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            FOREWORD

         

         
            BY PHIL PARKES (WEST HAM UNITED AND ENGLAND GOALKEEPER)

         

         When Rob asked me to write the foreword for his book, I read the draft with great interest and, to be honest, much sadness. It struck me that Rob is an ordinary bloke with an extraordinary love for West Ham United. But what also came across strongly was that his relationship with the club is strained and very similar to mine these days.

         West Ham fans are among the best in the world. They are funny, intelligent and do not suffer fools gladly. Rob says that for him the club changed beyond recognition when John Lyall died in 2006 and I agree with him. Although John had left in 1989, his passing meant that a link with the past had gone for ever. John showed enormous faith in me, persuading the board to pay a world-record fee for a goalkeeper on a nine-year contract that would keep me at the club until I was thirty-eight. Even Manchester United found that too hot a deal to trump. And West Ham was a second-division club at the time, too. It was a statement of intent, the like of which we will never see again.

         There have been a number of huge traumas at the club in the last fifteen years. The only thing that comes close to any of them during my playing days was when John told us he was leaving. The way that was handled was terrible, and while we accept that nothing lasts for ever, it was something that changed the club for ever.

         The last fifteen years have seen so many calamities that it is hard to know where to start. Rob has chronicled these with his own brand of humour that will help you to remember them without wanting to tear the book up and throw it out of the window!

         Rob talks of the West Ham Way and how difficult this is to define. Sam Allardyce could not understand it, but if he had taken a little time to get his head around the fact that West Ham fans can applaud their team off the pitch after a 4–1 defeat to Dinamo Tbilisi, they are just as entitled to boo a 2–1 victory over Hull City. But he felt West Ham fans should see things his way, not the other way around.

         West Ham fans are no mugs. Yet they have been treated as such for too long now. The present board has made it impossible for me to attend in an official capacity, and I think it unlikely that I will return until they leave. David Gold is a West Ham fan, but I don’t believe Sullivan is, whatever he may claim. As for Karren Brady, I think she’s just a Karren Brady fan. I feel they set out from day one with the sole intention of moving from the Boleyn, one of the greatest football theatres in the world, to systematically destroy the club’s identity, dressing it up as a huge move forward. Call it my irrational hatred. It’s just my opinion.

         I can only speak for myself, but I know many of the players I played with loved you, the West Ham fans, and wanted to perform for you every week. Today, things are different. Today, players earn so much they can happily sit on the bench, go out on loan or maybe not even make the squad. In my day you had to play to top up your money and it made you hungry, eager to show up every week. And if someone was hiding they would get a kick up the backside from Bill! That is the major difference and the reason why so many modern players have a poor attitude. Today’s West Ham fans deserve better than that.

         Football is some way down the pecking order for me these days. Like Rob, I understand perspective. I enjoy going to watch Alan Devonshire’s national league side Maidenhead. They play football with a smile on their faces, and a hunger and passion that is so sadly lacking in modern professional football.

         Rob told me he had intended this book to be positive, but he found it impossible. I see his point, but there is still a positive message that comes across.

         I sincerely hope that with the new signings made this summer the team will give the Hammers and their amazing fans something to cheer about. With everything you have been through in the last fifteen years, you certainly deserve it.

      

   


   
      
         

            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         This is the fourth instalment in a series of books I started writing in 1994, but as it has been fifteen years since the last one, I have tried to make this one stand alone and appeal to those of you who may not have read the previous three volumes. An Irrational Hatred of Luton covered the period of my earliest memories as a Hammers fan from 1975 to 1995. West Ham ’Till I Die covered 1995 to 2000 and The Legacy of Barry Green covered 2000 to 2003.

         In all four books the chapter headings take the form of a song title and a match selected from the period covered by the chapter. In this book, they are the titles of songs that were number one on the date of the match. Additionally, in this book, each chapter has its own ‘irrational hatred’, selected either by me or one of my friends.

         There are some themes that run throughout all four books, so if something doesn’t make sense it may be that I have assumed you have read the other three. That is not intentional. I wanted this volume to stand alone – but if you enjoy this tome do please take the time to check out the others, which can no doubt be picked up for a few measly coppers on eBay or Amazon.

      

   


   
      
         

            INTRODUCTION

         

         Gareth Southgate said just before England played Croatia in the World Cup semi-final on 11 July 2018 that recently, the country had experienced a lot of issues with unity, and that hopefully a successful England team would bring people together.

