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Editor’s Note





It is not unusual for books to be acquired by publishers on the promise and outline of a proposal. Faber did that back in 2011, contracting Adrian Tempany to write the book you are now holding. Adrian delivered a draft of a previous version of this book in the summer of 2013 and we were set to publish in March 2014, 25 years after the Hillsborough disaster, at which he was present.


A month or so before publication, with the book to some degree already in bookshops, the hands of reviewers and early champions, we were advised to withdraw it and postpone publication or risk being accused of contempt of court, as the second inquest opened. In the first few months of 2016, Adrian made substantial changes to the body text of the original (unpublished) edition of And the Sun Shines Now. Specifically, Chapters 9, 10 and 11 were in need of radical updating, as the situation in the Bundesliga had developed in the two-year hiatus between the original publication date and actual publication. The final chapter was written after the verdict on the second hearings was delivered on 26 April 2016.
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Map of Hillsborough stadium on 15 April 1989 (courtesy of the Hillsborough Inquests – www.hillsboroughinquests.independent.gov.uk)























1 : Sorry, Lad … I Can’t Move





The 1980s began eight months early. On 4 May 1979, Margaret Thatcher arrived at Downing Street, fumbling the spirit of St Francis of Assisi and promising to fix a broken nation with the husbandry of a grocer’s daughter. In the decade that followed, she defeated and embraced South American dictators, broke Britain’s most powerful unions, and went toe to toe with the IRA. But even Margaret Thatcher was powerless to write the epitaph for the decade that was unquestionably hers, and which would unravel as it began, eight months early.


On 15 April 1989, 96 people were fatally injured on a football terrace at an FA Cup semi-final in Sheffield. The Hillsborough disaster was broadcast live on the BBC; it left millions of people in shock, and English football in ruins. In the weeks that followed, Britain embarked on an unprecedented period of soul-searching over its national sport.


The bare facts were appalling: 79 of the dead were aged 30 or younger; 37 were teenagers; the youngest was a ten-year-old boy. These, overwhelmingly, were Thatcher’s children. Many of them died, on that sunny spring day, covered in their own excrement and urine. The coroner at the original inquests recorded that most had died of traumatic or crush asphyxia. Many spent their last moments throwing up, or crying. Some were trampled beneath dozens of pairs of designer trainers, worn by people who were trying desperately to escape, and trying desperately not to stand on their heads. Others made it onto a faded football pitch, only to die on an advertising hoarding.


On the evening of the disaster, as bereaved relatives began their unimaginable journey to Sheffield, journalists at a press conference at South Yorkshire Police headquarters now asked the question on the lips of most people in Britain that Saturday night: ‘Who was responsible for this?’




*





In 2009, the country was asking that question again. Twenty years after the biggest disaster in British sport, much of the public were still in the dark about what really happened at Hillsborough. But in March and April 2009, as the 20th anniversary approached, survivors, the bereaved and sympathetic journalists took to the airwaves, the press and the internet to demand the truth. Such was the outcry, the Labour government set up the Hillsborough Independent Panel, a nine-strong committee charged with reviewing all of the remaining documented evidence on the disaster. While the recent inquests in Warrington have delivered the ultimate verdict on the tragedy (and are considered in depth in Chapter 12), this was the moment of truth.


For fully two decades, much of the ‘wisdom’ around Hillsborough had held that it was an accident. Even if it wasn’t, then it was inevitable: fans were just like that. Stadiums were like that. Football, in the 1980s, was like that. But Hillsborough was not an accident, and it was not inevitable. Indeed, so many decisions throughout the decade conspired to cause the disaster that, according to the Hillsborough Independent Panel, the crush in 1989 was ‘foreseeable’.


If there was unwillingness on the part of the public to acknowledge what really went on at Hillsborough, it was seldom more apparent than at the stadium itself. For 20 years, many Sheffield Wednesday supporters remained aggrieved that their home ground was synonymous with such an appalling tragedy. Some campaigned to have the stadium renamed Owlerton, its name until 1914. Others would maintain that the disaster was nothing to do with their unfortunate club, referring to it still as ‘the Liverpool fans disaster’. But, in 1989, Hillsborough was in a wretched condition. As the Hillsborough Independent Panel reported, the safety of supporters admitted onto the Leppings Lane was ‘compromised at every level’.


Supporters had first to pass through an insufficient number of turnstiles, which were also too slow, leading to bottlenecks at the outer gates. Then, access to the Leppings Lane terrace was poorly signposted. The only entrance to pens 3 and 4, behind the goal, was via a tunnel built on a one in six downward gradient: this failed to meet the safety recommendations in the Guide to Safety at Sports Grounds (aka the Green Guide). So too did the seven gates in the perimeter fence of the terrace, which were the only means of emergency egress onto the pitch – they were too narrow, and had given cause for concern within the fire service. And the configuration of crush barriers in pen 3 left a lengthy, uninterrupted diagonal channel, which allowed substantial crowd movements to go unchecked.


Part of the reason the danger went unnoticed by Sheffield Wednesday’s own supporters was that the central pens in the Leppings Lane terrace were reserved for away supporters. Wednesday spent the first four seasons of the decade in the Second Division, and rarely would the Leppings Lane be full. Even after they were promoted to the top flight in 1984/5, only Man Utd, Everton and Liverpool brought a sizeable away support (Wednesday wouldn’t play their city rivals, Sheffield Utd, until the autumn of 1989). But on the three occasions on which Hillsborough hosted an FA Cup semi-final between 1981–88, with near-capacity crowds, there were problems.


In 1988, John Aldridge scored a smart volley to give Liverpool a 2–1 win over Nottingham Forest at Hillsborough and book their place in the Cup Final. Millions of Match of the Day viewers saw the goal, but hundreds of Liverpool fans on the Leppings Lane, barely 20 feet away, did not. The ball came over from the left wing, Aldridge’s right foot connected, and then … All they saw were the fans in front of them leap up, and they heard a roar around the ground. Some experienced a frightening crush in pens 3 and 4, behind the goal. As they made their way out of Hillsborough, many were heard to say: ‘There’s something wrong with that terrace. The view’s terrible.’


This is not an apocryphal story: I was one of those supporters. In the weeks that followed, Liverpool fans wrote to Peter Robinson, the club’s chief executive, to complain about the poor state of the terrace. Another fan wrote to the FA, to ‘protest in the strongest possible terms at the disgraceful overcrowding that was allowed to occur in the Leppings Lane terrace area … The whole area was packed solid to the point where it was impossible to move and where I, and others around me, felt considerable concern for my personal safety.’*


In 1987, Leeds Utd’s FA Cup semi-final with Coventry City was delayed by 15 minutes on the advice of the police match commander, after late-arriving Leeds fans, held up at police checkpoints, found themselves in a bottleneck at the Leppings Lane turnstiles. And in 1981, 38 Spurs fans were injured on the Leppings Lane terrace while watching their FA Cup semi-final against Wolves. This was no minor incident: the injuries included broken arms, a broken leg and crushed ribs, after the Leppings Lane’s capacity was exceeded by over 400. The South Yorkshire Police averted disaster by shutting off the tunnel and allowing 150 fans to climb over the fence and sit beside the pitch. Following the match, Assistant Chief Constable Goslin told the Sheffield Wednesday chairman, Bert McGee, that there had been ‘a real chance of fatalities’. McGee replied: ‘Bollocks! No one would have been killed.’


Shortly afterwards, the South Yorkshire Police notified Sheffield Wednesday that they believed the 10,100 capacity of the Leppings Lane was set too high. But the club dismissed their concerns: Sheffield Wednesday blamed the near-disaster on poor policing.


Thus began a decade of piecemeal renovation of the stadium and fitful liaison between the organisations charged with ensuring it met safety regulations. The 1975 Safety of Sports Grounds Act stipulated that any stadium with a capacity of more than 10,000 spectators for football should have a safety certificate, and that it was the responsibility of a local authority to issue this certificate. Hillsborough, with a capacity of 54,000, sat squarely within this category. Between 1978 and October 1988, the ground saw a series of structural modifications, but the stadium’s safety certificate, issued in December 1979, was not updated in line with these alterations.


That Spurs fans avoided fatalities in 1981 was due in no small part to the fact that the Leppings Lane was still one open terrace – it had not been divided into pens. This allowed Spurs supporters to move sideways and escape the crush.


However, in late 1981 the West terrace (which combined with the adjoining, raised Northwest terrace to form the Leppings Lane) was carved into three pens. The fitting of radial fences should have seen the total capacity of the Leppings Lane reduced by 100, but the original figure of 10,100 was retained. Shefﬁeld Wednesday and the club’s structural engineers, Eastwoods, also considered introducing turnstiles to count the number of spectators entering both the West terrace (capacity: 7,200) and the Northwest terrace (2,900). The proposal was shelved. Now, with no means of monitoring the number of spectators in each section, and with an out-of-date calculation of safe capacity, the club was operating with an invalid safety certiﬁcate.


In July 1985, the central pen of the Leppings Lane was further divided by a new radial fence into two pens – numbered 3 and 4. But a proposal for monitoring the number of fans on each terrace was declined a second time, on the grounds of anticipated cost. While Sheffield Wednesday spent £340,000 on safety measures that summer, in response to the fire at Valley Parade, this oversight would prove disastrous.


