an admirable dedication to intoxication. I feel it in my bones, in my water.


I had to leave Teesside to fully appreciate it and my love affair with the place has always been conducted from a distance. When I was growing up there, it was impossible to get a perspective on the region. These days it seems a lot clearer.


Stand on a cold February afternoon on South Gare, a spit of land that juts out into the Tees, guarding the entrance to the river with the multi-coloured lights of Teesside’s fading steel works and chemical industries twinkling like fireworks in the distance, as dark rain clouds gather in a cold sky like billows of ink in clear water. It is a unique, potent mixture of raw industry and raw nature; brilliantly contrived and brilliantly natural all at once; innate and man-made power side by side.


That is my Teesside: mythic, epic, rough-hewn, challenging and frankly, a bit pissed, and you will come across all sorts of references to people and places in the north east of England in this excursion into the belly of British football because it’s what I feel and know best. It’s also where I ventured out into the world with an armful of albums and an armoury of cheap guitars.


I’ve always seen a connection between football and rock music; they plug into the same socket in my psyche. Both are at their best when uninhibited, wild and intense. The best gigs and football matches are not far apart as an experience. From my first concerts in the mid-1970s at places such as Middlesbrough Town Hall and Newcastle City Hall, seeing the likes of Alex Harvey, Uriah Heep, Hawkwind and Bad Company, the whole experience and culture got right into my DNA.


My parents had brought home Beatles, Searchers, Gerry and the Pacemakers and Dusty Springfield records when I was small and putting eight singles at a time on our Dansette record player had always been an important part of growing up.


The first record I bought with my own money was The Kinks’ ‘Supersonic Rocketship’, which was luckily quite a cool choice. At the time I had no idea how significant a decision that was to be in later life, when buying a good first record showed you were cool from an early age. I mean, you couldn’t respect someone whose first record was something such as ‘Granddad’ by Clive Dunn now, could you?


I followed it up with ‘Run Run Run’ by Jo Jo Gunne, a fantastic record by Jay Ferguson’s now long-forgotten band. I played those two singles and their respective B-sides over and over along with my parents’ early Beatles records, which they’d bought and loved ‘before they went all weird’.


Albums, on the other hand, were expensive for us nippers so we only got them for Christmas or if we’d had a serious disease and had only just avoided an early death. My first Christmas album was The Best of Status Quo, an early compilation on Pye of their 1970–72 period before they became the massive denim-and-hair band of the mid-1970s.


I loved the riffs on that. I followed it up the birthday after with Wings’ Band on the Run, which I considered a record of much sophistication and it’s one which has certainly stood the test of time. But it was the Christmas of 1973 which delivered a hugely important album into my juvenile synapses. Meddle by Pink Floyd. If you’re familiar with the album, the first side is songs – and some crackers too – and the second side is ‘Echoes’, a twenty-minute sonic epic full of great riffs, enigmatic lyrics and all sorts of weird sections of noise.


It blew my mind.


That record altered me. I can remember how it felt. There was a pre-Meddle Johnny and a post-Meddle Johnny. It exponentially expanded everything I thought music could be. I would sit and listen to ‘Echoes’ in the dark wearing a massive pair of padded headphones – the kind which are ironically rather fashionable again – the volume up to distortion point. It took me away from Stockton-on-Tees, took me to another place in my mind, and I liked where that was. I also learned aged just twelve that it was a place you could go to in your head at any time in a state of meditation or contemplation.


Later, when I experimented heavily with psychotropic drugs, it was to this familiar place that they took me; my own corner of the universal mind, a place behind the sun, just a step beyond the rain. Which is just as well, really, as it rains an awful lot in the north east of England.


But it didn’t stop there because in a perfect synergy, Meddle also connected to my football world. On the first side is a track called ‘Fearless’, which concludes with a recording of a football crowd, allegedly Liverpool’s Kop, singing ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’. This might not sound much today, but at the time, the blend of progressive rock and football was a thrilling juxtaposition and proved to me that the two things need not inhabit separate universes.


By the time I was sixteen, I had an album collection approaching 500; by the time I was twenty it was nearer 2,000. It’s now over 8,000 in total across all formats. I ate up rock music in all its forms and deviations. Even at a young age – around thirteen or so – I was mad about jazz-rock. I’m not sure if Mam was putting drugs in my baked beans but the first album I bought with my own money was The Inner Mounting Flame by the Mahavishnu Orchestra.


I was just a kid but I found the music just breathtaking; high-speed, frenetic and overdriven guitar in a complex stew of rhythms, electronic keyboards and violin. I should have been listening to pop music but somehow jazz-rock had captured my pre-pubescent soul. However, as soon as puberty kicked in I embraced the heavy rock trinity of Zeppelin, Purple and Sabbath to better soothe my newly lustful psyche. Massive riffs and male puberty form a perfect match now as then, and it was inevitable that I’d end up as an axe victim.


My first example of what Ian Hunter called a six-string razor was made by a company called Satellite. This may have been because it was constructed out of space debris. It was sixty quid in the mid-1970s, which was a bloody fortune, and a bloody fortune for a piece of crap, as it turned out.


It wouldn’t stay in tune, the action made your fingers bleed and the jack socket malfunctioned, making it cut in and out all the time. But it was a guitar and I learned G, C and D and thus could play the blues, albeit a mutant messy form of blues. A love affair was formed right away and I would never be without a guitar again: playing on my own, playing in bands or just recording stuff for my own pleasure, it’s been a crucial part of life ever since and not a day goes by without my picking up my old Fender Squire and cranking out a riff or lick or two. As I write it sits six feet from me, plugged into a Marshall and waiting for me to finger it lovingly once more. It remains an irresistible mistress.


As a kid I was completely, totally, utterly obsessed with rock music. It occupied every waking hour that wasn’t committed to school. I crammed up on it, reading the NME Book of Rock cover to cover and back again, memorising the discography of bands I loved and others I had never heard yet but liked the sound of, such as Irish proggers Fruupp or blues-rock innovators The Electric Flag. I knew the evolution of line-ups of bands, where they were from, what were their best-regarded albums, what label they were on and the year of their release.


