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‘This is the best book you will ever read. So much so that it is certain to have a profound effect on the intellectual world many years into the twenty-first century. It is a literary masterpiece of pure comedy genius that any self-respecting football supporter would queue up to purchase; plus an extra copy just in case.’
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‘I don’t remember any of that.’
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‘I don’t remember anything.’
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‘Read it and weep.’
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Foreword


By Peter Barnes,


Manchester City and England


I’ve only met Steve a couple of times even though we both went to Chorlton High School in Manchester during the 1970s. His descriptive style of writing certainly evoked long-forgotten images of my schooldays although I don’t particularly remember Chorlton High to be the austere and Draconian place he recalls. Plus I don’t recall being picked on as an argumentative, lazy and scruffy ‘little Herbert’. The teachers actually liked me! Perhaps this was because, unlike Steve, I kept myself to myself, was good at football and I did actually lift a finger during lessons (albeit just the one).


Steve and I both love Manchester City and England, and his terrace tales of club and country made me smile. The passion and fervour of the old England v. Scotland experiences at Wembley and Hampden is something that has been lost in the mists of time and can never be recreated. His first attendance at Wembley in 1979 for the ‘Auld Enemy’ clash witnessed my equalising goal just before half time; a devastating volley from the edge of the box, which whistled past George Wood’s left ear, bouncing only three times on its way in!


Steve’s stories of being a spectator at Maine Road portray a side to the beautiful game often lost on players who are busy wrapped up in the pressures of performing in front of large and expectant crowds. I have my own cherished memories as a star-struck youngster sharing a dressing room with great players such as Colin Bell, Mike Summerbee, Dennis Tueart and Rodney Marsh. It’s a great shame that Steve wasn’t at Wembley in 1976 to enjoy my goal in City’s last trophy win when we beat Newcastle 2–1 in the League Cup final. I wouldn’t have swapped places with him that day for all the world (I never did like Burnden Park).


In later years when my professional career was over, I turned down Steve’s generous offer to play for his Sunday League team Lee Athletic when he collared me one boozy Friday night in the Orange Tree in Altrincham.


Having read the book, I thank God for my foresight.





Peter ‘Barnesy’ Barnes, 2010





Everything you are about to read is true, but then again, don’t believe everything you read....
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Out of the Blocks


I was a child of the 1960s, a ’60s child named Steven Worthington – once nicknamed ‘Worm’, and these days known as ‘Worthy’ to my mates, and other various creative expletives to my enemies. Having informally adopted ‘Worthy’ in the early ’80s, I’ve always found it to be an appropriate nickname, being a clever derivative taken from my surname. Thankfully my mum and dad, Kathleen and Derek, didn’t trouble me with a middle name. Their considered reasoning was that there were more than enough syllables within Steven Worthington to cope with without having to learn a few more unnecessary additions, particularly if I should turn out to be a bit thick.


I was born – much to my mother’s discomfort, I should imagine – in the ‘master bedroom’ of a two-up two-down terraced ‘cottage’ on 2 May 1962, at 239 Wythenshawe Road, Northern Moor in South Manchester. Our modest dwelling was set into a Victorian terrace of six, which conspicuously nestled amid the contrived conformity of the surrounding red-bricked houses. These newer homes had sprung up on the adjacent green fields and served to accommodate the post-war population explosion in the ‘Baby Boom’ years when Britons had, ‘never had it so good’, according to the original ‘Supermac’: Prime Minister Harold MacMillan. This not so grandiose address was our ‘Worthington Towers’, our working-class palace, complete with an outside loo and a newspaper hanging on nail. It was a humble abode and bigger than it appeared from the outside. Contrary to local belief, you could have swung a cat in our front room, but in doing so, you would have smashed its head in.


When first built in the nineteenth century, our row of cottages was marooned within a flat, rural area, located several miles below the dark, yawning shadow of a thriving industrial city. They were rooted just a stone’s throw (well a stone’s throw from the Olympic World Record stone-throwing champion, and then some) from the vast, green 250-acre oasis of Wythenshawe Park, which had been generously donated to ‘the people’ by Lord Simon of Wythenshawe in the mid-1920s. By the early 1960s, most of the rural land had been devoured by the seemingly relentless modern housing development. The park now unwittingly dissected the huge and ever-expanding area of collective neighbourhoods which came under the vast new suburban umbrella of Wythenshawe.


In those days ‘Wivvy’ (as it was known locally) had grown to become ‘the biggest Council Housing estate in Europe’. It was a reasonably safe, if unremarkable and stereotypical, pay on the never-never land in which to commence my journey through life’s trials and tribulations. A land where love and hate were emotions experienced with equal and extreme passion. These were also four-letter words indelibly etched into the knuckles of many a confused adolescent male. They were local badges of honour constantly serving as a crude reminder of the alternative choices always available for adoption at key moments within their lives; choices which were not always taken with the greatest wisdom in mind (such as tattooing their own knuckles with the words ‘love’ and ‘hate’ for example).


As a baby, life was uncomplicated. In later years, my mum reckoned that I – unlike my two sisters – was an angry baby. Perhaps I had suffered a disturbing premonition of what was to follow? Once I was up and running, I shared the smaller bedroom with my sister Julie. She was my sole, elder sibling and was to prove to be my arch nemesis through my turbulent, but happy, childhood – even though it was often fraught with major injury and minor illness. Indeed my earliest memory is of the pain and discomfort of Scarlet Fever, a disease I’d contracted during the days leading up to my third birthday. Scarlet was hardly an appropriately coloured fever to suffer and was, perhaps, an early seed of my deeply rooted psychological aversion to all things red.