With an irony so bitter as to be almost indigestible, the club’s annual accounts for 1985/6 record instead that: ‘A new computerised accounting system was introduced from 1 June 1985 that produces more detailed information analysed between the different activities of the club to give the Board of Directors better information on which to base their decisions.’




*





The following year, 1986, was a historic one for Liverpool FC. Kenny Dalglish’s side became only the third in the 20th century to do the Double, following Arsenal and Spurs. Across the Pennines, Sheffield Wednesday and the South Yorkshire Police had settled their differences over the Spurs scare, and the club was ready once more to stage FA Cup semi-finals. Few gave consideration to the fact that Hillsborough was operating week in, week out without a valid safety certificate.


According to Lord Justice Taylor, ultimate responsibility for a certificate lay not with Sheffield Wednesday but with the local authority. As Taylor found:




Section 8(1) of the 1975 [Safety of Sports Grounds] Act requires the holder of the certificate before carrying out any proposals to alter or extend the stadium or any of its installations while a Safety Certificate is in operation to give notice of those proposals to the local authority … The Club complied with the requirement. Having received notice of the alterations to the pens and the barriers, the local authority ought, in my view, to have amended the Safety Certificate accordingly. They did not do so.





The local authority in question was Sheffield City Council, which assumed responsibility for the safety certificate in 1986, when South Yorkshire County Council was abolished.


Taylor recorded that David Bownes, Sheffield City Council’s chief licensing officer, ‘knew very little’ about football grounds. He had read the report passed to him on handover by South Yorkshire County Council, and he presumed everything was running smoothly.


In fairness to Bownes, he had indicated that the ground’s safety certificate was giving him cause for concern. This led to a call for a new certificate, work on which was begun in June 1986. But when Forest and Liverpool came to Hillsborough for their FA Cup semi-final in April 1988, the new draft had still not been finalised. A final draft was circulated on 30 March 1989, ten days after the FA had given Hillsborough the green light for its third successive semi-final.


In the days following Liverpool’s FA Cup quarter-final win over Brentford, in March 1989, Peter Robinson phoned the FA at Lancaster Gate, requesting that Old Trafford stage the semi-final, in light of complaints from Liverpool supporters the previous year; failing this, he urged that if Hillsborough were to be selected, Liverpool should be allocated the Kop and Forest the Leppings Lane. Graham Kelly, the FA’s chief executive, did not pass on Robinson’s concerns when the Match and Grounds Committee sat to approve the venue. There seemed little point: the South Yorkshire Police were opposed to the idea, and as Kelly would explain to Lord Justice Taylor, ‘the staging club and the FA are really bound to accept the view of the police’.


However, the police Operational Order for 1989 neglected to mention the serious crushing in pens 3 and 4 in 1988. Sheffield Wednesday similarly failed to notify the FA of any problems – they later denied knowledge of a crush the previous year. For their part, the FA failed to properly consider whether Hillsborough was a suitable venue for 54,000 neutral supporters, and they did not consult Sheffield Wednesday, or Sheffield City Council.


Nonetheless, two days after the disaster, on 17 April 1989, dazed but on the defensive, Graham Kelly told the BBC’s Newsnight: ‘There was a lot of planning went into the match in conjunction with the club and in conjunction with the police.’
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The FA appear to have succumbed to a disease running rife in Britain in the 1980s. It was identified by Lord Justice Sheen, who chaired an inquiry into the sinking of a Townsend-Thoresen ferry on departure from Zeebrugge, in Belgium, in March 1987. Sheen blamed the tragedy, in which 193 passengers and crew drowned or died of hypothermia, on a ‘disease of sloppiness’ at every level of the Townsend-Thoresen shipping line. The ferry had set off while its bow doors were still open, and its car decks had flooded, causing the ship to capsize. For weeks, it lay off the coast of Belgium on its side. While Townsend-Thoresen moved quickly to remove their distinctive ‘TT’ logo from the wreck, the ship’s name was tilted to the sky for the world to see: Herald of Free Enterprise.


Between Zeebrugge and the end of the decade, Britain was hit by a succession of disasters. As Iain McLean and Martin Johnes describe in Aberfan: Government and Disasters, between 1966 and 1979 there had been five disasters in the UK with a death toll greater than 30; between 1985 and 1989 alone there were ten.


After Zeebrugge came the King’s Cross fire, in November 1987: 31 people died after a discarded match ignited a fire beneath an escalator at one of London’s busiest underground stations. The blaze was fuelled by debris on the underside of the wooden stairs, which had not been cleaned since the 1940s. In July 1988, 167 people were killed on the Piper Alpha oil rig in the North Sea, after a gas leak ignited flames a hundred metres high. Piper Alpha’s operator, Occidental, was found guilty of inadequate maintenance and safety procedures. In December 1988, 35 people died in a rail crash at Clapham, in south London, after incorrect wiring work caused a signal to show green when it should have shown red. An inquiry found that a major safety project had been delegated to mid-level technical staff. Poorly supervised, and tired after months of voluntary seven-day-week shifts, they were tasked with re-signalling the busiest railway junction in Britain.


Terrorists killed 270 people when a bomb exploded aboard a PanAm jet over Lockerbie in December 1988. The following month, 47 died at Kegworth, when a technical fault brought down a plane beside the M1, in Leicestershire. Purley is almost a forgotten footnote, and yet five people died in a train crash here in March 1989. On releasing the train driver, after he had served four months of a 12-month sentence for manslaughter, Lord Latham said that ‘something about the infrastructure of this particular junction was causing mistakes to be made’. Before the year was out, Hillsborough and the sinking of the Marchioness on the River Thames would claim the lives of 147 others.


If Britain appeared to be falling apart at the seams, it was easy to argue that the rot had set in at the top – that as deregulation of state assets gathered pace, and investment lagged behind profiteering, the Tories’ laissez-faire agenda had been interpreted as a licence to disregard public safety. However, Professor David Parker, the UK government’s official historian of privatisation, told me: ‘I’ve not seen any evidence of a desire among the Thatcher governments to pare back health and safety. Public spending fell in the 1980s as a percentage of GDP [from 44.6 per cent to 39.1 per cent], but that came about not through actual cuts in public spending but because Thatcher managed to restrict the growth in public spending to a rate lower than the growth in GDP.’ However, as Parker notes, ‘The cutbacks in the early ’80s fell largely in capital expenditure, which can be deferred.’


Thus, investment in society’s infrastructure, or hardware, was often postponed. A similar thinking appeared to prevail at Hillsborough. In 1978, safety assessors found that the ground failed to meet the minimum standards recommended in the Green Guide. So between 1978 and October 1988, Sheffield Wednesday received £430,000 from the Football Trust to invest in 21 safety projects, plus a grant of £595,000 for the improvement of the huge Spion Kop – over £1 million worth of ground improvements paid for by someone else. But, in 1985, the club declined the means to manage the safe influx of supporters into their away end because it might be too expensive.


Out there in the country, on the boats, rigs and railways, the disease of sloppiness was rampant. Perhaps it was understandable, in this context, that on 16 April 1989, after 94 people were pronounced dead in a football stadium without a valid safety certificate, Graham Kelly told Newsnight: ‘There was no reason, up until six minutes past three yesterday, to doubt the adequacy of all the arrangements for the safety of everybody concerned.’




*





The Herald of Free Enterprise capsized a few months before Thatcherism reached its high-water mark. After their re-election in June 1987, the Tories appeared invincible: here was a prime minister who had won a war, survived a bomb and defeated the miners. Now, with a majority of 102, Mrs Thatcher was determined to press home the economic and social reform she had been incubating during her first, turbulent two terms. And it was now that she gave her most enduring message to the British people. In the autumn of 1987, in an interview with Woman’s Own, the prime minister said: ‘There is no such thing as society. There are individual men and women, and there are families.’


With society dismissed as a relic, Britain was introduced to TINA – the idea that There Is No Alternative to the market. It was during this third Thatcher government that privatisation gathered pace: there were share flotations in electricity, water and steel, BP, Rolls-Royce and British Airways, to follow the deregulation of the City of London, or ‘Big Bang’, in 1986. Britain had become a flexible place to live and do business: its people were no longer reliant on or restricted by the old sureties; the citizen was reimagined as the consumer-stakeholder.


But one group of people remained largely out of reach. Football supporters were not rushing to join the new, blue Jerusalem. While English teams dominated Europe from 1977– 82, their supporters had turned the country into a pariah state. After a decade of sporadic violence, English football reached its nadir at the European Cup final in May 1985. At the decrepit Heysel stadium in Brussels, 39 people – mostly Juventus fans, but neutrals too – died when a wall collapsed during running battles with Liverpool supporters. The FA moved swiftly to ban English clubs from European football.


It would be absurd to deny that hooliganism was a problem in the 1980s. But in 1984/5, and for the first time in decades, attendances at grounds across England had been showing a small but steady increase. Lord Justice Taylor concluded that this sprang from a confidence among ‘the decent majority of spectators that violence in the ground is under control’.


In the House of Commons, Denis Howell, the former Labour sports minister, tried to impress upon the government the notion that hooliganism was only a weekend manifestation of deep-rooted social frustration. He might have pointed to the fact that in 1985/6, when all eyes were turned to ‘the English disease’, arrest rates at football matches fell 51 per cent from the previous season.