In exactly the same way, I was utterly obsessed with football and would read the Rothmans Football Annual from cover to cover, learning all the clubs’ colours, grounds, along with players, FA Cup winners and any other fact I could cram into my brain. It all seemed to go in and stick. I was the only kid in my class who knew that Exeter City played at St James Park or that Workington Town’s best league finish was fifth in the Third Division in the 1965–66 season or that Barnsley won the FA Cup in 1912.


I had no reason to know these facts, I just enjoyed knowing them in the same way I enjoyed knowing that Jimmy Page did session work on Tom Jones records and that David Coverdale came from Saltburn.


I watched all the football I could on TV, which wasn’t much. I devoured all football and rock literature I could, be it comics or books or magazines. I went to see Middlesbrough play from 1972 onwards, addicted to the match-day experience.


I wasn’t to know it at the time but all of us born in the 1950s/early 1960s are lucky people. We saw England win the World Cup, and we witnessed the golden days of working-class football in the 1960s and 1970s, an era of outrageous skill and outrageous aggression, when players were still part of the community, not separated from us by the tinted windows of wealth.


We grew up when football was more tribal, more about your local culture and your local club. It wasn’t an arm of the entertainment industry and we were not customers making a ‘leisure activity’ purchase. It was our art, our culture, our civic pride. This lasted till the mid-1980s in the top division and indeed still pervades the lower echelons. However, the increase of hideous violence inside and around the game, the playing out of one tragedy after another, and the steady but relentless commercialisation of the game changed things. We set off down the road to where we are today: a world of millionaire players and billionaire owners.


Unlike many of my generation, I don’t wring my hands too much about this. Change is inevitable. We have all changed in the last forty years, we live differently now and want different things out of life, so it’s no surprise that football should also have changed. Its flexibility and adaptability to society’s needs is the reason it remains on top of the sporting tree. It is a social and emotional landscape as much if not more than a purely sporting one.


It’s also undoubtedly the case that the footballers of today live like the rock stars of the 1970s. Only without the badly conditioned hair, high-end narcotics and twelve-hour bus rides across the Midwest to play Peoria, Illinois. But they have the groupies, the outrageous wealth, the adulation and the unpleasant diseases from the girl in the Marriott hotel.


In many ways we have the best of all worlds today. We have the Premier League with its comedy cavalcade of money, mercenaries and the marvellously talented. It bears little relation to the game I grew up with, but as long as you accept it for what it is, it can be tremendous entertainment. The old school game that we grew up with still exists in the lower leagues and in the Conference, where it is still an unpretentious local game, played for local people, often by local people.


Issues about the distribution of money from top to bottom still need addressing and wages remain seriously out of whack with income, but football persists, it is resilient and as the figures prove, still massively popular.


Personally, I’ve given up worrying about the effect the Premier League has on the game as a whole, preferring to see it as an amusing soap opera to be enjoyed rather than bemoaning the latest billionaire takeover or 30 million quid transfer. It will probably implode at some point but it won’t kill football because the people love football too much and will always want to watch and play it. Even if clubs go bust, they will be resurrected, start again and work from the bottom up. It’s inevitable. Football is a Terminator that you cannot defeat.


It’s the same with rock ’n’ roll. We sixties kids grew up with rock music as it grew up itself. In perhaps ten short years from 1965 to 1975 the vast majority of the best rock ’n’ roll was recorded. It was a thick seam of gold that was mined in such a short space of time. We took it for granted, thinking that this was always how it would be. But we were wrong. They were halcyon days of utter originality.


Periodically someone comes along and thinks they’ll sweep away the old guard, make the past redundant. But rock, just like football, is a resilient beast and refuses to leave the stage just because some people think it’s briefly no longer fashionable.


We rock ’n’ roll acolytes are in it for the long haul. We don’t care if you think the bands we like are now uncool, cool, fashionable or cringe-worthy. We really don’t. It’s our art and it will prevail.


Oddly for a football obsessive, I’m not really very competitive and I simply don’t care what other supporters think of my club. People occasionally think they can write in to Football365 and insult the Boro, calling them rubbish or boring or whatever, but it’s water off a duck’s back to me – I keep a duck handy for just such occasions. I’ve never understood why people care so much what other anonymous people think or say about their team but, as you’ll learn, I’m not a normal football obsessive. 


It was the same over music at school when punk arrived. Kids newly adorned in punk clothing – often little more than a pair of black drain-pipe jeans and an old T-shirt with a safety pin – would deride us long-haired, cheesecloth-and-denim hordes, as though their disapproval would change how we felt.


Well, I suppose for some it did, but for me, I just thought, in my non-competitive way, just because you now hate Steely Dan, it doesn’t alter the fact I think they are musical and lyrical geniuses – why would it? I’m not you. It also seemed to me that kids would like a band for a few months then go off them and take up with a new obsession. I wasn’t like that. I’ve never stopped liking a band once I get into it. I don’t love Meddle any less now than I did at Christmas 1973. Maybe that’s really conservative, narrow or just consistent, I don’t know. But it makes total sense to me.


In the twenty-first century football is a less visceral but safer place. We have lost the intense atmosphere that games could have in the 1970s, trading it in favour of not getting our head kicked in. Well so be it. I have no hatred for other clubs or countries and their fans – so much so that someone once said I was a football hippy – and along the way in this book, I hope to illustrate why this is. I’ve certainly watched a lot of football while stoned and occasionally while wearing tie-dyed T-shirts, not to mention purple loon pants. No one should mention purple loon pants, except in a blackmail letter.


Football acts as a pressure valve for society, allowing people to release tension and transfer negativity from their everyday lives on to footballers, managers and just about anything else inside a football ground. It’s a place to feel part of something and a place to get away from everything. Football facilitates all manner of emotional responses and needs, which is another reason why it’s so hugely popular. It’s a big-tent philosophy. It fills up our lives and, some would say, keeps us down; it’s an opiate for the masses. There’s no time for revolution when you’re worried about relegation and your striker has ruptured something.


Like the fickle music fans who flit from band to band, for some football is a passing interest that they pay attention to only when the big games roll around; to others it is a fundamentalist religion to observe which they worship several times a day via a series of rituals, incantations and superstitious practices.