Dad worked at the Kellogg’s Cornflakes factory at Trafford Park, distinguished by the huge illuminated red ‘K’ which could be easily seen from the M60 motorway. Today, the ‘Big K’ is unfortunately obscured by the artificial neo-classical splendour of the ‘cathedral to consumerism’ that is the Trafford Centre.


Despite an eight-year apprenticeship as a photogravure printer, dad couldn’t afford a car in those fledgling family days. He brought home the bacon on his trusty little 10cc Raleigh moped. His headwear was the most ridiculous looking white peaked leather helmet. It had straps on the sides which looked like he had Deputy Dawg’s (a well known cartoon character of the day) ears buckled around his chin to keep it placed safely on his head. His biking attire also included what looked like snorkelling goggles, wicketkeeper’s gloves and galoshes. Once mounted, he portrayed that cool Steve McQueen look in The Great Escape.


Dad’s efforts didn’t literally bring home the bacon; we rarely saw bacon for breakfast. In fact, he brought home the Cornflakes, the Rice Krispies and whatever else he could buy cheaply from the staff shop and carry home on his ‘Superbike’ without toppling off. My dad’s employment at Kellogg’s meant that we always had an abundance of free gifts, such as Magic Roundabout figurines, which lay hidden within family-sized cereal packets. These trinkets made up most of the contents of my older sister’s toy box. He would also bring home Kellogg’s Variety Packs, which were soon banned by mum as they caused more in-fighting than they were worth. She wouldn’t allow us to open a new Variety Pack before all the boxes in the old one had gone. If the one that was left was an old boring packet of Cornflakes, then World War III would erupt between me and my sister.


Dad would be busy working hard at the cereal plant, while mum stayed at home. Not only was she a double agent (for Grattan’s and Freeman’s catalogues) she also had her work cut out providing all the necessary comforts needed for developing her tender offspring.


The background music was mostly provided on the ‘wireless’ by the Beatles during their commercial period in the early to mid-1960s. ‘A Hard Day’s Night’ now seems particularly appropriate for dad, who worked gruelling treble shifts to earn his weekly wage and regularly came home exhausted. But he still managed to muster the strength to give his two demanding kids the love and attention we needed.


Bath nights were limited to Sundays, when I would bathe Cleopatra-like in the deep, square, chipped enamel kitchen sink, having my grubby knees tenderly wiped clean by a caring mother and Camay soap. As I grew bigger and the sink grew smaller, I graduated to the tin bath and second-hand water clouded by my elder sister’s weekly grime. This was where caring mother would not so tenderly scrub muddy knees with an old Brillo pad and carbolic soap. Tough times, tough knees. Sometimes bath nights included a haircut: an obligatory short back and sides with a wobbly fringe. Mum didn’t go as far as cutting around a basin placed on top of my head as a template – as was the desperate plight of some children of the day – but she did have some vicious hair clippers that always jammed in mid-chop. Whether they reduced my hair length by cutting or by wrenching my dark brown locks unceremoniously from my scalp was of little interest to my mother.


Any football I played during these dim and distant days between the early and mid-1960s was limited to kickarounds at the nearby Sandilands School Nursery. My lack of footballing opportunities changed when the Worthington family moved around the corner to our new abode. Technically it was two corners and a quarter-of-a-mile car journey in my dad’s Batmobile-like Goodwood Green Zephyr 6. He had acquired this gas-guzzling monster by swapping his moped, 13,654 Park Drive coupons, 274 books of Green Shield Stamps and £83 in cash. We arrived at 8 Greenham Road in 1968, the year that Manchester City were Champions of England with the last and probably ever fully English team to win the league. This was also the year my football career began in earnest.


[image: images]


Our new home had one more bedroom and an indoor toilet compared to the old place. To my undiscerning eyes it was a luxurious mansion. The extra bedroom came in handy as Julie and I had been joined by our younger sister, Joanne. This meant that I was both outnumbered on the gender front and wasn’t the youngest anymore and in less need of TLC from my mother. This was no great problem as by now I was more than ready to face the world. It was a world limited by the boundaries of Orton Road to the north, Wythenshawe Road to the east, Sealand Road to the west and Moor Road to the south. It was a patch of about 2 square miles in which to roam freely.


However, first I would need some pals. I went out to find them under instructions from my optimistic mother to, ‘go and make friends and play’ (as in, ‘get out from under my feet’). There were a couple of potential friends living directly opposite our house. The first was Billy Roddy at number 9. He was a tall, thin boy who turned out to be a year older than me (and hopefully still is). His next-door neighbour, Terry Stanton at number 7, was my second candidate for impending ‘buddyism’.


Being a child of the ’60s in Manchester meant that football, (footy, togger, etc.) was the most important thing in life. I soon befriended Billy and Terry, the latter being something of a hero despite him being from the dark side (a Manchester United supporter). Terry had a large collection of impressive silver boxing cups which he regularly ‘won’ at his annual family holiday to Butlin’s in Pwllheli (or ‘Puff Elly’ as we pronounced it). I later discovered that you got one of these trophies whether you won, lost or didn’t even fight but could hold the heavy gloves up properly! The trophies were proudly displayed in a cabinet in his living room which was decorated in a common shade of grubby yellow. This wasn’t from the paint, but from his mum and dad’s chain-smoked nicotine.


