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Hello and welcome

to the

Guardian Football

Weekly

’s first – and, let’s c honest given how it’s turned

out, probably last – attempt at a book. It’s been a right

hassle to put together, despite the best efforts of Max,

Barry, Producer Joel and everybody at Faber, which

have at least ensured there aren’t too many blank pages,

so please don’t complain to the bosses.

Growing up in the 1980s, a key part of my footballing

education was the football annual. After an unfortunate

early incident in which a hideous sweatshirt met with

my legendary diplomatic skills, my Aunty Doris learned

her lesson, and I could guarantee she’d get me the

Topical Times

every Christmas. One of the grandparents

usually managed

Shoot!

as well. So think of this as a

tribute to the spirit of those annuals, just with less

Kevin Drinkell and more despair.

Obviously, I was delighted to be given the chance to fill

another hundred-odd pages with analysis of football in

Hungary in the 1930s, but unfortunately this is a book

designed by committee, so a lot of that has been cut to

make space for quizzes and jokes and anecdotes and

‘fun’. Apparently, that’s what the readers want.

Which is bad news if you’re interested in why Törekvés

were relegated in 1938, the life and career of Gyula

Zsengellér or the improbable rise of Csepel, but good

news if you want to hear about Barry’s accident on

the Munich U-Bahn, Basile Boli’s musical career or

listeners’ vasectomies. I’m told they’ve left some of

the Hungarian stuff in, so there should be something

worthwhile somewhere.

The classic way of ending these editors’ intros is to say

that I hope you have as much fun reading it as we did

putting it together – but frankly, if you don’t have a

million times more fun, you’ll be asking for your money

back. And nobody wants that.

Jonathan Wilson

London, April 2023 (I know, but, honestly, these

deadlines are worse than Jools Holland’s

Hootenanny

)
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BARRY ON MAX

What were you hoping for?

With our then presenter James Richardson either off

presenting

World’s Strongest Man

or on his skiing holiday,

I was looking forward to a relatively pun-free hour

or two of fun, belittling, undermining and generally

bullying our equivalent of a supply teacher.

First impressions?

That Max is much bigger than he looks on telly, which

I suppose is unsurprising, considering my TV set is a

forty-inch Panasonic. It being the first time I’d seen

him in ‘real life’, it seemed odd that he was not holding

a clipboard while trying to elicit conversation from the

bass player of a terrible indie band.

Any awkward moments?

I think he was slightly taken aback when, during a

lull in conversation, I asked him about what kind of

shenanigans went on in the post-show

Soccer AM

green

room. It turns out it isn’t – or wasn’t – the hotbed of

drug-fuelled hedonism I thought it was.

Good table manners?

Excellent. Max insisted on buying everyone present

what he calls ‘a posh coffee’ from the prohibitively

expensive café adjacent to Guardian Towers.

Best thing about Max?

He lives 10,503 miles away.

Would you introduce him

to your friends?

I have introduced him to several London-based friends,

both parents and my big sister, and he has also met and

had lunch with one of my aunts. Everyone finds him

depressingly charming, but I think a night on the lash

in Birr with my Irish pals would really test his mettle.

Describe Max in three words.

Pinko liberal snowflake.

What do you think he made of you?

I think he liked the cut of my jib, because when

talkSPORT offered him a Sunday-morning radio show,

he insisted, in the face of what I believe to have been

considerable boardroom hostility, on having me as his

sidekick. I found out later he had been particularly

tickled by my query about the

Soccer AM

green room.

Did you go on somewhere?

He pedalled away on his bicycle, and I didn’t think our

paths would ever cross again. How wrong I was . . .

And . . . did you kiss?

No, but in well over a decade, we have hugged twice:

one slightly forced and insincere embrace when Max

left for Australia, and a genuinely warm one when we

found out that we no longer had to work with a certain

former cyclist and knight of the realm on the radio.

If you could change one thing about

the recording, what would it be?

I would not have asked to hear the origin story of his

microwave oven.

Marks out of 10?

9.

Would you meet again?

Despite not inviting me to his wedding, he has become

the nearest thing I have to a life partner, insofar

as we never have sex and speak to each other only

when absolutely necessary. I guess I’m stuck with

him until I find somebody better and trade up.

BLIND

DATE

BLIND

DATE

BARRY ON MAX
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MAX ON BARRY

What were you hoping for?

Virtually zero expectations. I wasn’t a pod listener the

first time I covered for James Richardson. But this was

the

Guardian

, the first time my snowflake leftie real

friends would be proud of me and a world away from

the laddy banter of

Soccer AM

. Finally, I could be the

erudite, intellectual journalist I always aspired to be.

First impressions?

He looked like a

Guardian

journalist. He looked like a

football journalist – withered, weathered, slightly fed

up. But, all things considered, nothing special.