There are newspapers and Teletext, a service which seems to exist only for footballers and their managers, the rest of us having got on board with computers fifteen years ago. There are websites to be read each day for news about your club. There are fellow travellers on the football road to commune with, preferably over some alcohol, and there are memories to wallow in and future glories to hope for. Then there’s the mocking of other teams, players and fans and the humiliation of defeat to be assuaged and all of this in just one waking day. It’s a wonder any work gets done at all when there’s so much football to fret over.


Football is a universal language. It’s oddly easy to communicate with anyone no matter what language they speak when there’s some football to watch. You can get into a fight or make a friend within a few minutes of watching football, be it on the terraces or on a TV in a bar anywhere in the world. More usually it is a unifying thing, bringing people from vastly different cultures together in their love of football, be it at a game or in a bar.


It’s the same with rock ’n’ roll too. I once walked into a diner on California’s Pacific Coast Highway, ordered coffee and eggs and sat back to look out across the infinite blue Pacific Ocean. Mist swirled in and out and around this little wooden shack near Big Sur and it felt like I was somewhere just west of heaven when this guy walked in. He’s a hundred foot tall and wide and covered in hair and tattoos. This was before tattoos were fashionable and they were sported only by sailors and Hell’s Angels and the mentally insane. This guy looked like he was all three.


He sat down opposite me. The chair creaked under his vast bulk. He looked like a bear that had recently stolen a Hells Angel’s clothes. He grunted. It was a bear, I thought, maybe it’s Big Foot! He grunted again and then pointed at me. I looked down. I had on a Jimi Hendrix T-shirt. The bear slowly appeared to smile from behind a beard.


‘Cool. Very cool,’ he said in a rich voice. If a redwood could talk, it would have talked like this guy.


So we got talking about Hendrix and other great guitarists. He’d seen Jimi in 1969 and was a big fan of British musicians such as Peter Green, Clapton and Jeff Beck. We didn’t talk about anything else. Just rock music. Then we shook hands and went our separate ways, never to meet again. Without that connection, that would never have happened.


Later that month, I was in a bar drinking – a bit of a theme throughout this book – this time somewhere in Ventura, California. The 1994 World Cup was just starting and even in the football-averse USA, tribes from all the participating countries, and a lot of English too, all gathered to watch games in bars. It was fantastic. All united in their love of football. I made friends that day who remain friends today. That’s what football can do.


Other sports are just not loved on this humongous scale. No other sport attracts the kind of crowds that football does every day of the week year in, year out. Even clubs that are unsuccessful, have never won anything and have a ground located on a windswept moor so cold that your extremities go an unpleasant icy blue colour will routinely pull in two or three thousand hardy souls. People will say, ‘Oh, we don’t get much of a crowd’ if only 1,500 people turn up, but most other entertainment venues in your town would be delighted with ‘only’ 1,500.


Even when football is low-skill, poor-quality and boring; even when it is physically uncomfortable to watch and you may end up being punched by a mad man; even when all of these elements are in play, a football match can still attract a crowd bigger than you can reasonably expect to attract at a provincial theatre on any given night. And they have warm, plush seats.


What used to be largely a game played on Saturdays and Wednesdays is now played seven days a week, even on Thursdays, which to those of us of a certain age feels as unnatural and creepy as buying underwear for your mother or listening to Gary Glitter records.


And still we can’t get enough of football’s sweet, sweet lovin’. It is astonishing that 75,000 people will pack into Old Trafford to watch Manchester United without any guarantee of it being a good game, good value or of even being very comfortable. It’s not like going to see Springsteen, where you know they’ll play to a certain standard. Any football game can be so boring as to make you want to claw out your eyes. There is no guarantee of quality even with the best clubs and yet still they come, paying upwards of £50 per head twice or more a month.


Football has the capacity to inspire, to thrill, to make you howl with laughter and weep bitter tears. It brings joy and misery. It brings glory and heartache. It is all human life, rolled up into ninety minutes and played out across the world to millions and millions of people, eager to feast on the experience.


I don’t believe it’s just me upon whom it has exerted a life-changing influence. I’m sure it has done this to millions of people worldwide, perhaps without them even knowing it.


Football is Britain’s big sporting love and has been since the inception of the game in the 1860s. We have hungrily devoured all things football from Victorian newspaper reports to hideous polyester duvet covers from the club megastore plastered with a tasteless picture of the latest greasy, amoral, poorly educated millionaire.


We have gone to matches in shockingly large numbers for over 140 years; we have made up obscene chants, abused thousands of referees and linesmen, eaten indefinable protein wrapped in pastry and drunk hot brown liquid of dubious origins. All because of Association Football.


So now you know about me, where I’m coming from and where we’re going to, get yourself a big drink, put your feet up, put on a good album, feel free to don a football shirt and a scarf, or if you’re more continental-minded, let off a few distress flares and discharge a firearm at a fleeing referee. We’re about to take a journey into the culture of the beautiful game.


For those who are about to rock, I salute you.
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1


Shirt





ON the face of it, a shirt of man-made fibres, plastered in logos and advertisements for companies you couldn’t care less about and had probably never even heard of previously, is an unlikely object of worship. Add a big number on the back, a seemingly limitless amount of odd gussets, vents and seams, top it off with a stranger’s name and it’s easy to see why the non-football follower considers supporters’ passion for wearing their shirts to be an act of lunacy of the highest order.


And while I bow to no man in my obsession with football, I must admit to having some sympathy with this notion. However, I am in a minority in the football community of, well, about one, I think.


I don’t own any football shirt, let alone one of my club’s. I never have. In fact the whole collective culture of football shirt wearing has never appealed to me at all. I totally understand why most people do it. But I’m different. It’s OK, you don’t have to back away from me like that.


To understand why the football shirt has become one of the great loves and great binding forces in football, we need to have a look at what’s going on in most of our heads. It’s OK, I won’t tell anyone about that fantasy you have about the otter and the black lace panties.


A football shirt is a kind of uniform and a lot of people love uniforms, and I don’t just mean getting the wife to dress up as a nurse on a Saturday night. Uniforms give people a sense of purpose, unity and respectability. They confer status and let the world know you are part of something; you are useful to a group in some way.


Would the police have the same kind of authority if they were dressed in Arran sweaters and chinos? No. Authorities need a tailored uniform to give them some sort of seriousness. It shows you mean business. Everyone from the army, to nurses and traffic wardens, has an official one for that reason. You can’t invade a country while dressed in a range of garish leisurewear. The Nazis didn’t wear soft V-neck sweaters and Farah slacks in their attempt at world domination, now did they?