Not only did Terry have apparently impressive pugilistic talents, he had no fear of the dreaded crane fly (or ‘daddy long legs’ as it was ominously known). These were in abundance and terrified me on summer nights as their legs made a sinister scraping noise as they tickled against the polystyrene tiles symmetrically adhered to my box-room ceiling. One hot summer’s day, Terry caught one of these ugly monsters in his mother’s washhouse and made me pluck off its legs and wings until it was just a tiny little stump. Now it didn’t look so frightening. My fear of that particular little monster had been exorcised.


With Billy also in as the tallest and the cornerstone of our gang of three, we became a tight little unit. We played games of ‘war’, ‘garden patrol’, ‘rallivo’, ‘kingy’, ‘hide ’n’ seek’ and ‘split the kipper’. But generally, we were never without a cheap and lightweight Winfield wonder or a Frido fly-away plastic football. Our contests were played at no less than six main venues. Greenham Road itself was our initial pitch, the goals being the entrance to the council garages between number 5 (the Sweeneys) and number 7 (Terry’s house). It was reasonably devoid of traffic and was safe enough. On-road footy would be played between two players, mainly ‘kerb-y’, ‘three and you’re in’ or ‘Wembley’.


The ‘ginnel’ between our house at number 8 and the Steele’s, next door at number 10, provided two players with our second venue which was mostly used for ‘one-a-kick’.


The nearby secluded crescent of concrete and wood garages was our third main arena. This was locally known as ‘the Bangers’ because the loose stones on the hard black surface would bang against the bottom of the wooden garage doors if cars entered too quickly. The entrance at the near end would be one goal, and jumpers hung on bushes at the far end (the ‘Bush End’) would be the other. At this end of the pitch, our play would invariably be disturbed by having to dance around a stolen car left next to the large, green, humming electricity generator. This was until the local policeman bothered to turn up to remove it. games in the Bangers were for two players, where the ‘one-a-kick world championships’ took place on a daily basis. Such contests would help build up my long-range shooting ability. They also benefited my climbing skills when shots invariably flew over the Bush End and into the old folk’s bungalows where biddies waited eagerly to confiscate our ball. In such an event, I quickly learned that an overly polite request of, ‘please may we have our ball back please?’ usually paid dividends.


Our remaining three venues included Wythenshawe Park, Button Lane School and ‘the fields’. The park had an extra joy to behold. It was where the great Manchester City team of the era regularly trained on the cinder running track. This was a real bonus because I could collect autographs in my hallowed scrapbook from the players before they departed in their E–Type Jags, Mini Coopers or whatever other flashy cars were available at the time. Not that their wages meant they could easily afford such opulent luxury; these cars were usually the result of sponsorship or promotion from a local car dealership. Money wasn’t king of football in those days and the players weren’t overpaid mercenaries. It was great fun perching on the 5ft-high rusty fence which surrounded the running track to watch Malcolm Allison and Dave Ewing putting the team through their paces. This training mostly consisted of a run in the woods and several sprints around the track in their initialled drill tops and grey baggy ‘tracky bottoms’. It was noticeable that Colin Bell always led from the front in the long runs, but Francis Lee was always ahead in the short sprints.


Button Lane School backed onto our garden and we were forbidden to play there out of school hours. Despite the warnings, we would chance a game or two. Great courage was needed to play football while keeping a nervous lookout for the much-feared school caretaker, Mr Timmins, and his vicious Alsatian dog, ‘Mauler’, as we dubbed it. Alsatians have a reputation for being big and nasty but, in reality, Mr Timmins’ dog was called Sally and she was as soft as putty. Sure, she would come bounding after us if we were trespassing in ‘his’ school. But like her owner, she was fat and ponderous and her bark was even feebler than her bite. Had a burglar ever broken into Mr Timmins’ ‘Jesus House’ (as we called it because it was white and square with a flat roof), Sally would probably have licked the offending scallywag into submission.


The final venue, the fields, hosted a different game altogether. The tradition of the day in Northern Moor was for a Sunday afternoon footy match involving most of the lads on the estate and sometimes even the dads. These were held on a croft of unkempt fallow land which abutted a tiny local farm and separated Northern Moor from Sale Moor. It was a historic battleground for many a fabled territorial and vicious fight between gangs of Mods and Rockers from either area. Fabled because I never actually saw any fights, nor Mods or Rockers come to think of it. But mainly in my little world, the fields were home to referee-less games of 25-a-side where all the local street urchins would congregate in eager anticipation of joining in. These keenly contested indiscriminate matches were my first introduction to the world of tactics.


I quickly learnt that with no referees or linesmen there to spoil things, the best chance I had of scoring was to ‘goal-hang’. This meant standing around as near to the goals as I could. I’d wait around for the ball to come near, then bang it in like an offside mini-version of Gerd Müller (the West German goal-machine who never seemed to score outside the six-yard box). Unfortunately, I was just one of a posse of young forwards awaiting the ball to come our way from one of the older outfield players. Scoring could often mean blocking a goal-bound shot from one of my own players, then scoring myself – much to the annoyance of my bigger team-mates who had done all the donkey work of ploughing through their nine-man midfield and getting a shot on target. Since when was football a team game? As I saw it, it was every boy for himself. Goal-hanging would also be a source of annoyance to the goalkeeper who would have to dive over little pests such as me.


It was hard to impress in these mixed age games. Small boys would invariably get under feet and often tackled their own players in a bid to get the ball. But the bigger lads were always tolerant and these games were played in a happy, friendly spirit. They finished when it got too dark, or when one team or the other managed to score 25, or when the large-chested pinny-warblers, who were our mothers, called us in for tea-time.