What did you talk about?

Well, we were just having a pleasant, if unspectacular,

wander through whatever football had happened, until,

about twenty minutes in, Barry asked me an incredibly

inappropriate question involving nudity, cocaine and

my personal carnal desires. This was not the kind of

Guardian

I was expecting. I was intrigued.

Any awkward moments?

He shat himself.

Good table manners?

Excellent. Although not on our first date: one evening

at a Pizza Express, when asked if he’d like anything to

drink, he responded, ‘Loads of red wine.’ What a joyous

order. How does a waiter interpret that? We did receive

loads of red wine, so it worked. Barry is obsessed with

pub etiquette. Barney Ronay once put a pint on the side

of a pool table after a live show, and Barry went berserk.

Best thing about Barry?

In a world in which football broadcasting is full

of sensationalist hyperbole, I really think his is an

important voice. And his total honesty. Too many

people bluff when they don’t know. It is OK not to

know.

Would you introduce him to your

friends?

I have tried. I invited him to my wedding party.

He texted the day before that it wasn’t for him but

maintains he is insulted not to have been invited. To be

clear, my wedding was family only. He paints himself as

the victim.

Describe Barry in three words.

Solid. Content. There.

What do you think he made of you?

A generic, conformist, leftie, vanilla snowflake.

Did you go on somewhere?

After our first meeting, no. But after a few cover shifts

on the pod, when asked who I wanted to co-host

my radio show, I knew he’d be the perfect foil: zero

aspirations to sit in the hard chair but completely

capable of delivering the best line/question after doing

literally none of the heavy lifting.

And . . . did you kiss?

No. We have hugged twice, though: once when I

moved to Australia; once on the first show we did after

a challenging six weeks with an Olympic champion

cyclist and knight of the realm.

If you could change one thing about

the recording, what would it be?

Occasionally I would like it if he just answered the

banal open goal of a question I ask him.

Marks out of 10?

9. There is something deeply alluring about him that I

can’t quite explain.

Would you meet again?

We meet on Zoom four times a week. I spend more time

with Barry than I do with anyone else on Earth, apart

from my wife and son Ian.
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Being a referee isn’t what it

used to be. Not only have law

changes and video technology

changed the job beyond

recognition, but in an age of

tribalism and trial by social

media the humble ref has

become a hunted species. And

so what better time to update

an old classic? Presenting . . .

1.

During a fierce derby game, a striker for

the home side shoots at goal from long range.

A defender scrambles to try and block the shot,

but as he does so his prosthetic arm detaches

from his body and flies towards the ball, striking

it just inside the penalty area. As the home fans

roar for a penalty, the defender argues that as his

prosthetic arm went forwards rather than to the

side, it was still part of his natural silhouette, and

therefore a penalty should not be awarded. What

is your decision?

2.

The video assistant referee studies the incident

for a couple of minutes and then orders you to

watch it again on the replay screen. You jog to

the touchline to consult the screen, but during the

first replay the unit abruptly stops working and

will not restart. Meanwhile, the home manager

is claiming that a member of the away team’s

backroom staff deliberately vandalised the replay

screen as soon as the VAR became involved. Play

has now been stopped for several minutes, and the

crowd is in open revolt. What action do you take?

3.

After the game, you return to the car park to

discover that your car has been smeared in

excrement and urine by fans who are furious

at some of your decisions. You spot the fans

inquestion a few yards away, laughing

and slapping each other on the back.

One of them is filming you on his

phone. It quickly becomes apparent

that your reaction is being

streamed live on Instagram.

What is your next move?

4.

Driving home in your excrement-and-urine-

daubed car, you turn on the radio to hear an

ex-referee – a former colleague of yours and

someone you had long considered a friend –

describe your performance as ‘appalling’ and

claim that you should never be allowed to

referee at the top level again. This man

was a guest at your wedding. You’ve

been on refereeing seminars together.

You’re the godfather to his two

children. How should you feel?

YOU ARE THE

PGMOL-APPOINTED

MATCH OFFICIAL
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5.

The following morning, you are woken by

the sound of shouting outside your window.

Following your performance in the derby the

previous evening, one disgruntled fan has posted

your address on a forum, and already a small mob

has formed, banging and kicking at your door. You

pick up your phone to find 1,491 missed calls from

withheld numbers. Yes, your phone number has

also been published online. How do you react?

6.

Later that day, your two teenage daughters

come home early from school, both in floods of

tears. They have been identified online and are

being sent hundreds of death threats by angry

fans. Citing the security of their fellow pupils, the

school has ordered them not to attend until further

notice. Sobbing and resentful, your girls beg you

to quit your job. Ever since you were a child,

refereeing has been your vocation and your dream.

What do you do?

7.