No one would fear the Gurkhas if they came at you wearing a silk smoking jacket and slippers – though perhaps this could be a new military strategy: lure the enemy into a false sense of security by advancing in a silk kimono, only to whip out your weapon at the last minute and shoot them.


Even the security guards in those depressing emporiums catering for low life, £1 stores, are issued with those indestructible brown polyester shirts and trousers in the belief that this gives them more authority when stopping heroin addicts stealing razor blades, or at least provides them with the opportunity to administer a severe static electricity shock by rubbing their thighs together very, very quickly.


‘Drop that after-shave, son, or I’ll shock you with my trousers.’


But it’s not just official uniforms that bind groups of people together. City workers in their dark suits, white shirts and ties are all wearing a uniform of sorts. No one turns up for work at the Bank of England in a pair of Lycra shorts and a Metallica T-shirt. It’s probably a sacking offence, even though it couldn’t look any worse than the ill-fitting, shiny-arsed, style-free suit so beloved of the British male.


But would it make you worse at your job? Well, given that the collapse of the whole financial system was brought about by people wearing shiny-arsed suits, you probably couldn’t do a worse job if you were dressed in a pink taffeta ball-gown and diving boots. Indeed, it is my firm opinion that all bankers should be made to wear pink taffeta ball-gowns and diving boots as part of their punishment for making such an almighty bollocks of things.


Uniforms, be they official, or cultural, are an important indication of being in a team and, as every middle-management executive called Justin will tell you, there’s no ‘I’ in ‘team’ – not unless you’re illiterate or speaking Croatian, ekipa being the Croat word for ‘team’.


The only concession to individuality in a uniformed environment is perhaps one of those ‘wacky’ Daffy Duck ties, or a pair of hilariously mismatched red and green socks. In a strict, conformist environment, this marks the wearer out as ‘a real character’, and the rest of the time as ‘a bit of a wanker’.


So many groups of people have a cultural uniform; the black T-shirt and mid-length black shorts of the thrash metal community or the hideously conformist three-quarter-length cargo pants of the British tourist.


There are the landowners in tweed checks and jumbo corduroys, often in startling pinky red or yellow hues. Or how about the middle-class student girls in their Ugg boots (worn down on one side of the heel is the look de jour), carefully messed-up hair, skinny jeans and extra-long T-shirts. It makes them virtually indistinguishable from each other, which must surely be the point. It’s all, at core, a uniform to help people recognise one of their own.


Now, I have never had a job. I’ve always worked for myself. I’ve never owned a suit and never had any intention of doing so. I’ve never worn any kind of uniform and actively sought a lifestyle that would mean I’d never have to. Having to wear clothing to impress your boss, or to conform to some corporate branding decision, was always total anathema to me. I am an awkward bastard though. Most people would just accept such a thing as part of life, but not me. I took it as a personal insult, as an infringement on my civil liberties and anyway, I looked rubbish in a suit. I’m the sort of man that could make a £5,000 suit look like it was from Primark.


So I set about avoiding having to make this choice by first being a student for as long as possible, then deliberately going on the dole at a time of mass unemployment, better to learn all the stuff they forgot to teach me at school, which was just about everything. That took a few years. But when I’d had enough rest and recuperation from the process of growing up, I started working for myself, reasoning that no one was good enough to be my boss.


These days, working just involves sitting in front of a computer in my flat in Edinburgh. One of the great advantages of working from home is that you can dress like a derelict, a Regency dandy or a tramp, and no one ever knows. We self-employed home-workers rather pride ourselves on this fact and, as a consequence, are some of life’s more reluctant joiners-in, fearing it might dilute our individuality, especially if it might involve wearing bloody Ugg boots.


This attitude of going my own way and not being prepared to confirm to some group identity has its roots in how I felt as a kid towards owning and wearing a football shirt. I deliberately avoided owning one, even though it proved awkward.


However, there are many times in life when it’s advantageous for your football allegiances to remain undeclared.


This was made clear to me for the first time in 1970, shortly before the FA Cup Final between Leeds and Chelsea. On my way home from junior school, two of the local evil hard lads stopped me and wanted to know who I was supporting in the game. I didn’t have anything on that could be construed as a football colour, so they couldn’t tell. What was my best chance to avoid the kicking they wanted to find an excuse to give me?


I weighed up my response; it was fairly obvious from their respective scarves that one supported Leeds and the other Chelsea. This was a clever ploy because one of them could – indeed, would be obliged – to beat you up no matter what you said. If you claimed not to like football, that constituted reason enough for both of them to break you into tiny pieces.


Neither boy was a fan of either club but they had struck upon this ruse as a way to better exercise their innate violence upon nice little boys like me. Ah the good old days before Broken Britain.


They were skinny, nasty, aggressive kids from the Hardwick Estate who took pleasure in their young reputation as psychotics. I was a nine-year-old nascent hippy with an early love of The Beatles and Pink Floyd. I wasn’t the fighting type but I decided to go down with all guns blazing. There was no winning this one.


‘Fuck off, they’re from down south, I’m a Boro fan!’ I bellowed proudly, even then feeling that ‘The South’ was a place to define yourself against. As I did so, I took off at high pace in the full knowledge that, if they caught me, my reply had given both of them reason to kick me unconscious.


Fortunately, I out-ran them easily, being a nippy little kid and also because my violent pursuers were already both smokers and lacked the lung capacity to keep up with me. There’s a lesson for any would-be juvenile thugs: lay off the fags or all the non-smoking kids you want to violently assault will be able to run away from you and thus make you look like a bit of a dick.


Had I been wearing any football colours, I wouldn’t even have had the chance to get away. I would have been jumped and rendered senseless without discussion. It was a lesson learned early and so I set about appearing neutral in public. No football shirt, no scarf, no bobble hat. As this was before the mass commercialisation of sportswear this wasn’t quite as freaky as it would be today.


For games lessons at school I deliberately sported a cheese-grater-rough, plain mustard-yellow nylon shirt, worn with black shorts and mustard-yellow socks, because it didn’t look like any team’s strip except perhaps a mutant version of Hull City’s and not even the mad kids wanted to beat you up for having a vaguely Hull City-looking shirt on, largely because they wouldn’t even know what colours Hull played in. So I was the Switzerland of the sports fields and parks, blissfully neutral.