If the inclusion of adults in the Sunday game on the fields made things difficult for one so small, then playing at school was where I could shine away from the goal-line – and I often did. The morning playtime bell signalled a mass exodus from the main school building located next to pets’ corner. The girls ventured out in an orderly fashion with skipping ropes at the ready, while the boys barged them out of the way as they charged past into the playground, with jumpers for goalposts and an orange plastic Wembley ball.


First, there was always the ritual to get through of picking the teams, which we tried to organise during lessons. But we always got ‘copped’ by the teacher for arguing too loudly about whether the line-ups would be fair or not. The privileged owner of the ball usually captained one side and would have first choice. This was usually a well-to-do boy called Mark ‘Diddy’ Davies, whose parents seemed to have just that bit more money to spend on sporting equipment. He was always the one with the highly coveted ‘Wayfinder’ shoes, complete with a compass in the heel and an animal pawprint etched on the sole. Enviable features which unfortunately didn’t accompany my bog standard brogues from Woolworth’s. I’m not suggesting that I was from a poor home and it wasn’t that I couldn’t have provided the ball, but I was wise enough not to put mine under the unnecessary threat of theft, loss or puncture by bringing it into school. Of course I could have temporarily repaired the ‘pop’ by moulding surrounding plastic over the hole with a red-hot knife which had been heated up on the stove. However, such measures rarely lasted, although they did at least provide some hope and an extra 30 minutes of footy if you were lucky.


In the early days of school, picking teams was a difficult exercise. But as we all got used to each other’s ability, the pecking order was soon established. I was an early pick. I had a bit of skill, and a good trick or two, where I would feint to shoot, dummy the shot then stroll past my marker. They fell for it every time. I also had a bit of pace and a good hard shot thanks to hours of practicing at the Bangers. Being picked early was a good thing as it gave you kudos with your mates. You really didn’t want to be stuck with one of those pimply, specky-four-eyed weaklings picked near the end. As it got nearer to last pick, boys would shrink into their hand-knitted Aran wool cable jumpers while dreading the shame of being chosen last. Playtime footy in the schoolyard was fast, furious and often unfair. The boy who owned the ball often held sway and I had more than one goal disallowed by ‘Diddy’ Davies because I hit it into the goal ‘too hard’.


Games could also become a bit confused, especially when there was an adjacent match going on with another class. With no touchlines to worry about, the boundaries became crossed, with us on their pitch and them on ours. Not only that, you had to remember whether it was ‘goalie in’, ‘goalie out’ or ‘goalie fly’ – the latter meaning that anyone nearest the goal could save it with their hands. Then there were the goals themselves. ‘Jumpers for goalposts’ were one thing, but they led to many an argument as to whether the ball was in or not. I quickly found that the best bet was to hit my shots low, hard and as central as possible so there could be no doubt that it was in. That was the morning match. If the game had been a close score, such as 16–15, the teams would remain the same and the score would carry on in the afternoon. But if the score was lopsided, the ritual of picking new teams would prevail after lunch.


I loved my school dinners and couldn’t understand why anyone would want to go home or brought a packed lunch into school. They didn’t know what they were missing! In the 1960s and ’70s, Manchester’s Education Committee must have used a menu and recipes which covered all of its schools. Most of my friends from that era salivate when in conversation about some of the tried and trusted meals which were on offer, without a chip or a pizza in sight.


Once into the dining hall, the trick was to encourage fellow pupils at your table to be as quiet as possible with arms folded to enthusiastic attention. This false piece of good behaviour by the best actors in the school always worked as you immediately qualified for the teacher to pick out your table as a priority for the serving hatch. It just didn’t pay to lark about because sometimes there was a choice and, as in football, you didn’t want to end up with last pick.


My particular favourite was the meat pie which came in a long, rectangular aluminium tray, about 1½in deep. The oblong pie was cut into generous squares by the dinner lady and served on a white pot plate with a two sumptuous scoops of mashed potato, cabbage and lashings of delicious meaty gravy. If you were lucky, you’d get a corner piece of the pie and some melt-in-the-mouth crust, which was simply heaven! I always ate my greens, whether I liked them or not, and I would even plough through portions of disgusting mixed carrot and swede for good reason. A clean plate allowed me to go for seconds of pie, should leftovers remain at the end. Despite being a skinny kid at the time, I had (and retain) an enormous capacity for pie. It helped that the dinner lady was Terry Stanton’s bespectacled mam – who only had a fag out of her mouth when she was working. She always saw me right with a wink and a corner crust piece, bless her.


After the main course – washed down with water poured from a metal jug into a thick glass tumbler which had ‘Duralex France’ etched into the bottom – it was time for pudding. School puddings were brilliant. Whether it was served with white or yellow custard, Manchester Tart, cornflake pie, treacle or lemon sponge or currant pie always hit the spot with great accuracy. We all used to leave the dinner hall absolutely stuffed. This certainly slowed down the afternoon football … well, for the first 10 minutes at least.


For some reason, games lessons were always in the afternoon. These official matches resembled the famous football match shown in the film Kes. Once all the arguments had been settled as to who was going to be Colin Bell, Mike Summerbee or Neil Young (there wasn’t much call for George Best’s ‘Stylo Matchmakers’ in our class full of enthusiastic little Blues), the game would begin. I still retain the comical memory of the games teacher, Mr Preston, a man who uncannily resembled Francis Lee in looks and appearance (overweight, blonde and balding), trying in vain to referee and structure the game. He would attempt to make us undisciplined players adopt the usual tried and tested positions of the day, such as wing-half, half-back, inside-half, half-wing-half and inside-half-wit, which was usually me. Nobody took a blind bit of notice of the struggling portly official and chased the ball all over the field like a speeded-up posse of Keystone Kops in pursuit of a baddy in a striped suit and black mask carrying a bag of swag.