There was scope for further improvement, if the appetite were there. In the late 1980s, football was contributing around £200 million a year to the Exchequer (around £400 million in today’s money). But Howell was up against a government, and its media supporters, who had declared war on football. In 1985, the Sunday Times railed that the national game was ‘a slum sport played in slum stadiums, and increasingly watched by slum people who deter decent folk from turning up’. There could be no place for this: society was out, the market was in; Britain was moving on, and football must too. In March 1989, a month before Hillsborough, Tory peer Lord Onslow boasted that the government was determined to deal with the ‘members of the yob class’ who attended football matches.


These were not rogue voices. As Kenneth Clarke MP later admitted, by the late 1980s Thatcher had grouped football supporters alongside militant trade unions and the IRA as ‘the enemy within’. The process of introducing Britain to TINA necessitated nothing less than social and economic confrontation. By 1989, the unions had been tamed, and the IRA had found Thatcher bombproof. Football supporters were left in no doubt that there could only be one winner.


Now, Colin Moynihan, the former Olympic coxswain and minister for sport, was tasked with speeding up the introduction of the Football Spectators Bill, which would require football fans to carry identity cards to every league, cup and international match played in England and Wales. Despite fierce opposition to the Bill – driven largely by the Football Supporters’ Association – the Tories’ course was set. One further indiscretion among English football supporters and the Bill, surely, would become law.


In the meantime, the police would be asked to contain this enemy within.




*





When the FA faxed its request for the use of Hillsborough to Sheffield on 20 March 1989, the experienced match commander, Chief Superintendent Brian Mole, was in command of F Division, whose remit included Hillsborough. However, Mole was due to be removed from his post on 25 March, against his will. Either no one in South Yorkshire thought to inform the FA of this, or the alarm bells failed to ring at Lancaster Gate.


Chief Superintendent Mole’s transfer, to Barnsley, was highly controversial; for years, the South Yorkshire Police passed it off as part of a routine reshuffle. Others believed the transfer was ordered by the Home Office, compelled to act after an initiation prank played by officers under Mole’s command had backfired spectacularly.


In his seminal account of the disaster, Hillsborough: The Truth, Professor Phil Scraton reported how, in October 1988, a police probationer was ordered to ‘a suspected break-in’ in the Ranmoor district of Sheffield. When the probationer, Ian Bailey, arrived at the scene, he was seized by masked men who handcuffed him, put a gun to his head and pulled down his trousers. Terrified, he saw something pointed at his face, and a flash: fortunately, it was just a camera. His attackers put away what turned out to be air pistols and took off their masks. Horrified to find that his assailants were fellow officers enjoying an initiation prank, Bailey threw up over himself.


Bailey’s father was outraged, and his complaint is thought to have landed, eventually, in the home secretary’s in-tray. On 25 March 1989, Chief Superintendent Brian Mole was forced to relinquish command of F Division and move to Barnsley. Barely a week after the FA accepted the South Yorkshire Police’s conditions for hosting the semi-final at Hillsborough, the experienced match commander was replaced by David Duckenfield. He had not policed the ground in a decade.




*





On 22 March 1989, Duckenfield was due to meet Mole and other officers for a handover briefing. Inspector Frank Brayford, now retired, claims that Duckenfield didn’t turn up. Duckenfield insists he was present, but that Mole was so disgruntled by his move to Barnsley that he essentially blanked him. The minutes of the meeting have disappeared. What isn’t in doubt is that Duckenfield adopted Mole’s operational order, with one striking difference: the number of police personnel (mostly at the Leppings Lane end) would be reduced from the previous year – by no fewer than three inspectors, five sergeants and 58 constables.


On 29 March, Duckenfield met with his own planning team, and made only a few minor amendments to the Order. Unfortunately, as Professor Scraton discovered, no mention had been made at Mole’s handover meeting of the crushing that had occurred in pens 3 and 4 of the Leppings Lane at the previous year’s semi-final. Scraton also found that an earlier warning had gone unheeded. In June 1986, an inspector had written to a senior officer about the serious danger of a bottleneck forming outside the Leppings Lane, around the turnstiles. He stated that ‘the redesigned turnstiles do not give anything like the access to the ground … needed by away fans’.


In early April, Chief Superintendent Duckenfield went to Hillsborough to familiarise himself with the stadium. But the matches he attended were a poor dress rehearsal for an FA Cup semi-final: Wimbledon and then Millwall contributed to gates of just 15,777 and 18,358. Despite visiting the rear of the Leppings Lane terrace – the outer concourse and turnstiles – Duckenfield did not acquaint himself with the pens. Perhaps, as far as the chief superintendent was concerned, there was no need: he was under the impression that the management of supporters inside the stadium was the responsibility of Sheffield Wednesday’s match stewards.




*





As Forest and Liverpool fans arrived in Sheffield on 15 April 1989, the South Yorkshire Police were themselves in high spirits: they were looking forward to the game, enjoying the spring sunshine and confident they were dealing with two sets of well-behaved supporters. Many officers later attested that they would have worked the shift for nothing. There seemed little that could possibly go wrong. And yet the Operational Order for the day was a plan in keeping with the sentiments of the prime minister and Lord Onslow, for the predominant mindset it had encouraged among the South Yorkshire Police was not one of owing a duty of care to the fans, but of containing the threat of hooligans – an enemy.


The Operational Order that Duckenfield distributed among the 1,122 police officers under his command that day gave a general strategic overview; there was also a detailed account of the responsibilities of every ‘serial’ (or unit of police officers – typically, eight to ten PCs reporting to one sergeant and an inspector). As Professor Scraton reported in Hillsborough: The Truth:




Twenty-one officers were given responsibility for policing the perimeter track … They were instructed to pay ‘particular attention to prevent any person climbing the fence to gain access to the ground’. The gates in the perimeter fences were to remain ‘bolted at all times … with no one allowed access to the track from the terraces without the consent of a senior officer’.





As Scraton notes, this latter instruction ‘was in capitals and underlined’.


Twenty officers and two sergeants were deployed to police the Leppings Lane terrace. Their instructions were to enforce ground rules concerning alcohol, missiles, banners and weapons. No mention was made of crowd management or safety.


Moreover, Chief Superintendent Duckenfield was about to take charge of over 50,000 people without a clear idea who was responsible for their safety inside the stadium. Duckenfield believed the management of the crowd was the responsibility of the club; both Sheffield Wednesday and the FA would later tell Taylor that the responsibility lay with the police.


Just after midday, 10,000 people were heading for the Leppings Lane terrace. The South Yorkshire Police had deployed almost a third of its entire force to the match. And yet there was nothing in Duckenfield’s Operational Order advising his officers how to prevent a bottleneck around the outer concourse near the turnstiles, how to identify whether the pens were exceeding capacity, or when to close the tunnel to the Leppings Lane.




*





The police were at the ground early. At just after 10 a.m., Chief Superintendent Duckenfield held a briefing in the North Stand. He was followed by Superintendent Marshall, who would take control of the area to the rear of the Leppings Lane, around the turnstiles. Intelligence briefings followed, and by 10.30 a.m. the police had dispersed to their posts. For the next few hours, the build-up passed without incident: the turnstiles opened just after midday, and a steady stream of supporters arrived, emptying off the trains at Sheffield Midland and Wadsley Bridge, or arriving by coach and car. At around midday, Chief Inspector Creaser asked Superintendent Murray if the pens on the Leppings Lane were to be filled one at a time. Murray replied that all the pens would be opened at the same time. The fans, he said, would be free ‘to find their own level’.
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I was one of many thousands to arrive at the stadium at about 1.30 p.m. We had parked the car a mile or so from Hillsborough, and as the four of us walked down to the ground, it was just as I remembered it from the previous year: dreary, dated, ramshackle.


At around 2 p.m. I walked down the tunnel and onto the Leppings Lane. A cold, sinking sense of familiarity crept over me. I didn’t like this terrace, and the Kop looked magnificent. Still, the pitch was the colour of a ripening lime, and the sun was flickering over the hills around the city. From the Leppings Lane, the stadium certainly looked impressive. I squinted for signs of Liverpool supporters mingling peaceably among the Forest fans on the Kop, and thought I saw a knot to the far left, in the corner. My brother, a Forest fan, was on the Kop; I was already looking forward to buying him a consolation beer tonight. To the right of the pitch was the South Stand, home to the press box, the dugouts and the police control room. Inside, David Duckenfield and his officers had a clear view over the West Stand and the Leppings Lane.


As I emerged from the tunnel leading to pen 3 and into the sunshine, I remember thinking: ‘Where would you rather be on a day like this?’ The previous year, I had stood towards the front third of the terrace and got lost in a surge. Now, I leant idly on one of the crush barriers, drinking in the sight of a big Victorian stadium filling up on FA Cup semi-final day. The other Liverpool supporter from my car made his way towards the front, and the blue perimeter fence. I was happy where I was: the atmosphere was excitable, tense, expectant. A beach ball was launched into the air. I moved slightly this way and that as the sun moved across the terrace, and chatted briefly with lads who came and went in search of a better ‘spec’.


At 2.30 p.m., Chief Superintendent Duckenfield, positioned in the control room with Superintendent Murray, noticed a severe build-up of fans outside the turnstiles on Leppings Lane. Many Liverpool supporters had been held up by roadworks coming across the Pennines and by intermittent police checks around Sheffield. Now, the crush outside the gates was becoming a serious concern, but the fans were in good time, nonetheless. Printed on their tickets was the instruction: ‘Please take your place 15 minutes before kick-off.’ They were early.