After a while, the evil mustard crimplene creation had exfoliated my tender young skin so thoroughly that I had to opt for a soft 100 per cent cotton option, but what colour to choose for maximum non-commitment and thus preservation of my immature undescended testicles?


Back in the mid-1970s, giant nylon nirvanas such as Allsports and JJB Sports, JD Sports, Jim Beam Sports or KC and the Sunshine Sports didn’t exist. Instead, we had small, independent sports shops that sold everything from boots to tennis rackets, table-football accessories, shuttlecocks and jock straps. Most towns of any size had at least one that was run by a local ex-player; in Stockton it was the Boro legend and much-missed Willie Maddren, a magnificent centre-half whose career was ended in his mid-twenties by a knee injury. These were the only places to buy sports goods, including football shirts, apart from the market stalls.


The lack of merchandise wasn’t much of an issue, really, for us as kids; after all, you can’t miss what you’ve never had nor ever seen. There was no heinous concept of ‘official’ merchandise, which meant there was no valid or invalid product to wear or buy. It was all down to your intention. If you bought a red football shirt and said it was Liverpool then that’s what it was. If you bought a white shirt and said it was Leeds, no one could say it wasn’t. This was a much healthier state of affairs, to my mind. It was impossible to be bullied at school for having last season’s shirt on because there was no such thing. That whole feeling of inadequacy that I sense some kids have today if they don’t have the newest version of shirt, trainer, boot or whatever, didn’t exist so intensely for us. We just got bullied for other more traditional reasons: being ginger, having big teeth or just being alive.


So if you wanted a scarf or bobble hat in your club’s colours, there was no club megastore at which to buy one; instead you got your mam or gran to knit you one. To subsequent generations, I’m sure this seems very quaint, something that belongs to the Victorian era, almost. But knitting was, for many households, an omnipresent thing. The click of the needles was the soundtrack of life at home.


Both my gran and mam knitted all the time, not to an especially high standard, but well enough to clothe us in outsized, ill-fitting jumpers and strange socks that were too wide and too long and which when worn looked like a kind of woollen Wellington boot.


As I didn’t want to show my club colours, I deliberately requested jumpers, scarves and hats that were not in Boro’s red and white but rather in obscure shades of brown or purple. One time I had a jumper that was knitted in space-dyed wool. This wasn’t wool dyed in space; rather, it was wool with lots of different colours dyed into it in sections so, when knitted, it came up in random bands and blotches of different shades. It was yellow, brown, black and orange. I looked like a psychedelic fucking wasp when wearing it, but at least it wasn’t in a football club’s colours.


I may have had odd-looking jumpers and scarves in purple and white, but I once again felt clever that I had avoided an obvious reason for someone to give me a pounding. The veracity of this notion was proved to me one evening at the Boro in a mid-1970s game against Manchester City.


It was late winter, not too cold, as we set off. However, after ninety minutes of goalless boredom, an icy roake had blown in off the North Sea up the Tees and right into Ayresome Park. It was freezing, so I took out my home-made woolly hat and pulled it over my frost-bitten head as we made our way out of the ground on to the streets.


We hadn’t gone far before someone ran up behind me, and kung-fued me hard in the back so that I fell to the ground. (Kung fu was very popular at the time with many a skinny kid worshipping Bruce Lee and buying Carl Douglas’s number one ‘Kung Fu Fighting’. I liked Hong Kong Phooey myself. A crime-fighting martial arts dog is my kinda animal.) Anyway, to whoops of delight, he grabbed the hat off my head, threw it over a wall and ran off at speed.


As I looked up to see the hat disappearing, to my horror I realised that it was a light blue and white affair, Man. City’s colours. I’d had a brain fart and not even thought that wearing it would make me appear to be a Man. City fan. It only confirmed the danger of such clothing decisions.


The next game I made sure I reverted to my plain brown hat and as a result I went unmolested.


And of course, this was before the idea of official merchandise. It just didn’t exist. But we were no less satisfied with life because of this. A stall on Stockton market sold long-sleeved T-shirts that looked like a traditional crew-neck football shirt, with a contrasting coloured rib. Ideal.


But red with a white trim was too obviously Manchester United or Liverpool. Royal blue was Chelsea. White was Leeds. Oddly enough, no one had thought of making a Middlesbrough shirt red with a white central band after 1974 but you could buy a plain red shirt and many lads had that as their Boro shirt. I had a strong notion that I had to avoid this at all costs.


Then I saw what I wanted: a coloured shirt I could wear in games lessons or in Ropner Park in the summer without any obvious allegiance. For 50p I took home an orange shirt with a white collar and cuffs. Yes, I could have been a Blackpool fan – they played in tangerine – but no one was going to hit me in the face behind the gym for being an alleged Blackpool fan, at least not in the north east of England. 


I felt clever, believing, controversially, that avoiding getting your head kicked in is actually quite a smart idea and not having severely bruised bollocks would pay off in later years while entertaining ladies. Later, a Californian Buddhist monk told me that orange is the most positive colour, and that it emboldens and cheers the spirit. He may have been smoking too much carpet or maybe he’s right, who knows. But I loved that shirt and wore it until it was threadbare.


From an early age, I realised that playing football was a gateway into being more popular. Kids on the school football team tended to attract more admiration from girls and – just as important – from other boys. It was a pity then that I was never good enough to get picked for the school. I was once a substitute but only because flu had decimated the regulars. I never got on the pitch so my career as a top-flight footballer was stalled early on.


I always wanted to be a tricky right winger and I had the pace to beat most other kids but, sadly, not the ball control to go with it. I was a prototype Theo Walcott: blistering pace but not much else. I could never quite work out how to cross a ball while running at top speed. It seemed impossible to do and sometimes as I tried I would either do an air shot or simply fall over my own feet.


On one occasion, in trying to deliver the ball with my right foot, I somehow contrived to bruise a low-slung testicle. I still can’t work out how I did this but I managed to crush it against my standing leg. The pain was so bad that I had to go off injured! The humiliation has never left me.


I had to content myself with playing on the wing for the rugby team, which I was much better at because all you had to do was catch the ball and run like stink, which I was one of the best around at doing, but such is the way of these things, it gave me much less pleasure, not least because rugby is a cruel game which hurts a lot and requires a degree of physical intimacy with men that I never felt comfortable with.