The attire for these games sessions was varied. The boots were moulded stud, as any screw-in boots on offer in those days were not the coolest. They usually looked like a pair of Doc Marten’s with studs on and resembled ‘Billy’s Boots’, a well known cartoon character in the comic Tiger and Scorcher, whose footwear lurched over his ankles. Even though Billy’s Boots had magical powers, you’d rather play like a clown than have to look like one. Our sartorial splendour also consisted of football socks, which had white feet from the ankles down and were accompanied by an enormous pair of cotton knee-length navy shorts. These looked like those Stanley Matthews wore during his famous cup final when he repeatedly waltzed around the hapless Bolton defence. Finally, our kit of the day was finished with a school football shirt which looked like it had been made from old sackcloth during the Second World War. The shirt had a natty pattern of yellow and navy blue quarters, into which the portly Mr Preston could easily have fitted into while hugging a bear. I also recall wearing homemade shinpads which I put together with old newspaper and Sellotape, as shown on Blue Peter or Magpie. I don’t remember excelling during these matches. They often contained kids from the other forms in our year and I didn’t know their game as well as my regular mates from our form. Besides, the pitch seemed enormous to a seven-year-old professional goal-hanger such as I, and with shinpads made from broadsheets, I usually ran around the field with all the agility of a knight in clanking armour.


My preference was for the smaller game and with fewer boys. I would have more of the ball and wasn’t discouraged by a know-all teacher to pass the thing as soon as I got hold of it. No, games lesson football was not my favourite and neither was Mr Preston.
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Goin’ to the Match


Unlike these days, wearing a replica kit in the 1960s wasn’t the norm, although some of the luckier children did have a cotton City or United ‘Umbroset’ shirt to proudly display on their fields of battle. In my case it would be a City shirt purchased from Insport in Northenden. Being a Blue was traditional in my family, therefore it was my natural birthright to follow suit and suffer a life of misery and despair.


What little I did find out about my recent ancestors from my reluctant and tight-lipped father was that his dad was a Blue and that his granddad was also a Blue. My great granddad regularly attended matches at Hyde Road – City’s old ground – which was burned down and subsequently superseded when Maine Road opened in 1923. My granddad was one of the 84,569 present for an FA Cup sixth-round tie against Stoke at Maine Road on 3 March 1934 which City won 1–0. At half time he managed to force his hand into a pocket to fish out a flat fag, but he was packed in so tightly that he didn’t manage to get it out again until after the match! That attendance remains an English club record for any game other than a cup final.


I didn’t want for much as a child, but maybe that’s because there wasn’t much about that you would want. A new Chopper bike with Sturmey Archer gears perhaps? But that was way out of my parents’ price range and, therefore, out of my reach. What I did want, however, was to go to M14 every other week with my dad.


I was brought up on stories of legendary players of the past; how Georgie Best wasn’t fit to lace Peter ‘The Great’ Doherty’s boots; how one of Frank Swift’s giant hands would swallow up a cross with ease; how Bert Trautmann became a legend when he broke his neck in the 1956 FA Cup final and played on, and how Roy Paul threatened the whole of the team prior to that cup final, that, ‘if we lose this year, you’ll have me to reckon with afterwards!’ Maybe that’s why Bert played on? Being a City fan, and when you consider that we haven’t won a trophy since 28 February 1976, it is unfortunately necessary to take a retrospective glance over your shoulder to find some comfort of glory. Bazooka Joe bubble gum, Esso football coin collections and Granada TV comedy The Dustbinmen, together with memories of cold but fruitful Saturday afternoons spent cowering under a leaky Kippax roof, evoke joyous childhood memories within the vaults of my mind.


Saturday was always the day I looked forward to all week for a variety of reasons, including the fact that it was pocket money day. My dad brought home his pay packet on Thursdays, but never failed to make his kids wait until Saturday before the penurious dishing out of the lolly. I wasn’t one for chocolate; sweet things were for the girls and I had more manly commodities of which to invest my weekly allowance. I’d find myself running to Sproson’s the newsagents to purchase packets of football cards, a canny bag of Tudor crisps and Shoot! magazine. I would devour my crisps while religiously scouring through the pages in a desperate quest for pictures of City players to cut out and paste into my hallowed scrapbook.


Saturday mornings were spent at the ABC Minors, Northenden, long before the Jehovah’s Witnesses moved into the building and turned it into a hall of their own. My sister Julie and I used to attend and merrily sing, ‘We are the Minors of the ABC,’ at the top of our voices. We were accompanied by a theatre full of children and a small chap playing the Wurlitzer organ, which magically emerged from beneath the stage. Before the programme commenced, Julie and I would pretend it was our birthday and nip up onto the stage and take advantage of the free gifts on offer. These were available to all ABC Minors who had enjoyed their birthdays that week. I must have had at least seven birthdays in one year before I was eventually rumbled and sternly ordered not to go up on stage again. My sister and I would then settle down to the latest gripping episode of Flash Gordon and his weekly tussle with the evil and dastardly Emperor Ming and his equally despicable army of slugmen. Then we would be gripped by Lassie’s latest courageous rescue act of digging out some careless local who’d fallen down the same disused mine shaft for the fourth time in as many weeks. It was tame stuff, but sometimes my dad would accompany us to the Saturday morning matinee to see films that were a little scarier.