The public mood has turned ugly. Whipped up

by a media frenzy over your handball decision, the

angry mob has swollen in number. Pictures of you

have been pinned to trees and lamp posts. Talk-

show hosts are calling for your head. The local

MP has vowed to track you down and bring you

to justice. Your whimpering partner orders you to

leave the house immediately, which you do under

cover of darkness, via the back gate. Where do

you go?

8.

Shivering and homeless, you shuffle past a

dilapidated industrial estate as dawn breaks. You

hear sirens and helicopters in the distance, the

feral roar of bloodthirsty vigilantes swarming the

streets in their thousands, perhaps even tens of

thousands. As you take shelter in the corrugated

doorway of an aggregates manufacturing plant,

you hear a whisper. A man in a suit, standing just a

few yards away in the shadow of a parked Range

Rover, offers you sanctuary if you step into his car.

You are not sure whether to trust him. Do you get

in the car?

9.

The Range Rover rolls through the lawless city

streets. Through the blacked-out windows you

can see throngs of furious football bans burning

effigies of you and staging mock executions. The

car pulls up outside a vast media complex. You are

led wordlessly to an upstairs boardroom, where

the producer of a nightly football panel discussion

show offers you a regular, well-paid job analysing

the refereeing incidents of the day. There is just

one condition: you must be as scathing and

unsympathetic towards your former colleagues

as it is humanly possible to be. What is your

decision?

JONATHAN

LIEW
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ED AARONS

Favourite player:

Wilfried Zaha

A player for the future:

Jesurun Rak-Sakyi

Favourite other podcast:

Made in Africa

. . . !

Childhood football hero:

Ian Wright

Favourite other sports:

Cricket, tennis, golf, rugby

Other sportsperson you most admire:

Roger Federer

All-time favourite XI:

Julián Speroni; Cafu,

Joachim Andersen, Lucas Radebe, Dean Gordon;

Paul Gascoigne, Claude Makélélé, Jay-Jay Okocha;

Wilfried Zaha, Ronaldo (Brazilian), Sadio Mané

Most memorable match:

Crystal Palace 4, Everton

1 (aet), 1991 Zenith Data Systems Cup final

Biggest disappointment:

England 1, Germany 4,

2010 World Cup, Bloemfontein, South Africa

Best stadium visited:

Maracanã

Favourite food and drink:

Chicken Chettinad; dark

rum (Havana Club 7 year old) and ginger ale

Miscellaneous likes:

Sunshine, gardening

Miscellaneous dislikes:

Rain and constant,

unnecessary use of the word ‘literally’

Favourite music:

Drum and bass

Favourite actor:

Sean Bean

Favourite actress:

Helen Mirren

Favourite holiday destination:

Jamaica

Best film seen recently:

A Game of Secrets

(Football Leaks

documentary)

Favourite TV show:

Curb Your Enthusiasm

Favourite activity on day off:

Some kind of sport

Biggest influence on career:

Steve Coppell

Superstitions:

Used to have some lucky pants

International honours:

None

Personal ambition:

Survive the rising cost of living

If not a journalist, what would you do?

Have to get

up early

Which person in the world would you most like to

meet?

Viv Richards

ED AARONS

JORDAN

JARRETT-

BRYAN

Full name:

Edward Aarons

Birthplace:

Croydon

Car:

VW Polo

Previous/other clubs/

media outlets:

Sky Sports,

Independent

Job or trade before

becoming a journalist:

Student, letting agent,

removal man

Nickname:

Eddie

the Eagle

JORDAN

JARRETT-

BRYAN

Full name:

Jordan Jarrett-Bryan

Birthplace:

Brixton, London

Car:

What car?

Previous/other clubs/media outlets:

Channel 4 and Blakademik

Job or trade before becoming a journalist:

Kitchen

porter and stockroom sleeper at JD Sports

Nickname:

JJB/Hot Takes King

Favourite player:

Zinedine Zidane

A player for the future:

Jacob Ramsey

Favourite other podcast:

Know Mercy

with Stephen

A. Smith

Childhood football hero:

Ian Wright

Favourite other sports:

Tennis

Other sportsperson you most admire:

Serena Williams

All-time favourite XI:

Petr Čech; Branislav

Ivanović, Lilian Thuram, Sol Campbell, Ashley

Cole; Luís Figo, Yaya Touré, Gilberto Silva, Leroy

Sané; Gabriel Batistuta, Dougie Freedman

Most memorable match:

Brazil 1, Germany 7, World

Cup semi-final, Belo Horizonte, 2014. Or Reading 5,

Arsenal 7, League Cup fourth round, Reading, 2012

Biggest disappointment:

Arsenal vs Barcelona,

Champions League final, 2006

Best stadium visited:

Selhurst Park

Favourite food and drink:

Spag bol and elderflower

Miscellaneous dislikes:

Pundits who chat shit

(ironic, right)

Favourite music:

Drum and bass

Favourite actor:

Denzel Washington

Favourite holiday destination:

Mombasa, Kenya

Best film seen recently:

Goodfellas

Favourite TV show:

The Office

(UK)

Favourite activity on a day off:

Sauna

Biggest influence on career:

Max Rushden

Superstitions:

Black shorts on a date

International honours:

World Journalist of the Year

Personal ambition:

Space Journalist of the Year

If not a journalist, what would you do?