After two years as a rugby first-team regular, when I moved up to the sixth form, the first training session was a real eye-opener. Playing against kids as old as eighteen who had grown into absolute beasts was all too much for me. The opposing winger essentially just ran over me. He was fast and built like a rhino. I came off the pitch hurting and thought ‘Sod this, I’m off to the pub’, thus abandoning my rugby career right there and then.


We were not really trained as kids at school in the art of football. There was no attempt to make us more skilful or fit. Most games lessons were just a kick-about with the games teachers notoriously more interested in chatting up the fifth-form girls. Our man, who we called The Pink Panther because he wore pink-tinted glasses which gave him a vaguely sixties psychedelic appearance was what we used to call ‘a fanny rat’. He was especially fond of the more grown-up girls in the fourth and fifth year and, indeed, even dated an especially delicious one if I remember rightly. Wouldn’t that be illegal these days?


But throughout my school football years, anyone who knew me knew I supported the Boro, but unlike most of my contemporaries, I never felt the need to broadcast it via my clothing. I was a pragmatist, even at an early age, and reasoned that all of these battles were, at heart, pointless and best avoided for a peaceful life.


It seemed to me that anyone who wanted to hurt you because you supported one club or another was, in essence, a daft bastard, possibly evil and, certainly, a twat. Even at an early age, fighting just seemed a monumentally stupid thing to do and fighting about football doubly so. Even as a boy I knew it was supposed to confer a special kind of masculinity on to you; it was a badge of manly honour. But to me, no amount of bruises and painful groin swellings was worth it just to be thought of as hard by kids who were often a bit thick.


And it was two such hard, thick kids who one day after games lesson confronted me as I was about to go home.


‘Why don’t you support the Boro?’ one asked with the kind of tone that suggested whatever I said would not be a good enough answer.


‘I do support the Boro,’ I said indignantly, I knew they didn’t go as regularly as me. But this wasn’t about that. It was just a reason to be cruel.


‘Fuck off! No you don’t! Where’s your Boro shirt then?’


‘I don’t have one,’ I said, knowing logic was not going to be a defence here.


‘Why not, like?’ said the other lad, as though it was a personal insult to him. Wanker. 


‘Lads, I’m only allowed one shirt and my mam and dad bought me this orange one.’ I was always good at making up a story to excuse my eccentric behaviour and shrugged as though to say, parents huh?! What can you do?


‘Fuck off, Nicholson, you cunt. Get a Boro shirt by next games lesson or we’ll kick your fucking head in! Right?’


It was the sort of pathetic aggressive confrontation I hated so much and which used to worry and weigh me down at school. I didn’t want a kicking but, then again, I really bloody objected to being coerced into doing what they wanted. It was pointless to fight them. I’d already worked out that to get the better of such kids you needed to be clever and make important allies to help you out. I built capital with important allies throughout the year for occasions such as these.


One such ally was my pal Paul. Paul was a great lad. His nickname was Knocker. I always assumed this was because he was a ‘hard knock’ but it may have been because he knocked on doors and ran away for all I know. Somehow he’d acquired a reputation as a tough kid but I never saw him have a fight at school so this must have been achieved out of school or through his innate menace. He was also one of those lads who at fifteen looks twenty-five and has a decent beard growth despite terrible acne. He went on to do hairdressing. Clearly there was something of the artistic, sensitive soul in Knocker and he liked me, so that was in his favour as well.


I knew which estate these kids were from so I went to Knocker, who lived nearby, and told him what had happened. Like a kindly older brother he told me not to worry about it. Next week after games, performed as usual in my tangerine dream shirt, I saw the two kids at a distance. My stomach knotted and I got ready to run. They saw me but walked right past and did nothing. Though he hadn’t said anything to me which was very much his style, he had clearly had a word with them and this had been sufficient to stop their evil intent being exercised on me.


Good old Knocker. Later, I’d occasionally go drinking with him and was amazed that he knew and was apparently friendly with every hard bastard on Teesside. All the blokes I’d run a mile from when out boozing, he’d shake their hands and exchange pleasantries. His presence made them friendly to me as well, which was very weird. ‘All right Nic, out for a few pints are you?’ they’d say like we were regular mates and they didn’t spend the daytime punching boys like me behind the gym.


Through him I acquired immunity from aggro without having to become a hard kid myself, for which I was always grateful.


There were relatively few rewards for being a hard kid. The chance to put your hands down the rough-estate squeeze Dawn Minton’s knickers perhaps, which had an exotic and mouth-drying temptation about it because she had the look of a girl who knew her way around both her and my erogenous zones, but it still wasn’t worth a Doc Marten to the head to achieve, in my humble opinion.


Nor was it worth having to appear to be more stupid than you really were in order to fit in with the hard kids. It was important not to appear too clever in such company because being clever was frowned upon as weak, possibly homosexual and certainly an indication that you could be beaten to a pulp with little effort. So it was never going to be my thing because I was an irrepressible smart arse and liable to shoot my mouth off to impress someone.


By the time I was fifteen I was already devouring modern poetry and trying to decipher Jim Morrison lyrics; I quite fancied being a lizard king. But all this had to be kept under wraps if you were to get through a day without some form of humiliation or violence.


The fact was, to join the hard kids you had to properly commit to it. It was a full-time job being an evil twat. You couldn’t just go in for an occasional bit of GBH on sickly boys; it was all or nothing.


If you took on one of the tough kids and beat them up, this would not give you entry to the hard kids’ club, which I always thought was a tad unfair. To the victor the spoils, right? No, in this case, to the victor, the broken spine, legs and bollocks because beating up a hard kid inevitably meant that the hard kid’s bigger brothers and his mates would wait for you after school and put you in hospital.


It was a kind of instant karma for knocking the snot out of their kid, which was exactly what happened to a mate of mine, Colin. He took on the hardest kid in school, a skinny, wiry streak of piss called Mickey, and over-powered him. Colin was a big rugby-type dude with hands like a bunch of bananas and thighs like those of a beast of burden and he utterly kicked the crap out of Mickey, creamed him and left him grovelling, weeping, covered in his own blood. A day later six older kids jumped Colin, broke his legs and other vital bits. He was in North Tees General Hospital for months.