Peter Rankin, a 19-year-old biology undergraduate from Liverpool, had seen problems developing half an hour earlier, when he arrived at 2 p.m., with his friend Brian. ‘I was immediately concerned about the scenes at the entrance to the Leppings Lane,’ Rankin remembers. ‘There was a large crowd gathered in a funnel-like entrance system, and no one seemed to be managing the situation. We asked a policeman how else we could get into the ground with our tickets; he pointed back to the crowd and said that was our only way in. Reluctantly, we joined the back of the crowd, and over the next 45 minutes we slowly edged forwards towards the turnstiles …’


Duckenfield’s officers had not put a queuing system in place. And they were now dealing with the problems inherent in the stadium’s design: the West Stand and the North Stand together held 24,256 spectators, who were expected to pass through just 23 turnstiles. The rest of the stadium held 29,800 spectators, who were able to pass through 60 turnstiles. Thousands of people were now edging towards the narrow apron of land set off Leppings Lane road, a concourse no bigger than a few tennis courts. Duckenfield radioed Superintendent Marshall outside. Marshall replied: ‘With half an hour to kick-off we should get them all in on time.’


Inside, on the Leppings Lane, it was getting strangely uncomfortable in pen 3. I had been leaning on a crush barrier, but it was getting tight now, so I shrugged a couple of people off my back and pushed my way under. Ten minutes later, it would have been too late. By then, at about 2.40 p.m., the crowd around me were wheezing and heaving and settling slowly, grudgingly, like cement. My feet were wrapped up in a slight surge, and for half a minute or so I moved softly on the back of other people’s legs, before finding solid ground again. But I was now towards the front third of the terrace, and no longer able to move freely. People were starting to jockey for position, using elbows, knees, even heads. ‘Sorry, lad, sorry, but … I can’t move.’ Gradually, people around me began to sweat; others were pleading with the people behind them for room. The response was the same: ‘I can’t move.’


I remember thinking, ‘This is ridiculous. My head is tilted into a channel of sky. How are we going to see the game like this?’ Over in pen 4, to my left, Damian Kavanagh, a 20-year-old from Skelmersdale, was experiencing similar difficulties. ‘I was always taught in a tight crowd to keep my arms up,’ he says, ‘with my fists towards my throat. I was doing that now.’


Outside, the build-up of fans was almost beyond control. Police radio contact was breaking up, and officers were starting to panic. In pens 3 and 4, the crowd was getting tighter. Hands were pressed on my back, and feet against my legs. Someone’s breath was blowing hot on my hair. Rival chants were bouncing the length of the stadium, but no one was coming to help.


On the concourse outside, the police had lost control. Mike Bracken, a 20-year-old from Merseyside, was in serious distress. ‘The police just did not appear to have a plan,’ he wrote in the Guardian, in 2009. ‘Unable to move my arms and facing a metal gate, I saw others begin to struggle.’


At that precise moment, 2.47 p.m., Superintendent Marshall, engulfed in the crowd not far from Bracken, was ‘having to shout to make himself heard on the radio’. Fearing fatalities, Marshall radioed Duckenfield and asked him to open a large concertina gate to relieve the pressure on the turnstiles. Duckenfield refused. ‘It would have defeated the objectives of the Operational Order,’ he later explained to Lord Justice Taylor. ‘Drunken fans may get in … people who had got missiles, or people who were without tickets.’


By now, Mike Bracken was screaming at a policeman to open the exit gate he was crushed against. ‘I was sweating and panicking, then I felt the gate open briefly and I fell through it. Moments later, it closed again.’ The gate had been opened momentarily to eject a fan from the stadium, but Bracken was through it, and safe. ‘I think I was the second person to get through,’ he recalled. ‘The calmness inside on the inner concourse, compared with the bedlam outside, was staggering.’


Outside, tempers were fraying. Police officers and supporters were desperately passing children over the turnstiles. It was just over ten minutes until kick-off, and there were thousands of people still to get through the turnstiles. Inside, the central pens had been bursting for nearly 15 minutes. By now, my legs, my backside, my arms and my chest were numb. I could move my eyes, my mouth and my head, but no more. I was now paralysed from the neck down. My right foot seemed to move involuntarily, until I realised that it wasn’t on the ground but planted on another man’s calf. Around me, people were passing out.


A photo taken from the North Stand – directly opposite the police control room in the South Stand, but giving a similarly panoramic view – shows how pens 3 and 4 were dangerously overcrowded and that the pens either side of them were sparsely populated; some fans in pen 5 were sat on the terrace reading newspapers.


One of Hillsborough’s glaring safety deficiencies was about to turn an emergency into a catastrophe. There was only one tunnel leading from the inner concourse to the Leppings Lane terrace, and above it stood a sign marked ‘STANDING’. It appeared to be the only access to the entire terrace, and yet that tunnel led only to pens 3 and 4; access to the wing pens 2 and 5, via other routes, was poorly signposted. Moreover, every ticket for the entire Leppings Lane had the letter B printed on it, the same letter that was marked on the sign above the tunnel. To most supporters arriving on the concourse, it seemed the only route into the stadium.


And yet, by ten to three, people already in pen 3 were sweating, swearing and hyperventilating. Some were crying. Hundreds were screaming for help from the police across the fence, but still no one was coming. The players seemed to be on the pitch – there was a roar around the ground. But around me people were now turning blue. They were within feet of me, and yet I literally couldn’t lift a finger to help them. It felt as if every part of my body was being compressed and stretched at the same time. My lungs were burning and freezing in alternate breaths. A voice behind me: ‘Open the fucking gate!’


At 2.52 p.m., someone did open the gate. But it wasn’t the gate in the perimeter fence that would have allowed people to escape onto the pitch; it was exit gate C, back out by the turnstiles. At around 2.50 p.m., Superintendent Marshall had repeated his request that Chief Superintendent Duckenfield allow the exit gates to be opened. ‘Open the gates,’ he shouted down his radio, ‘or someone is going to be seriously injured or killed.’


Mike Bracken was now on the inner concourse between exit gate C and the tunnel leading to pens 3 and 4. Sweating and in distress, he was recovering with a carton of Kia-Ora when the exit gate was drawn back. Around 2,000 people now moved towards him and straight for the tunnel to pens 3 and 4. With no police officers deployed to seal the tunnel, Bracken did his best to steer the fans away. ‘Don’t go down there, lads,’ he begged the supporters coming towards him, ‘it’s gonna be packed!’ They passed him without comment, into the tunnel. CCTV footage shows many of them clearly relieved to be out of the crush on the outer concourse and happily, calmly, walking to their deaths. ‘Every day since, I have wondered if I could, and should, have done more,’ Bracken says.


Now, he hurried from the tunnel entrance to the steps at the side of the Leppings Lane terrace: the scene across the pens, slightly below that which greeted Duckenfield in the control room, left Bracken in a state of shock. Recovering, he ran to the gates of the South Stand, shouting ‘People are going to die!’ at police and Sheffield Wednesday club officials. ‘They looked at me in silence,’ he says.


Those 2,000 fans that Bracken had tried to turn back were now compressed in a narrow tunnel, with a one-in-six downward gradient, and ploughed into pens 3 and 4. Peter Carney, a 30-year-old from Liverpool, was walking down the tunnel when ‘Whoosh! This surge came and I was off my feet,’ he remembers. ‘I was just … thrown into the stadium. I actually entered the ground with my back to the pitch.’


Peter Rankin and his friend Brian were also heading for pen 3. ‘But as we entered the inner concourse, I looked down the tunnel and I could see a steep slope leading to a terrace that already looked full,’ Rankin recalls. ‘The crowd appeared to be moving abnormally: people were getting carried around in circles and were struggling to stay on their feet. I went over to two stewards by the steps that led to the upper part of the stand, and I asked them if we could go up the steps. One of them looked at our tickets and pointed towards the tunnel. I said, “It looks packed in there,” and he shrugged his shoulders.’


Brian went down the tunnel, entered the crowd in pen 3 and got swept away. Peter stopped at the end of the tunnel: ‘I was really anxious now, but I saw Brian turn around in the pen and signal to me to join him. I managed to reach him, but the pressure was getting worse and worse. A few minutes before the game kicked off, I said to Brian, “We need to go, now.”’


The momentum of the crowd had carried Peter and Brian far enough across pen 3 that they could now climb over the radial fence into the relatively empty pen 2. It also carried dozens of others around Peter Carney nearly as far as the perimeter fence at the front of pens 3 and 4. Around 12 feet from that fence, it felt like someone had hit me between the shoulder blades with a hammer. But I was fortunate: I was hit square in the back and driven forward; some of those around me were clipped on the shoulder and went down. People cried out and passed out almost immediately. The screaming was unbearable. Crushed for nearly 15 minutes now, I was still conscious, but starting to fade. The man beneath me, on whose legs I had been standing, had been silent for a while. Pens 3 and 4 were meant to hold 2,200 people; there were now more than 3,000 of us in there.


Over in pen 4, Damian Kavanagh had managed to climb above the crowd and crawl over the heads and shoulders of people to the fence, about 20 feet away. ‘As I was trying to get out through the gate and onto the pitch this copper was wrestling me. “You fucking twat!” he shouted, and he tried to push me back into the pen. “No dice, mate,” I said. He threw me on the track beside the pitch, but I was like … fine, fine, I was out. You never argued with the police, but there was no way I was going back in that pen.’