When Julie and I returned home from the Minors, it would be time to focus on the afternoon ahead. Dad had taken Julie to see City before my Maine Road debut, but it wasn’t in her soul and her visits usually served as an exercise to clear the way for mum to enjoy a Saturday afternoon shopping expedition.


I could hardly contain my excitement in anticipation of seeing my Sky Blue idols. Going to the match with my dad – my hero – at the grand age of six in 1968, couldn’t come quickly enough and I managed to pester him into leaving the house as early as possible. He would park the car seemingly miles from the ground. I’d proudly trot the route march trying in vain to keep up with my dad’s giant strides. I was kitted out in plimsolls, grey knee socks, short pants, doubled-up pullovers, an anorak and a sky blue, white and maroon scarf and bobble hat. Over the years my trusty scarf would fade to grey; the grey of the skies hanging threateningly over the Moss Side skyline, the grey of the windswept rain-lashed pavements and cobbled back entries, the grey of the people trudging towards the ground like characters in a Lowry painting. It was only once inside the ground that the real colour truly blossomed.


Maine Road had its own unique aroma. It comprised of the combined smells of pipe tobacco, cigar smoke and the rancid stench of brine from hot dogs peddled outside the ground by grubby, bearded unlicensed chefs.


While queuing to get into the ground, I would enviously study collections of button badges of Alan Oakes, Mike Doyle, Harry Dowd and Neil Young, strategically pinned on home-knitted woolly scarves; all while ‘THE END IS NIGH’ man (an eccentric religious chap who warned all in his path about the treacherous sins of which I was yet to experience) would optimistically thrust leaflets into unreceptive hands.


Who were we playing this week? Was it Wolves with Peter Knowles, Derek Dougan and Mike Bailey? Or was it West Brom with John Osbourne, Jeff Astle and Dick Kryswicki? Thanks to my collection of football cards, I could recite at least eight players from each opposition side without even looking at the back of the programme for reference.


At the turnstile I would be lifted over the barrier (my dad would still be trying this money-saving ploy when I was 13). The ‘Can I ’ave? Can I ’ave?’ questions would continue until the programme was purchased: a flick-through, straight to the black and white pictures and the action shots of ‘Dinger’ Bell, ‘Franny’ Lee and ‘Buzzer’ Summerbee strutting their stuff in the previous match. It was then into the Kippax Street Stand to be lifted onto the crash barrier perch. This is where I would sit patiently (!) listening to Petula Clark, The Seekers, Nancy Sinatra and other sounds of the day bellowing out of the rotting tannoy as it swayed in the breeze while the interminable 45-minute wait until kick-off elapsed.


Finally, at last, out would trot the opposition. Boo! They were quickly followed by the Boys in Blue led by the regular mascot Paul Todd, the luckiest boy that ever lived.


‘Will we win dad? Will we win?’ came the question for the umpteenth time. The answer was usually ‘yes’, more often than not just to shut me up. He was usually correct.


The half-time whistle would usually signify the end, rather than the beginning, of the flask of Oxo and the start of the eternal fidget until the kick-off for the second half. The interval was a chilly time for the ‘diehards’ congregated on the Scoreboard End terracing as it had no protective roof. The usual mixture of 0–1, 1–0 and 0–0s would be slotted into the correct places on the alphabetic scoreboard, allowing the crowd to studiously check the back of their programmes to see how the other teams were doing.


Those dark, winter afternoons meant an early ignition of the floodlighting, steadfastly bolted onto the Eiffel Tower-like pylons under which the cavalier Blues would proceed to play the opposition off the park. The dreaded command of, ‘Let’s go up the top,’ would usually come 10 minutes before the end so that we could take pole position in the race home with all the other Zephyr 6s, Ford Anglias and Austin Wolseleys. Once at the top of the Kippax Stand, there was one last chance to catch a panoramic image of the match. Then we were off, exiting the ground down the huge mountainous steps back into the car park, criss-crossed with other smiling ‘early birds’ heading home. City fans used to whistle a lot more in those days.


During the long hike back to the car there was invariably a loud roar. A penalty? A goal? Who’s scored? Despite his best endeavours, my dad would always get stuck in the traffic queue on Princess Road. As we didn’t have a car radio, I usually found out the final result from my mum when we got home, where the match-day routine would continue. I’d wolf down my tea, watch the end of Star Trek or Jimmy Clitheroe, then change into my City strip with a homemade number ‘7’ crudely stitched on the back.


Once into the garden, barely illuminated by the kitchen light, the match would begin all over again, accompanied with my own authentic crowd noises and Gerald Sinstadt commentary: ‘As Bell gives it to Lee, Lee to Summerbee, a great cross, and from nowhere comes Worthington, who rounds the lawnmower and blasts in his sixth of the game. Surely this lad will play for England one day?’


This was City’s halcyon era. The Blues won the FA Cup later that season and I was over the road at Billy Roddy’s house to see Neil Young’s winner. I had aspirations of going to Wembley at the grand age of seven, but my dad never offered. He’d gone to both the Newcastle defeat in 1955 and the Birmingham City victory the following year, so clearly thought another trip was unnecessary.
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Into the 1970s – Early Glory, Early Disappointment


The dawn of the new decade brought two further trophies, the first being the League Cup on 7 March 1970 when the Blues beat West Bromwich Albion 2–1 in extra time, having come back from an early deficit. Once more I was forced to watch this one on the telly the day after the match on Brian Moore’s Sunday highlights programme, as it wasn’t shown ‘live’ on the day.