This sort of thing was normal life. We had to deal with it even though it was, frankly, shit and damaged me psychologically for ever.


Ironically, I was perfectly able to ‘look after’ myself if so inclined, at least on a part-time basis when up against the second-division psychos. I’d had an impressive growth spurt up to five foot ten by age fourteen and was taller than most kids my age until I was about sixteen. No one could out-run me. That speed I’d had as a ten-year-old that had allowed me to escape a pre-Cup Final beating had developed into an ability to sprint 100 metres in around eleven seconds. This had continued to prove useful in evading beatings all across Teesside and would continue to do so in post-pub escapes from pissed punters looking for trouble. A bit of pace is the best defence you can have. Of course, you will be called a coward for turning and legging it by those who can’t keep up with you, but better that than lose something important in the fleshy, blood-engorged organ department, even if it did mean being denied access to the council estate bike’s lacy black knickers. Ahem.


So, had I wanted to have a teenage career as a high-paced thug, I could have given it a go, but it was just never in me so to do. As a sixteen-year-old, when the testosterone was flowing in rivers around my nervous system I was playing on the wing for the rugby team, and in the course of tackling someone accidentally delivered an upper cut that Alan Minter would have been proud of. His face exploded in bloody tissue and bone. The guilt and sorrow at what I had done still haunts me. But of course, I was lauded for this apparent random act of macho violence by my team-mates. It seemed wrong at the time but I kept quiet and briefly wallowed in my status as a pugilist.


So my attitude to football shirts had been formed early in life and I’ve stuck with it ever since. I love football and I am forever bonded to Middlesbrough FC, but wear a shirt? Nah, not for me pal; haven’t you noticed, everyone else has got one on? Seriously, that was always a problem for me. That and the nipple rash.


The politics of the herd mentality aside, I still totally understood the new fashion for wearing club shirts and I loved the way some of them looked. Obviously, not everyone who wears a football shirt is some sort of lunatic, would-be fascist or psychotic and most get a tremendous sense of pride and identity from their shirts. Fair enough. My issues are my own.


The strange thing is I’ve never felt shy of declaring my allegiances over rock bands. I grew up feeling that was an entirely cool, sexy thing. So much so that for nearly ten years I’ve owned and run DJTees, a company dedicated to designing and selling T-shirts of bands and musicians.


While in the 1970s there was little or nothing in the way of rock merchandise available, I took much pleasure and identity in turning up for school clutching an album under my arm, preferably with a gatefold sleeve.


I even had a Wishbone Ash T-shirt in the mid-1970s, which my parents had got me for my birthday. I’m not sure where they picked it up from, probably the same market stall that did the football-style shirts. It didn’t fit me, it was too small. My parents were seemingly unaware of my size despite the fact that I was in front of them all the time. But it didn’t stop me wearing it until it was as threadbare as my orange football shirt.


To be out in public declaring my Wishbone Ash love was a noble, wonderful thing to me. In my mind, it set me apart from the mainstream kids who liked Abba or chart music, even though at the time Wishbone Ash were a top-twenty album band and hardly obscure. Liking a rock band was still an act of rebellion in itself and decidedly not a mainstream thing to do in the way it is today.


But being set apart from things is probably as important an emotion as belonging to something when you’re in your teens. From an early age I knew which side of the fence I was on. I was a rocker. How this would later manifest itself I had no idea, but as a young teenager I had already figured out that not conforming to the path laid down for you by the rest of society was greatly to be desired. Not unless that path involved playing very loud guitar and listening to Mahavishnu Orchestra albums anyway, and even as a kid, I knew that was unlikely.


As puberty took hold of me, it also seemed undoubtedly true that rock ’n’ roll was infinitely cooler than football. Holding a guitar was infinitely more preferable and to my nascent male self, infinitely sexier. Even at an innocent fourteen I’d figured out it was a phallic symbol and was much better than your average phallic symbol or indeed your actual phallus because it made a very loud noise.


Girls loved rockers but they could take or leave most footballers apart from George Best. This wasn’t surprising as most 1970s footballers looked like a brick wall or a wild animal, or both. Then again, so did the blokes in bands unless they were in prog rock bands, in which case they looked more like librarians.


So by osmosis I hoped to acquire rock sexiness by appearing in public in the Wishbone Ash T-shirt and holding a copy of Back to the Future by Man or Pawn Hearts by Van Der Graaf Generator. Obviously, this only made me seem weird and less desirable to almost every female of the species. But hey, what did I know?


But the totemic power of a uniform of any kind should not be underestimated. It can bind people together in a common cause and it allows you to spot potential friends and potential foes at a distance, which is very useful, especially if you’re in Glasgow on a Saturday afternoon and walk into the wrong pub.


‘No pal, I’m not looking at you; now, can I have my kidneys back please?’


Britons had been obsessed with football for around a hundred years before they started buying football shirts in large quantities, but the wide availability of merchandise allowed fans to publicly declare their allegiances, gave them an easy-to-wear item of clothing within which to cram their ever-expanding bellies and which stopped them having to think for too long about what to wear on weekends. For people who didn’t mind nailing their colours to the mast, this was ideal.


During football’s formative years in the 1860s, players sported jaunty-coloured caps to distinguish themselves, which sounds jolly polite and gentlemanly, if fraught with difficulties when playing on a windy day in Grimsby.


It was in the 1870s that clubs worked out that actually being able to spot a team-mate across a foggy Victorian field was quite a good idea if you wanted to pass the ball to him, and a team all dressed the same would aid this basic ambition.


But what colours to choose? As clubs were often founded by men who had all attended the same public school, many used their old school colours as an inspiration. Reading sported a lovely salmon-pink and pale blue outfit; Wanderers wore eye-watering pink, black and cerise. Oooh, suits you sir.


This wasn’t as outlandishly silly as it might appear. As crowds were often stood around the pitch, a plain shirt wouldn’t necessarily stand out against the massed ranks of fans. You could be quite certain, however, that none of them would be wearing cerise or pink, because it was illegal for the working class to wear pink.


OK, it wasn’t actually illegal, but it might as well have been. If your average mill worker was seen sporting a lovely salmon-pink and blue shirt they would be hounded out of town by a howling mob with burning torches, fearful of the homosexual interloper in their midst, worried that their children would stop wearing brown clothes, start wearing cravats and calling themselves Cynthia.