In pen 3, it was bedlam. A crush barrier towards the front buckled and gave way. Peter Carney remembers that ‘There was a gap in the crowd all of a sudden, which was weird. It was like, “What the fuck’s that?” The people leaning on the barrier had gone down as it buckled, the people leaning on their backs went down too, and there was a third row went down on top. There was a stack of bodies.’


That crush barrier went down with a loud snap, but I didn’t see it. I was losing my peripheral vision, and my breathing. Every minute or so, 50 or 60 people would wheel as one under the pressure from behind; as they moved, impaling someone’s chest or ribs on metal or flesh or bone, a voice would cry out, then fall silent. The crowd would settle again, helpless and exhausted, trying to draw breath and scream. But the energy was already building up again somewhere behind. We girded ourselves for the movement, tried to arch paralysed backs to protect both our ribs in front and those fans around us – people who seemed to be falling, sinking beneath us. But it was hopeless. The swell would eddy and build and break, and as we moved in a lump of tangled, compacted limbs, someone else would cry out.


Behind me, Peter Carney was about to have a near-death experience. ‘Whenever I see a fish come up to the surface, that’s how I must have been,’ he says. ‘My head was tilted back, gasping for air. Then I lost consciousness.’ Carney had an out-of-body experience: he recalls passing out, then travelling down an endless pipe, filled with clouds. ‘It seemed to go on for ever. Then I’m looking down on the terrace, on a perfect circle of people, and I’m in the middle, and my head’s lower than their heads, and I’m going down.’


Carney was lucky: he collapsed to the deck in a pocket of air, perhaps beneath the forked legs of a crush barrier, protected from the feet of those around him. He would be picked up by fellow supporters once the crush abated and carried back up the tunnel, unconscious.


Over to my left, pushed up against the radial fence beside pen 4, Steve, a 19-year-old student from Merseyside, was literally fighting for his life. ‘I knew I had to get to the front of the pen to climb over the fence, and I was throwing people aside,’ he says. ‘There was this lad, with long, lank hair – that’s all I remember about him – and I was wrestling with him to get to the fence.’ Steve, in his panic, punched the other man in the head. ‘I’ve no idea whether he lived or died … I’ve had to live with this every day since. But it was literally me or him.’


Steve managed to climb the fence, and joined the rescue operation now under way on the pitch.


Around 12 feet from that fence, I was going nowhere. I was vaguely aware that the game had kicked off, and that people were dead on their feet: with no room in which to fall, they were carried in the fitful surges like shop dummies. In pockets, the air above pens 3 and 4 was now thick with the smell of excrement and urine as people, slowly being asphyxiated, lost control of their bodily functions.


I had no control or feeling in my body from the neck down. I was exhausted, and stiff with shock. Unable to move, too exhausted now to shout, I began to take in the final minutes of my life. In those moments, I thought about my family, my friends, and mostly about the girl I had started going out with four months earlier, and I realised how much I loved her.


Who had allowed this to happen? People had been screaming for their lives for ten or 15 minutes now. First, ‘Help! Help us!’ Then, ‘Open the gate, there are people dying in here!’ Now, ‘Help! There are people dead in here!’


Three men directly in front of me were going – slowly turning blue, their faces changing from a ghostly pallor to a pale violet, their lips almost trembling with cold. Some people were covered in vomit. Some were weeping. Others were gibbering, trying to black out what was happening.


I was losing strength; I knew I couldn’t survive much longer. My head was trapped in a channel, looking slightly to the left, to the North Stand, when into that channel walked a policeman. He stopped and looked into the terrace and straight into my eyes. I knew I had him, and I slowly, simply mouthed the words: ‘Help. Help me. Help.’ The police officer narrowed his eyes, looked at me keenly and paused for a few seconds. Then he screwed up his mouth and smiled, uncertainly, and he walked off.


In the next few moments, I knew that I was about to die. Some people around me had been dead for some time – ten minutes, perhaps. I had no strength left, and something like sleep was beckoning. Then, from the back of my mind came a voice I had never heard before and have never heard since: ‘Fifty seconds,’ it said, ‘you’ve got 50 seconds left.’ As those seconds began to tick down, I summoned up every last ounce of strength left in my body to shove people off me, lever myself onto their shoulders, climb up and escape. But as I heaved and pressed and heaved again, I didn’t move an inch. Those pressed tight around me were heavy and wet, and some would never move again. My head sank forward, and I gave up.


As the seconds passed, I thought again of my girlfriend, my family and my mates. I knew that my brother would have to identify my body shortly, and I didn’t want him to find me with a look of pain on my face.


In those last few minutes on the Leppings Lane, I was overcome with euphoria. In the final few moments before death, the brain can flood the body with endorphins to protect against pain. Now, I began to float away, taking in the end of my life. I looked up at that beautiful blue day, opened my mouth towards the sky and sucked what I could out of it. And then I closed my eyes.


A few moments later, they opened. The police had finally unlocked the gate in the perimeter fence and were swearing at us. And I had survived.




*





Out on the concourse, someone laid Peter Carney down with the others who had died and who had been brought out of the tunnel. A jumper was placed over his head. But then Carney woke up. ‘I came to,’ he remembers, ‘and everything was brilliantly coloured. The pain in my legs was unbelievable. I just remember thinking: “I’m here, I’m here … I’m here on this earth.”’


A few yards away, Mike Bracken was witnessing scenes that would haunt him for years. Bodies were being raced back up the tunnel from the pens. ‘I watched fans reason calmly and logically with the police while their friends clung to life,’ he wrote in the Guardian. ‘Amazingly, several police officers denied people access to the bodies. I saw fans being pushed and blamed by police for the grotesque scene I was witnessing. Several young men, little older than me, appealed for calm, aware that the police would welcome any excuse to blame fans. Their self-control was remarkable.’


Back in pen 3, the crush around me abated as the police came through the gate in the perimeter fence. A group of people in front of me – who had had their backs to me throughout the crush, and who I thought were alive – simply keeled over and hit the concrete. A heap of tangled corpses piled up off the ground, three feet high. After a few seconds, I saw a limb move and realised someone was alive in there. One police officer who came through the gate said the scene ‘was like Belsen’.


A few minutes later, Graham Kelly and Glen Kirton of the FA, accompanied by Graham Mackrell, secretary of Sheffield Wednesday, went to the police control room in the South Stand. There, they asked Chief Superintendent David Duckenfield a question that millions of people transfixed in front of Grandstand were now asking: what on earth is going on here?




*





Before the day was out, 94 people were dead. Two days later, a 14-year-old boy had his life-support machine switched off. The death toll would remain at 95 until 1993, when – after four years in a persistent vegetative state – Tony Bland’s life-prolonging treatment was withdrawn.


Mike Bracken, Peter Carney, Damian Kavanagh, Peter Rankin, Steve and I were severely traumatised, and experienced symptoms associated with post-traumatic stress disorder for many years. Today, Mike Bracken is chief digital officer for the Co-operative Group. Between 2010 and 2015 he was executive director of the Government Digital Service, and he was awarded a CBE in 2014 for his services to digital transformation and his work in developing youth football in Hackney. In 2012, Peter Carney stepped down from his job as a play-development worker, providing after-school and holiday activities for young adults; he now runs Soccer in the City, a minibus tour of Liverpool’s football landscape. Damian Kavanagh has spent his career in insurance; today, he works as a pensions administrator. Dr Peter Rankin is a consultant paediatric neuropsychologist at Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children and chair of the British Psychological Society’s Division of Neuropsychology. Steve joined one of Britain’s biggest police forces in the early 1990s and became a detective. He has since left the police and is training to be a solicitor. These are the survivors I know. Football supporters were just like us in the 1980s.


But, in 1989, we were something else too. At Anfield’s Shankly Gates stands a memorial to the people who died around us and beneath us. It is a list simply of names and ages; there is nothing to indicate what those 96 people gave to society, or what they might have gone on to do. On 15 April 1989, they went to a football match and were crushed to death. And in the weeks, months and 23 years that followed, the likes of Mike Bracken, Peter Carney, Damian Kavanagh, Peter Rankin, Steve and me would be held responsible for their deaths.




* The FA later claimed they could find no trace of the letter.




















2 : A Cosy Stitch-up





Our car slipped out of Sheffield at around 5 p.m. that afternoon and onto the M1, heading south to Nottingham. It is doubtful whether one of the country’s busiest motorways has ever been quieter. We passed thousands of cars, but few of the people inside them appeared to be talking. It wasn’t only the 54,000 spectators who had witnessed the disaster unfold; much of the country was now tuning in to the BBC, and those who weren’t at home in front of the TV were listening for the latest news on BBC Radio 2’s Sports Report.


The programme featured the late football broadcaster Peter Jones, who had gone to Hillsborough to commentate live on an FA Cup semi-final and found himself witness to a tragedy that left him a broken man. At around 5 p.m. that day, Jones signed off with his final report from Hillsborough: it remains one of the most poignant pieces of commentary in broadcasting history. ‘Well,’ he said,




I think the biggest irony is that the sun is shining now, and Hillsborough’s quiet, and over there, to the left, the green Yorkshire hills … and who would’ve known that people would die here in the stadium this afternoon.