Psychologist

Which person in the world would you

most like to meet?

Nia Long
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It was April 2000. I’d just finished my journalism

course and, before beginning a proper job hunt, was

spending a few days visiting friends in Boston and

New York, a trip that would be paid for by my writing

a piece on football in the US for a magazine. I got the

accreditation sorted easily enough and assumed that

getting to games would be straightforward. It was not.

Naively, I had thought that the New England

Revolution played in Boston. That the internet

was in its infancy is only a partial excuse. They do

not. They play in Foxborough – but how hard, really,

could it be to get from Boston to a town twenty-five

miles away? Thousands of people must make the trip

for the game; surely there’d be buses? They do not, and

there were not.

THERE BE

DRAGONS

...

THERE BE

DRAGONS
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I looked at a map. The nearest train station to

Foxborough seemed to be Walpole, six miles to the

north. There’d be shuttles from there, surely? So I

took the train, mildly concerned that nobody else on

board seemed to be heading for the football, and got

off at Walpole. It was dark and lashing down with rain.

Nobody else got off. In fact, there was nobody else

about at all. I left the station. There was nothing there,

just a station, a road and a forest. And it was really

raining.

In the distance, I could make out a faint glow, so I

set off through the trees towards it. It all felt very

Blair Witch

. I came to a small village green, where

the Stars and Stripes flew at half mast, a Vietnam

MIA flag above it. It was deserted. I came to the

conclusion that there was no shuttle service. A man

in a hunting jacket approached, a rifle slung over his

shoulder. ‘Excuse me,’ I said, anxiously, hopelessly.

‘Don’t suppose there’s a bus to the soccer game?’

‘A what?’

‘A bus to the soccer game?’

‘Soccer game?’ He looked thoughtful, as though he had

heard the term before but couldn’t quite remember

where.

‘In Foxborough?’

‘A bus to the soccer game?’ He laughed uproariously,

as though this were the most ridiculous concept in

the world. I told him I was a journalist, and he gave

me the card of a taxi service and pointed to a phone

booth. ‘That’s your only chance,’ he said, and walked off

through the rain.

The taxi company seemed mystified by the idea of

taking me from Walpole to Foxborough but agreed to

do so. It would, though, take them half an hour to get

to Walpole, so I wandered off, looking for somewhere

to get out of the rain and perhaps get something to

eat. I found a brightly lit takeaway pizza place with a

couple of tables in the front and was wiping my feet

and shaking the worst of the rain from my hair when I

saw the man in the hunting jacket sitting at the counter.

Between guffaws, he told the young woman at the till

that I was a journalist going to the soccer game, then

urged her to get the boss.

The boss was an alarming-looking man, tall and

cadaverous, dressed entirely in black, with slicked-back

hair that was just beginning to grey at the temples –

a pizza-shop owner played by Christopher Lee. ‘Show

him!’ the man in the hunting jacket urged, and,

eventually, the manager agreed. I was, it’s fair to say,

thoroughly unnerved, so to avoid eye contact with

anybody, I began inspecting the walls. There were

two signed photographs, one of Kevin Bacon and one

of Marvin Hagler. Both dedications referred to ‘the

Dragons’ – some Little League Baseball team, perhaps?

The boss returned, carrying a blue plastic box, out

of which he took a small remote-controlled quad

bike. Then he reached into his shirt. At that moment,

thoroughly spooked, I had no idea what he might pull

out. A knife? A gun? Was life to end in a pool of blood

in a brightly lit pizza shop in the middle of nowhere,

Massachusetts? But he took out what, to my untutored

eye, appeared to be an iguana, though I later learned

it was a bearded dragon. He dropped it onto the

bike. It clearly knew what it was doing, clutching the

handlebars and clenching its knees against the chassis,

a frown of concentration on its face. The boss put it on

the floor and began to drive it about.

‘I was on

Letterman

with

this,’ he said. ‘Course, on

Letterman

we had a pig on

the controls.’

The taxi arrived, and I finally took my seat in the

press box just as the game was kicking off. A short,

athletic man in the seat next to me shook my hand

enthusiastically. ‘

I’m

Ferdie,’ he said, in a way that made

it clear I should know who Ferdie was.

I apologised for my ignorance, explaining I’d come
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