This attitude was still present in the north of England in the 1970s. My dad’s boss once asked him whether I was ‘a pansy’ (it’s hard in the twenty-first century not to love the word ‘pansy’ – it seems such a gentle insult though at the time it was anything but) because at fourteen I sported bright orange loon pants and had long hair. In the old buffer’s mind this was clearly the early showings of transvestism. Dad explained that it was a fashion even though he wouldn’t have been able to spot a homosexual if one had put his hands down his trousers and called him darling. It’s always seemed odd to me that colour is caught up with sexual orientation in our culture. How is blue a boys’ colour, exactly? Does it have a penis? Me, I always liked a bit of pink.


This fear must have been behind Newport County’s players refusing to wear their new strip of fluorescent orange shirts and orange-and-black striped shorts in 1972. Apparently, in the first two games this kit attracted wolf whistles and general mockery from the crowd who were probably already getting the burning torches ready to drive out this latest gay incursion into their macho lives. Feeling suitably humiliated by appearing in public in striped shorts, the players refused to wear them and pulled on plain black shorts instead. Orange on shirts was seemingly fine for South Wales’s macho men to wear, but not on shorts with black as a stripe! There’s not lovely, boyo.


The male of the species’ sensitivity to insults to their innate masculinity has always amazed me. OK, so you’re in orange-and-black striped shorts; do you really think this is evidence that you’re keen for some cock-on-cock action? No. But male pride is a weird thing. It is ruled by fear. Not fear of what women might think but of what other men might think about you. Once you stop worrying about that, most of these problems go away – this much I’ve learned. I speak as man who was prone to wearing mascara and very tight pants in the late 1980s and rather enjoyed it.


Anyway, after a few years, clubs realised that the psychedelic miasma of colours on the pitch, while making it easy to tell the difference between the front row of the fans and your left winger, actually made it hard for players, fans and officials to distinguish one side from another in the foggy grey sleet of a late Victorian January afternoon. It all looked far too complicated and confusing, so the kaleidoscope of colours was dispensed with, at least for a hundred years or more, and shirts became plainer, simpler and of contrasting primary colours. The fancy-coloured shirts were left to the rugby types, who still sport them to this day.


So by the turn of the century the fanciest shirts were just hooped or striped, most strips looked pretty much as we came to know them in the following hundred years and all the macho folk were very pleased about that, and folded their arms, nodded sagely and put away their flaming torches, safe in the knowledge that shirt-lifting was not being encouraged by the wanton display of pink clothing in their fine town.


This also had the much-needed economic effect of making the shirts cheaper. Players had to buy their own shirts, which was fine for the public-school, upper-middle-class football pioneers who had spare cash for such fripperies, but as football became a working-class sport, initially in Scotland and by the 1880s in England, the players didn’t have much money to spend on kit and they certainly didn’t want a colour combination inspired by a public school located somewhere they’d never heard of and could never hope to even visit, much less attend to study Latin, Art History and how to discipline a poor boy with the aid of a large stick and the house lynx.


Players wore knickerbockers instead of shorts; a pair of pants that buckled at the knee in the old New York Dutch style. After winning the league in 1889 several Preston North End players celebrated by filling their pants with ice cream, jelly, fruit and cream, thus accidentally inventing the Knickerbocker Glory. I’m not making this up. OK, I am.


Players were not allowed to expose their knees to daylight or non-consenting adults until the turn of the twentieth century. The sight of knees was considered a very dangerous thing that might destroy society in an orgy of lust and immorality, as opposed to the consumption of delicious, still legal, opium, which was ideal for numbing the pain inflicted by a brutal centre-half in an away game at Roker Park and a treat to be enjoyed on pre-season tours of the Far East.


But in 1901, with the end of the Victorian era, caution was thrown to the wind and the knickerbockers were hoisted further up by daring libertines, eventually becoming admittedly still very, very long shorts. These were always white, black or navy. Socks were always in dark colours. It was the 1950s before anyone was secure enough in their manhood to wear pale sock colours. Well you’ve got to have standards, haven’t you?


‘I am not a girl, sir; as you can see, I have dark-coloured socks on. That is the only proof you need. Now kiss me, you big brute.’


Until the 1930s shirts were a collar-less granddad style with laces up the front, then replaced with a rugby shirt-style collar with a button, first worn at Arsenal. Their boss, a revolutionary Yorkshire chap called Herbert Chapman, also shocked the football world by introducing the contrast body/sleeves shirt. It was as modern as Picasso. People scratched their Brylcreemed heads and said ‘Bloody ’ell, our ’Erbert’s gone daft’ in a broad Yorkshire voice, despite coming from north London.


Despite these changes, there was still no organised retailing of replica shirts and it has only been in the past twenty-five to thirty years that the mass wearing of football shirts as leisurewear has really taken off. It prompts the question, why did it take so long?


It’s certainly true that football clubs for decades were run exactly as that: a club, not as a business. The idea that fans could or should be exploited for profit struck many a patrician chairman as simply wrong. And anyway, when football was a resolutely working-class game, there wasn’t an abundance of disposable income to be spent on football shirts. In the 1970s, around 25 per cent of the typical household income went on food. It’s under half that now, according to something I read in The Guardian, which surely couldn’t be wrong.


It wasn’t until business attitudes began to change in the 1970s and clubs started to look for additional income at the same time as the rise in popularity of sports-casual clothing so popular with footballers themselves – think Emlyn Hughes on A Question of Sport – that it became a cultural possibility for people to wear a football shirt down the pub or while shopping for a packet of Penguins and a Vesta chow mein in Presto supermarket.


Our fathers and their fathers before them wore a shirt and tie most of the time, often with a waistcoat and jacket. My dad’s idea of being casual was to wear an open-necked shirt – still with a vest underneath, even in the hot summer of 1976. There was no way in a million years that he would have gone out of the house in any kind of sporting shirt. He wouldn’t even have worn a polo shirt, much less a football shirt with the logo of a brewer on the front, and even if he’d wanted to, my mother wouldn’t have let him leave the house dressed like that. It was common and scruffy, both things that aspirant working-class social climbers were keen to avoid because they represented their past.
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