I don’t necessarily want to reflect on Heysel, but I was there that night, broadcasting with Emlyn Hughes, and he was sitting behind me this afternoon, and after half an hour of watching stretchers going out and oxygen cylinders being brought in, and ambulance sirens screaming, he touched me on the shoulder and he said, ‘I can’t take any more,’ and Emlyn Hughes left.


The gymnasium here, at Hillsborough, is being used as a mortuary for the dead, and at this moment stewards have got little paper bags, and they’re gathering up the personal belongings of the spectators … and there are red and white scarves of Liverpool, and red and white bobble hats of Liverpool, and red and white rosettes of Liverpool, and nothing else.


And the sun shines now.





On 17 April 1989, the home secretary, Douglas Hurd, appointed Lord Taylor of Gosforth to ‘inquire into the events at Sheffield Wednesday football ground on 15 April 1989, and to make recommendations about the needs of crowd control and safety at sports events’.


Remarkably, Lord Justice Taylor – a regular at St James’ Park in his younger days – was tasked with presenting an interim report in time for the start of the next football season, barely four months hence. If it was unseemly that the inquiry into the deaths of 95 people should present its key findings in time for the new season, it was as nothing compared with the response of the South Yorkshire Police.


On the morning of 16 April, Margaret Thatcher flew into Sheffield to inspect the Leppings Lane. The dated news footage of the PM picking her way through the wreckage looks grainy, almost spectral now, but it is not difficult to make out her escorts: there is Douglas Hurd, her home secretary; there is Graham Mackrell, the secretary and safety officer of Sheffield Wednesday, a club without a valid safety certificate to stage the semi-final; there is her press secretary, Bernard Ingham, with South Yorkshire’s Chief Constable Peter Wright and Chief Superintendent Duckenfield; Irvine Patnick, Conservative MP for Sheffield Hallam, is with them. There were no survivors to be heard on the Leppings Lane that day.


What followed remains one of the great unknowns about Hillsborough, even in the wake of the Hillsborough Independent Panel’s exhaustive research. Many of the families of those who died are convinced that a secret meeting took place, soon afterwards, between the prime minister’s party and South Yorkshire Police’s top brass. Secret, because no minutes have ever been discovered and no one has ever confirmed what was discussed, or whether a meeting even took place. And yet it doesn’t take a rabid conspiracy theorist to guess at what might have happened that morning, away from the cameras – not when Bernard Ingham would later insist: ‘I know what I learnt on the spot. There would have been no Hillsborough if a mob, who were clearly tanked up, had not tried to force their way into the ground. To blame the police is a cop-out.’


So were the government and the police speaking as one? As they escorted the prime minister around Hillsborough that lunchtime, the South Yorkshire Police could reasonably claim that they had only done the PM’s bidding – they had been asked to contain ‘an enemy within’, and they had done so. Moreover, their tactics, enshrined in the Operational Order, were broadly consistent with those deployed by police forces up and down the country every Saturday afternoon.


Besides, this wasn’t the first enemy within that the South Yorkshire Police had been asked to contain by Mrs Thatcher. It is a recorded fact that, while much of the heavy-handed policing during the 1984–5 miners’ strike was the work of the Metropolitan Police, a number of the officers on duty at Hillsborough had also fought the miners to a standstill at Orgreave. The running battle between miners and the police at the Orgreave coking plant in South Yorkshire, in June 1984, would prove the defining moment in the year-long strike, and was confirmation, if it were needed, that the police had been deployed by the government to break an industrial dispute.


In 1985, 71 miners were charged with rioting at Orgreave, an offence that carried a potential sentence of life imprisonment. The charges were pressed at the behest of South Yorkshire’s chief constable, Peter Wright, but the trial collapsed in 1985, when – after 48 days of police evidence – the prosecution realised it could no longer sustain a case.


Each of the miners wrongfully accused received a few thousand pounds in compensation, but not a single police officer was called to account for a systemic attempt to fabricate evidence. Dozens of police statements – submitted by officers from four forces on duty, detailing the miners’ alleged offences – contained uncannily similar phrases, descriptions and accusations. Mark George QC, a barrister who had access to 40 of the statements, later wrote: ‘This was wholesale collusion … What the police achieved by this device was control of the media.’


As Michael Mansfield QC, who defended three of the acquitted miners, said: ‘South Yorkshire Police operated a culture of fabricating evidence with impunity.’


Clearly, there was little political will to censure Peter Wright’s force: as late as the early 1990s, Margaret Thatcher was still paying tribute to the South Yorkshire Police for facing down what she described in her memoirs as ‘a mob’ at Orgreave. And, on 16 April 1989, Thatcher flew into Sheffield to hear their account of what happened at Hillsborough.


Douglas Hurd’s diary offers a brief but revealing insight: ‘To Sheffield, miserably, in cold helicopter with MT. Earpads, so no speech. Briefing with chief constable, who is pale and inarticulate … In intensive care, youngsters fight against death or brain damage. Relations sit around. Clearly, there is one, perhaps two, police blunders.’


That wasn’t how the police saw it. At 9 a.m. that day, a few hours before he met the prime minister, Peter Wright chaired a meeting of his senior officers on duty the previous day. The minutes record that the first to offer Wright his perspective on the disaster was Chief Superintendent Duckenfield.


‘I looked out at 2.30 p.m.,’ Duckenfield said. ‘The Nottingham fans had got into the Spion Kop and as far as I was concerned it was pretty full; they were in the other areas on the South Stand and it was remarkable as far as I was concerned that the North Stand was almost empty, and also the Leppings Lane stand, particularly on the terracing.’


This is a remarkable statement, given the situation developing in pens 3 and 4 by 2.30 p.m. Nonetheless, Peter Wright asked his officers: ‘Can anyone give an explanation as to why they [the Liverpool fans] weren’t there?’


Superintendent Marshall replied: ‘Because they were drinking outside off-licences.’


It was a view repeatedly put to Wright by some of the officers assembled, who ranged from constables and sergeants to inspectors and chief superintendents. ‘So,’ Wright said, ‘there is no evidence whatsoever of the delay in transit of the fans. The fans arrived at the ground vicinity early enough to go in the ground but instead went drinking.’


A note in the minutes of the meeting reads, in capitals: ‘THIS WAS AGREED.’ Which makes it appear somewhat odd that no arrests were made – none, according to the minutes. For Inspector Sykes, that would have been ‘Virtually impossible, the people who were arriving had been drinking and the sheer mass of numbers of people with drink and …’


Chief Constable: ‘And if we’d started making arrests we would have … Tell me about the radio.’


The meeting continued in this vein: helter-skelter allegations with little supporting evidence – arrest rates, for instance – and Chief Constable Wright completing sentences started by his junior officers, before sliding off on another tangent. When one inspector told the meeting, ‘I think that we must make the point that drink played a big part,’ Wright replied: ‘If drink played a big part, that will emerge. When the police actions were central to an issue like this the last thing we want to be seen to be doing is trying to blame someone else, and I think let other people find that out. I accept that completely. Everybody’s saying it and it’s true but it is really a question of how that’s used.’


Before he drew the meeting to a close, Wright told his men: ‘If it is that the drunken, marauding fans – and I thought of this last night – contributed to this, let somebody else say that … I don’t think that we would be right now to be talking about the animalistic behaviour of fans, the level of drink. Whoever is looking at it overall will find that without any problem.’


Two days later, the Sheffield Star reported that ‘ticketless thugs staged crush to gain entry, attacked an ambulanceman, threatened firemen, and punched and urinated on policemen as they gave the kiss of life to stricken victims’. Its source? Unnamed officers in the local constabulary.


Next up was Paul Middup, a spokesman for the Police Federation. ‘I am sick of hearing how good the crowd were,’ he told the Daily Mail. ‘Just because they weren’t tearing each other’s throats out doesn’t mean they were well-behaved. They were arriving tanked up on drink, and the situation faced by officers trying to control them was quite simply terrifying.’ The fans, he said, ‘were diving under the bellies of the horses and between their legs, and the only people who do that are either mental or have been drinking very heavily’.


Then, on Wednesday 19 April, Kelvin MacKenzie – who later claimed he was egged on by an MP and a policeman he didn’t name – took up the Sheffield Star’s headlines, adding his own inimitable gloss. Liverpool fans, his newspaper reported, had offered to sexually abuse a dead girl.


‘The Truth’ was out.




*





The media had been frothing at the mouth for a month before Lord Justice Taylor got to work. Over 31 days, between 15 May and 29 June, he heard evidence in Sheffield from 174 witnesses and took a considerable number of written statements. He inspected the stadium, convened a Health and Safety committee, and pored over Sheffield Wednesday’s accounts. The FA was summoned, along with Sheffield City Council and the South Yorkshire Police. The West Midlands Police, appointed to assist the inquiry, took 3,776 witness statements, and selected those suitable to go forward to the judge.


Either by accident or by design, key witness statements never found their way to Taylor’s desk. A number of doctors at the hospitals in Sheffield joined thousands of witnesses from the Leppings Lane who went unheard. Arguably the most signiﬁ cant omission, however, was Tony Edwards. Edwards was the ambulance attendant whose lonely vehicle was seen by millions of people on Grandstand, weaving its way along the pitch almost half an hour after the match was abandoned. His was the only professional ambulance crew to reach the centre of the disaster, after two St John ambulances had been overwhelmed: it’s thought the police had prevented 40 other ambulances entering the stadium behind him, after telling those crews that ‘the fans are ﬁghting’. They certainly told Edwards this, but he was ordered onto the pitch by a senior ambulance officer.