City then won the European Cup Winners’ Cup (ECWC) against the Polish side Gornik Zabrze on 29 April in Vienna. It was also the night that Chelsea and Leeds played the FA Cup final replay. This meant that the domestic game was live on the BBC and City’s quest for European glory was largely forgotten. The Blues’ 2–1 victory in the old Praterstadion (now Ernst Happel) in Vienna meant that City were the first Mancunian team to win a European trophy on foreign soil – a feat which went largely unnoticed by the general population. Once again, I had missed out on City’s glory in both the ECWC and League Cup finals. I was now eight years old, but unfortunately my dad was no glory-hunter and neglected to transport me beyond the boundaries of the magical, mystical world of Mancunia.


These absences weren’t my only disappointments that term. 1970 was also the year of the World Cup in Mexico, which England were looking to retain, not that I knew anything about that. I was only four when Bobby Moore lifted the Jules Rimet Trophy in 1966. But even in those fledgling days I had a keen sense of patriotism. ‘Back Home’ I supported Alf Ramsey’s boys. I don’t know why I was an instant England supporter? Perhaps it was because Sir Alf’s squad now included so many of my City favourites.


The England games I clearly recall were against Brazil in the first-round group match and West Germany in the quarter-final. Both the live pictures and commentary were somewhat blurred, but they didn’t stop the enjoyment of what was, from a football purist’s point of view, probably the best World Cup ever staged.


In the group stage and despite my prayers, England lost 1–0 to Brazil. We would have got a draw but for Jeff Astle’s pathetic effort late in the game where he should have blasted the ball through the net. Instead he screwed his feeble effort wide of Felix’s post. He hadn’t made any mistake against City in the League Cup final for West Brom’s goal a few months earlier.


The West Germany game was even more of a disappointment. Once more, I had prayed long and hard for an England victory. But even before kick-off at the high altitude of Leon, and unbeknown to the nation, severe and irrevocable damage had been done. Gordon Banks, England’s No.1 – and arguably the world’s best goalie – was left out for having what the papers subtly described as ‘a bad case of the trots’. It later came to light that German-favouring Mexican hotel chefs had ‘nobbled’ Banksy’s fish fingers.


England lost 3–2 in extra-time after Peter Bonetti, Banks’ replacement, had made a mistake to let the Germans back into the match. Franz Beckenbauer’s effort could have been stopped by my grandmother while wearing a strait-jacket. Bearing in mind that she normally played her football out on the left-wing, Bonetti’s error was poor to say the least.


It was a painful defeat, which made me question the almighty powers of the Lord. Despite my intense praying, God’s lack of fastidiousness had rendered my requests for victory unfulfilled. As I saw it, He even took the mickey by giving England a two-goal lead only to flush it away with the dose of diarrhoea he’d allowed to develop in Gordon Banks’ nether regions. Either I was out of God’s loop or some contemporary German boy had prayed just that bit harder and with even greater sincerity than I had. Either way, both this match and Jeff Astle’s temporary ‘squintness’ made me realise that God was not an England fan.


Alf’s boys returned from Mexico ’70 without the trophy which was won instead, and in style, by Pelé and Co. – or ‘Peel’ as an old bloke called him in the Beehive before a City home game some years later.


My lucky set of Texaco World Cup England busts hadn’t been so lucky after all. Perhaps it was because I didn’t have all the players and had at least three Brian Labones covering gaps in the absence of Terry Cooper, Geoff Hurst and Peter Bonetti. Not that I ever tried to acquire our second choice goalie’s white plastic cast after his woeful display although, years later, Bonetti briefly became City’s goalkeeping ‘expert’.
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There’s Gonna be a Nasty Accident


In addition to the official Saturday morning pocket money, further ‘unofficial’ money was to be gained by going on regular errands for my dad to get his daily packets of 20 Park Drive untipped. He smoked these things everywhere he went – even in bed; in the morning sparking up a fag was the first thing he would do. Funnily enough, none of the rest of the family ever thought anything of it. Nowadays he’d at least be expected to yawn first. Dad’s favourite snack in those days was a bread and dripping ‘butty’ on a door wedge slice with copious amounts of jelly and salt on top. Yep, my ‘old fella’ was indeed a health freak. But happy memories of jumping into bed on Sunday mornings still remain. My dad with his fags and my mum with her weird and wonderful Goblin Teasmade, which tripled up as a lamp and a clock at the side of the bed, with me squashed into the middle.


One such Sunday morning, on 25 April 1971, came personal disaster. It was a disaster which was to curtail my already dubious chances of playing for City forever. Billy Roddy had knocked on at about ten o’clock to see if I fancied a kickaround. We left our house for the short journey down to Wythenshawe Park, eventually stopping at the corner of Northolt Road and Wythenshawe Road. God’s flock were in the adjacent St Aidan’s Church worshipping their master, who for a split second must have looked the other way as I walked out from behind a parked van having been waved on by a lady in a car waiting at the junction. By all accounts – well Billy’s at least – the speeding Triumph Spitfire hit me side on coming from the left.


Billy legged it back to our house as fast as he could and burst in through the open back door. He ran up the stairs charging into my mum and dad’s bedroom, frantically screaming the news, ‘Your Steve’s been hit by a car; he’s a right mess! You’d better come quick!’ – presumably interrupting dad’s third fag of the morning. Meanwhile, I was lying there, gurgling in a pool of my own blood, face-up the road. I was surrounded by a circle of onlookers before the ambulance men finally arrived. They then scraped me up with the big spatula they used in those days, slapped me onto a stretcher and loaded me into the back of the white wagon.