‘There was no fighting!’ Edwards told me in 2009, when I reported on Hillsborough for the Observer. ‘The survivors were deciding who we should deal with. The police weren’t. We weren’t.’


Edwards suspected that the prompt response of those 40 ambulance crews might have saved many lives. But despite taking his witness statement, the West Midlands Police did not put him forward to Lord Justice Taylor. In fact, said Edwards, ‘Taylor was told I didn’t exist. The police denied that my ambulance ever made it onto the pitch. But it’s there, in their own CCTV footage.’ But then, as he told me: ‘All these questions Taylor would have had to ask me were key to the mismanagement of Hillsborough. My testimony would have been disastrous for the South Yorkshire Police and ambulance services.’


Taylor acknowledged that ‘the number of witnesses called were only a small fraction of those from whom statements were or could have been taken’. Nonetheless, he was satisfied that they were ‘sufficient in number and reliability’.


As spring rolled on towards summer, the government made polite noises about awaiting the findings of Taylor’s inquiry before pressing on with its plans to introduce ID cards for football fans, via the Football Spectators Bill. In private, the Tories were satisfied that they had been dealt a good hand at Hillsborough. John Carlisle MP, one of the chief cheerleaders for ID cards, told the Daily Mail on 17 April that the disaster should make ‘a dramatic difference’ to the government’s chances of getting the controversial bill through Parliament.


The Tories could afford to be relaxed: the black-propaganda campaign emanating from South Yorkshire had persuaded much of the country that, sadly, Liverpool fans had killed their own. A tanked-up mob had forced open a gate.


Clearly, the time for pussyfooting around with football fans was over. On 21 April, Colin Welch, parliamentary sketch writer for the Daily Mail, summed up Thatcher’s position: ‘The [Football Spectators] Bill will be there waiting, so to speak, a “vehicle” ready for Taylor to board with his luggage. Whoever opposes it will bear, in her view, a heavy responsibility.’




*





On 4 August 1989, Lord Justice Taylor published his interim report, into the causes of the Hillsborough disaster. His conclusions were astonishing. The cause of the disaster was overcrowding, and the main reason was ‘the failure of police control’. The presence of drunken fans was dismissed as a minor aggravating factor; they were not a cause. If the Leppings Lane’s capacity of 10,100 had been exceeded, then it was by no more than 24 – the police allegation of ticketless fans was unfounded. The layout of the turnstiles had created problems the police had failed to anticipate. Crucially, Liverpool fans had not forced open a gate: this was revealed to be a lie on the part of Chief Superintendent Duckenfield – one repeated around the world within the hour. Duckenfield’s decision to open exit gate C and not seal off the tunnel that led to the central pens was described by Taylor as ‘a blunder of the first magnitude’.


Taylor praised the actions of a number of police officers on duty, who did their best ‘in ghastly circumstances’. He also described the reaction of the Liverpool supporters to the chaos that engulfed them as ‘magnificent’. However, Taylor found that senior officers on duty had made ‘defensive or evasive witnesses’ and that ‘neither their handling of problems on the day nor their account of it in evidence showed the qualities of leadership to be expected of their rank’. He also found that the quality of evidence given was in ‘inverse proportion’ to the rank of those police witnesses.


Taylor ruled that the FA had failed to consider in any depth whether the stadium was suitable for the game and that they had neither made an inspection themselves nor consulted either Sheffield City Council or Sheffield Wednesday. Sheffield City Council was lambasted for its failures over the safety certificate: ‘The attention given to this licensing function was woefully inadequate,’ Taylor said.


And it was now that the real horror of the Leppings Lane was revealed. At around 2.53 p.m. on 15 April, the sudden influx of fans down the tunnel led to pens 3 and 4 bursting with almost 40 per cent more people than they were expected to hold. And yet their capacity had been overestimated in the first place.


In 1985, a drawing from Eastwood & Partners, Sheffield Wednesday’s structural engineers, detailed that a safe capacity for pen 3 was 1,200, and for pen 4, 1,000. But as the Health and Safety Executive reported to Taylor, these figures would only have been safe had the strength and spacing of the crush barriers (which helped to regulate the flow of the crowd) complied with the recommendations of the Green Guide. They did not. In pen 3, four out of five gaps between the barriers did not conform to recommendations. In pen 4, nine out of ten failed to comply. Ten of the 14 barriers in these pens were also below the recommended height, which not only left many fans bent over them by the weight of people behind, it should also have reduced the calculations of capacity. Taylor reported that, taking into account all of these factors, the safe capacity for pen 3 should have been 822, and for pen 4, 871 – a total of 1,693 people.


However, in his research for the Hillsborough Independent Panel, Professor Phil Scraton found that the HSE had, in fact, reached a far more damning conclusion, one which Taylor overlooked. The HSE recorded that ‘if only those barriers which meet the Green Guide recommendations were used in the calculation of safe capacity, the allowable numbers of persons able to use the central terraces [pens 3 and 4] would drop to 389 and 540.’ The HSE estimated that at the height of the crush, there were over 3,000 people in pens 3 and 4.


In their submission to the Taylor inquiry, the South Yorkshire Police argued that the disaster could be blamed not on their mismanagement but on a defective barrier giving way at the front of pen 3, leading to supporters losing their footing – and to the stack of bodies Peter Carney saw. Taylor would not hear of it. ‘Such an unrealistic approach gives cause for anxiety as to whether lessons have been learnt,’ he concluded. ‘It would have been more seemly and encouraging for the future if responsibility had been faced.’




*





Lord Justice Taylor had delivered a bombshell: hooliganism was not the cause of the Hillsborough disaster. It was a hammer blow not only to the South Yorkshire Police, but also to the government’s policy on football fans.


In the Guardian, David Lacey wrote: ‘Taylor’s findings confirm one’s own immediate impressions of a botched police operation born of ignorance, complacency and bad management.’ While Chief Constable Peter Wright said he was ‘surprised that the inquiry had seen things in a different light from the impression originally given [to him] by officers at the match’, a Guardian editorial declared: ‘The South Yorkshire Police performance, at the highest levels, was abysmal.’


Wright offered to resign, but the police authority refused to accept his notice. Sufficiently buoyed, he now made utterances to the effect that the inquests into the deaths of the 95 Liverpool supporters would exonerate his force. However, as the Hillsborough Independent Panel has revealed, two days before Taylor’s interim report was published, the prime minister was briefed that ‘little or no blame is attached to the Liverpool fans’. Instead, it was Wright’s force that bore the brunt of the criticism: ‘reference is made to poor operational orders [and] lack of leadership’, she was informed, while Duckenfield’s allegation that Liverpool fans had stormed an exit gate ‘was not only untruthful … it caused grave offence and distress’.


In a further briefing, Thatcher learnt that ‘senior officers involved sought to duck all responsibility when giving evidence to the inquiry’, and that the home secretary believed Peter Wright ‘will have to resign’, as the ‘enormity of the disaster, and the extent to which the inquiry blames the police, demand this’. The briefing also stated that ‘the defensive – and at times close to deceitful – behaviour by the senior officers in South Yorkshire sounds depressingly familiar’.


The home secretary informed the PM that his own statement would ‘welcome unreservedly the broad thrust of the report’. On a note she received requesting her agreement of Douglas Hurd’s proposed statement, Thatcher replied: ‘What do we mean by “welcoming the broad thrust of the report”? The broad thrust is devastating criticism of the police. Is that for us to welcome? … Surely we welcome the thoroughness of the report and its recommendations – MT.’


As the Hillsborough Independent Panel reported: ‘This change was conveyed to the home secretary and adopted in his statement.’ On publication of the report, Douglas Hurd was not reported as attaching most of the blame to the police; he praised Wright’s ‘typically dignified and honourable’ offer of resignation, and stated that Taylor had revealed major deficiencies in the layout and organisation of Hillsborough.


By 6 August, two days after Taylor’s interim report appeared, the Sunday Telegraph was indignant. Its Comment pages stated that ‘It would be outrageous if any Sheffield policeman were to be made to stand trial.’ Instead, it argued that those now gathering behind Lord Justice Taylor had overlooked ‘the violent, unruly and uneducated’ football supporter and, more specifically, ‘a rabble’ from Liverpool.


Across the country, the full force of Taylor’s findings was felt immediately. There was a palpable sense of surprise, mixed with relief, that hooliganism was not to blame. The public, and football fans in particular, now looked to the government for a response. But there was none. Taylor’s report was published on 4 August, during Parliament’s annual summer recess. The law lord’s findings into the causes of the biggest disaster in British sport were never debated in Parliament. MPs had gone on holiday.


One can only speculate over the Tories’ motivation for giving Taylor an August deadline to report into the causes of Hillsborough. One can only guess, too, at the anger on the Conservative benches as they returned from recess to learn that the police were largely to blame. Moreover, the demonisation of football supporters had itself contributed to the disaster – Taylor ruling that the preoccupation with hooliganism within Duckenfield’s force had exerted an unhelpful influence on its operation.


As the judge retreated to chambers to start work on the second part of his inquiry, the Tories were stumped. But Taylor was about to deliver them an unexpected present.