I was accompanied by my mum. As she comforted me on the short but frantic journey to Wythenshawe Hospital, my dad was left behind. He had to be restrained by the traffic cops as he went into a complete state of panic and shock. But at times like these a child needs his mother, especially when providing the answers to my constantly repeated question of, ‘Am I gonna die mam? Am I gonna die?’ To which she gently held my hand and replied, in the calm and reassuring manner I so desperately needed, ‘Yes son, you are’ (a strange sense of humour has my mother).


Once the ambulance had screamed into the Wythenshawe Hospital grounds a mile or so away, I was thrust straight into casualty. My solitary pair of underpants were cut off by a nurse with a huge pair of scissors that looked to me more like hedge-clippers. I was then rushed onto a trolley and into theatre for the emergency operations which would save my life. It’s strange how the mind blocks out the memories of such devastating events that may occur, and I was only ever visited by one flashback of that fateful day. A few years later I was wheeled into surgery on a similar trolley for a routine operation to remove some grit which had embedded in my elbow while playing football in my Secondary School playground. As I lay prostrate on the trolley with a small stone particle stuck in my arm, the sight of the ‘moving’ lights on the ceiling of the corridor triggered a fretful reminder, so much so that I had to get up off the trolley in a state of panic. For some bizarre reason I walked the rest of the journey into theatre screaming, ‘Please mend those underpants missus or me mam’ll kill me!’


The injuries I sustained from the car accident were life-threatening; a ruptured spleen and my right femur was broken in three places. But luckily for me, the surgeon, Mr Davies – who had been rudely disturbed from a Sunday morning round of golf without protest – managed to slip his surgical tools into a small incision he had made into my belly and safely remove my ruptured spleen. You never forget the name of the person who saved your life.


It took the best part of three days before I became totally compos-mentis. When I did, I found myself ‘conked out’ in Ward 9. I rested there for the best part of two months recovering from the trauma of it all while trussed up in a Thomas Splint, which helped support and allow the repair of my shattered right leg. These were hard times for me, and in hard times I usually sought comfort by sucking my right thumb. But this was well out of reach as my arm was hooked up on a drip that was providing me with what I was reassuringly told was liquefied and clarified bangers and mash. By the time the drip was removed I had no interest in using my thumb as a dummy. Getting ‘wellied’ by a car was perhaps an overly extreme way of kicking that particular babyish habit.


My class at school were so concerned about my welfare they all wrote me an individual letter, which I retain to this day. One was so emotional – from a boy called David Delaney – it still brings a tear to my eye. It read, ‘Dear Steven, get well soon, soon, soon, plop, sorry about the plop, I fell in a hole, from David Delaney.’


Unlike my example, there was no punctuation. After all he was only eight years old, but he sure got the sentiments right. If ever a letter expressed the concern and heartfelt sympathy of my fellow classmates, this was it.


A week to the day after my accident, Sunday 2 May 1971, was my birthday and I had just about made it to nine years on the planet. It was indeed something to celebrate.


To help with my recuperation, the police who attended the accident had connections at City and they had gone out of their way to contact the club. Club captain and former Footballer of the Year, Tony Book, and chief scout ‘Uncle’ Harry Godwin came to visit me. It was mesmerising to see Book, the man who had lifted all the recent silverware the club had won, and an older bloke in a flat cap and Gabardine coat.


The following day Mike Summerbee turned up on my behalf, but not only to visit me; he took the time to go around the rest of the ward and have a chat with the other patients. I was in total awe of ‘Buzzer’. He was an England international and had a reputation at the time as being a trend-setting, fun-loving socialite. For him to take time out on his day off and see me still means a lot today. The attendances of the players at my bedside cemented my allegiance to Manchester City, if such an adhesive was ever needed.


The next day brought the third and final visit from the City all-stars. Frank Carrodus was a promising young fringe player and he arrived to say, ‘Hello. How’s your leg little fella?’ Embarrassingly, I didn’t know who he was! Unfortunately, I hadn’t managed to get a hold of a football card with Frank’s portrait on it and, as he was mainly a reserve player, I wasn’t overly familiar with his face. This was much to all of our embarrassment. Not only did the charming and affable Frank give up his time to see me, he gave me a get well soon gift of Subbuteo for which I will also be eternally grateful.


A couple of days later, City played United at home, in the shadow of the new North Stand’s skeleton, which was under construction. I got a brief glimpse of the ground as Sir Matt Busby was featured on This is Your Life, which I was watching at the time. To my horror, the next morning I saw that City had lost 4–3. But worse still, while I was in hospital a heavily depleted team lost the second leg of the European Cup Winners’ Cup final at home to Chelsea. It meant that we were not going to retain the cup, nor win anything else that season. A dark time indeed.
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Holidays in the Sun


In the initial months after the accident, my right leg was 2 inches shorter than my left, which gave me a pronounced limp. Consequently, I worried about going back to school, although I had made a brief appearance in class on crutches just to say hello (I was a bit shy in those days). The girls proved as sympathetic as you would imagine, but I did hear a couple of muted calls of ‘peg-leg!’ and ‘arr, Jim lad!’ from the boys behind my back.


Before I went back to school full-time, the rest of the summer afforded the opportunity for a family break. Our destination was a field with a pronounced slope in Auchenlarie, located on the picturesque West Coast of Scotland. Our family holidays were supposed to bring calmness and serenity. Instead they brought mayhem and chaos and total trauma to my parents, with three argumentative kids to cope with. On this excursion, however, we had a special guest: my friend Billy Roddy. His welcomed presence brought restraint to the constant feuds. Billy’s surrogate appearance was to be of great use as, after all, I was supposed to be in convalescence. To level up the gender score 2–2 could surely only work in my favour?
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