*





Margaret Thatcher’s memoirs give no clue as to her feelings about football as the 1980s came to a close. Communism was crumbling across eastern Europe; the net was closing in on the Lockerbie bombers (Iran, Syria and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine – General Command were in the frame); and satellite television was set to revolutionise the British media. Most pressing, perhaps, was the Poll Tax – due to be rolled out across England and Wales in 1990. Football would have been little more than an irritating blip on the government radar. Nonetheless, it is curious that the prime minister makes no reference to Hillsborough in her memoirs, The Downing Street Years. Her only allusion to the national sport is framed within the context of hooliganism – Heysel makes an entry. If Margaret Thatcher truly believed that hooligans were responsible for Hillsborough, she would surely have written as much in her memoirs. She did not.


And yet, in the autumn of 1989, football was undoubtedly a problem for the Tories. One of the country’s major police forces had been implicated in the deaths of nearly a hundred people. Now, before the leaves were off the trees, word reached Number 10 that Lord Justice Taylor looked set to sink the Football Spectators Bill – legislation into which Mrs Thatcher had invested enormous personal effort. ID cards looked set to go too: Taylor was convinced they would have done nothing to prevent the crush at Hillsborough.


In November 1989, ‘a well-publicised altercation’ took place between Taylor and John Carlisle MP at the Home Office. Carlisle told Taylor he should not concern himself with the bill’s proposals for issuing ID cards – effectively revoking assurances the judge had been given on his appointment in the spring. ‘The clash’, reported the Guardian, ‘is said to have toughened the judge’s determination not to be bullied.’


But Taylor was now on a collision course with Thatcher. According to former sports minister Richard Tracey, Thatcher and Colin Moynihan, her minister for sport, were now at the point of ‘total frustration and anger’ with the state of football. So, in December 1989, with the judge signalling the death knell for the Football Spectators Bill, the government asked Systems Reliability, one of the companies tendering to provide ID cards, to ‘accelerate’ its research into the scheme.


As New Year’s Day dawned, Britain emerged into the 1990s. Few could have anticipated that the year ahead would see the end of Margaret Thatcher, or of football as Britain had known it for over a century.




*





On 29 January 1990, Lord Justice Taylor’s final report on Hillsborough was presented to both Houses of Parliament. The debate in the Lords over Taylor’s blueprint for reform had scarcely got under way before Lord Harris of Greenwich complained of leaks in the press that week, in which, he said, the government had carried out ‘a series of quite deplorable attacks’ on Taylor. He pointed a finger at The Times, in which John Carlisle MP had accused Taylor of being ‘prejudiced’ against ID cards. In a leader, The Times also argued that opponents of ID cards – whose ranks Taylor had joined – were ‘myopic’. The bill, it argued, was ‘one of the sharpest knives’ in the government’s armoury for dealing with hooligans. Lord Harris complained that Taylor had been the victim of ‘an act of gross discourtesy’ on the part of the government.


Over in the Commons, David Waddington, Douglas Hurd’s successor as home secretary, was about to give a masterclass in elision: while citing overcrowding as the cause of the disaster, he either neglected or refused to acknowledge that the reason was the failure of police control. Instead, Waddington wasted no time in laying into hooliganism, excessive drinking, and poor leadership in the game. He made an early diversion, referring curiously to spectators as ‘customers’. Then he confirmed what the public had known for a few days: the Football Spectators Bill, and ID cards, would be put on ice. Despite briefing bitterly against Taylor in the media, the government had no option but to accept that he had found their ID proposals wanting. And yet: ‘Let no one imagine that this means there will be any let-up in the fight against hooliganism,’ Waddington warned. ‘Those who, unlike the government, have for so long shrugged off their responsibilities will now have to face up to them.’ Ominously, the home secretary warned that those who opposed the ID cards scheme ‘may not be quite so happy today’, because Taylor’s proposals for reforming football ‘will undoubtedly be extremely costly’.


Over in the Lords, there was consternation. Repeating the home secretary’s speech, Conservative peer Earl Ferrers introduced Taylor’s report with Waddington’s repeated references to hooliganism. He also broke off to contend that had the ID cards scheme been in place, football might not be in the mess it was in. The Lords grew increasingly restive.


Back in the Commons, the home secretary turned his attention to the police, paying tribute to ‘the way they carry out the difficult, thankless and often unthanked tasks which are thrust upon them’. Waddington’s speech left no one in any doubt that, in the government’s eyes, responsibility for the safety of football supporters should lie not with the police but with football clubs: ‘I can only repeat that those who invite people to a sporting occasion as a commercial venture have a duty to ensure that the ground is safe for those people,’ he said. ‘It is their responsibility and no other person’s.’


The government’s stance could be said to have been selective, at best. The home secretary – himself a QC – had taken a distinctly black-and-white reading of a crucial part of Taylor’s final report, one which the judge had reiterated was a grey area. ‘Which functions should be discharged by the police and which by the club’s stewards is one of the most vexed questions,’ Taylor wrote.


Taylor had grappled with the equivocations of Lord Justice Popplewell, who – in his inquiry into the Valley Parade disaster in 1985 – eventually settled on the finding that a club must bear ultimate responsibility for supporters’ safety. Taylor noted: ‘It is undisputed that the club, as a matter of law, has a duty to take reasonable care for the safety of the spectators invited to its premises. There have, however, been two practical difficulties about the club, rather than the police, being de facto in charge.’


The first was the inadequacy of club stewards, who, Taylor wrote, ‘I have frequently been told are of limited capacity and reliability’. The second came in the form of a submission to Taylor from the Association of Chief Police Officers, which stated: ‘Dual responsibility for safety is a recipe for confusion … the police must accept a leading role and, despite the requirements and civil liabilities of football clubs, themselves take on supervision of the overall conduct of events wherever crowd safety is an issue.’


In 1986, the South Yorkshire Police had taken Sheffield Utd to court, to press for payment for ‘special’ police services provided at Bramall Lane. Then, the judge agreed with Peter Wright’s force that they had taken responsibility for the safety of the crowd, and that this was a ‘special’ service, one which merited payment. Lord Justice Taylor only reinforced this interpretation of the law when he ruled that at Hillsborough the South Yorkshire Police had de facto taken responsibility for the safety of supporters in Sheffield Wednesday’s stadium too.


Now, in clarifying the respective role of the police and clubs, Taylor settled on a Statement of Intent, in which he wrote: ‘What the division of functions should be must be a matter for local decision and in the last resort for the Police Commander to determine.’


The home secretary adopted the more commercial position: responsibility for supporters’ safety, he said, ‘now rests on the [football] industry’.




*





Taylor may have dithered over the issue of responsibility for supporters’ safety, but he pulled no punches in his blueprint for the refurbishment of our stadiums: every ground in England’s top two divisions must be converted into an all-seater venue by the start of the 1994/5 season. It was a programme of reform that Graham Kelly believed was ‘eminently achievable’ if the government allocated proper funds.


How much was football asking for in 1990? Today, set against the colossal sums of money swimming around the Premiership, the bill for all-seater stadiums for England’s clubs seems so trifling as to appear a misprint. It was £130 million, according to Arthur Sandford, chief executive of the Football League. (This is around £260 million in today’s money – a sum that wouldn’t cover the combined annual wage bill of Chelsea and Man Utd.) Surely the public coffers could find this? As Sandford told The Times on 1 February 1990, the chancellor was already raking in £250 million a year in tax from the football pools companies. Six months and a week of that would finance Taylor’s blueprint.


The case was strong, and it was put forcefully. Joe Ashton MP asked why the government couldn’t give a similar grant for football-ground improvements as Labour had done prior to the 1966 World Cup. His argument was echoed by John Cartwright, MP for Woolwich, who pointed to the ‘substantial public help to commercial undertakings in the arts’.


However, according to David Waddington, ‘it would be irresponsible if … Opposition Members were to allow a message to go out to the football authorities to the effect that, once again, they can shirk their responsibilities because the Opposition, if the British people were ever to return them to power, would take all the responsibility off their shoulders and force the bill onto the taxpayer’.


David Lacey had predicted as much in the Guardian, a few days earlier: ‘But for the deaths at Hillsborough, the government would be hell-bent on enforcing [the Football Spectators Bill] next season,’ he wrote. ‘Having lost the argument over ID cards, the government is even less likely to be moved by pleas for such financial help.’


From a purely financial perspective, the government’s argument was not without merit: English football clubs were private companies, leaning on the public realm for policing and other services when it suited them. The Metropolitan Police’s bill for policing football matches in London in 1988/9 was £10 million, only £1 million of which was recoverable from the clubs, which meant the taxpayer was subsidising the policing of football to the tune of £9 million a year in London alone.


Ultimately, however, the government would direct substantial funding from the public purse towards Taylor’s reforms. Taylor recommended the tax on the football pools companies be reduced from 42.5 to 40 per cent, and that this saving should be directed towards ground improvements, via the Football Trust. In the budget of spring 1990, the Tory government acceded. However, by June 1990 the £130 million refurbishment bill was revised upwards, to around £500 million. (This would prove an accurate estimate.) MPs, led by Labour’s Tom Pendry, now pushed for a further reduction in the pools levy, and in 1991 it was reduced again, to 38 per cent. This channelled some £18–20 million a year into stadium renovations.


Effectively, the public would end up paying twice for the refit of these privately owned football clubs’ stadiums: through the hike in ticket prices in the refurbished grounds, and through playing the pools.
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