         Southgate is a wise man. It’s been nice to have something we can pretty much all agree on, if only for a few weeks. In the last few years we have had Brexit, the Scottish Independence referendum and a General Election, all of which caused massive divides between people, and particularly on social media, where people seem to think it’s okay to get lairy, aggressive and downright rude.

         The last fifteen years have been similarly divisive at West Ham. Terry Brown, the Tevez affair, the Icelandics, relegation, the move to the Olympic Stadium, the cancelled protest march. They are just the low-lights. The last three years in particular have been especially excruciating; it’s been enough to make me want to avoid the news for fear of the next embarrassing story involving West Ham.

         The period since 2003 has also seen massive changes for me personally. This book attempts to chronicle those changes alongside the events at West Ham to provide a narrative which will hopefully bring back some of your own memories: to help you recall where you were, who you were with, what happened that weekend.

         It does not purport to be a definitive club history. You could write individual books on any of the subjects listed above; I have merely skimmed the surface to give you a flavour. Trying to cover every event in detail from the last fifteen years would be like trying to herd a thousand indifferent cats. And it would not be a fun read.

         I do not claim to be West Ham’s number one fan. You will notice from the narrative that these days I only go to home games and a handful of away matches. I’m comfortable with that. I served my time doing every home and away match during the 1980s and 1990s. It nearly broke me. For some, West Ham is the focus of their lives, and good luck to them. For others, they follow only from the armchair, and that’s fine too. I fall somewhere in the middle, so hope that I am able to give a balanced view. For me, the club we support now is not the same club I fell in love with in 1975. Everything, and I mean everything, has changed.

         The biggest difference that I’ve noticed has been the way fans interact with each other. The relationship has never been so fractious, and I put that down to the rise of social media. Before Facebook, Twitter and any number of web forums you may wish to mention, birds of a feather flocked together. There was no reason for fans of such differing backgrounds to exchange views. You knew your mates’ opinions, and those of the people sat around you. You knew the opinions of those who wrote for the fanzines. If you disagreed, you put it down and forgot it – or in some extreme cases, you maybe started writing for the fanzine yourself.

         Nowadays fans with very different perspectives exchange views and put forward opinions every day. It is no surprise there would be friction occasionally. West Ham fans come from a broad base geographically and demographically. We will not always see eye to eye, but we can unite a lot easier if the team is performing. And the team has a better chance of performing if we unite.

         At the time of writing it does appear that funds are being found down the back of the sofa to facilitate a squad befitting a club with the average crowds we ‘enjoy’. We have a manager with a proven track record who is widely respected throughout the game. We have a chance. That includes us as fans – we have a chance too.

         What follows is a plea for everyone to put things in perspective. Football, contrary to what some believe, is a game. It is not a matter of life and death. There are so many things that people get uptight about. There are sixty-five of them in the chapter titles of this book. But, like the football played, none of them really matter. The game is important to all of us, but never more than our family and friends. It is not worthy of violence, bitterness, vitriol and hatred. Be tribal by all means. Be witty of course. Be considerate. But above all, be West Ham UNITED.

      

   


   
      
         

            1

            ROCKABYE

         

         
            WEST HAM UNITED 0, MANCHESTER CITY 5

            FA CUP THIRD ROUND, 6 JANUARY 2017

         

         As soon as the draw had been made for the third round of the 2016/17 FA Cup, it became clear it would be our last game in the competition for twelve months. Manchester City were riding high and scoring for fun; West Ham playing an awkward brand of nervous football at the London Stadium that invariably ended in painful victory or humiliating defeat.

         But hope springs eternal, as it has done for me since I first started supporting the Hammers in 1975, and I bought a ticket even though the game had the added negative factor of being played on a Friday night for the benefit of television.

         My ticket arrived but I didn’t use it. I didn’t go. Not because of the way the team were playing. Not because I didn’t enjoy the whole match day experience like we used to at Upton Park. Not because we were odds-on to get a good hiding. Not because I have become a bit flaky of late and any excuse not to go to the game will be grabbed. Not because it was a Friday night and on TV anyway.

         I didn’t go because my father was dying.

         My sister called me on the Thursday morning to suggest I should take the day off work and come to see Dad as it seemed the end was near. It had been a difficult few weeks watching my father suffering from dementia and cancer, in obvious pain and slowly fading away.

         The hospice delivered a special bed so we could nurse him at home, and that’s what we did: me, my two sisters and my mother taking turns to make sure he wasn’t alone. Talking to him, playing him his favourite pieces of music, reminiscing about our childhoods. We knew we could not bring him back, but we wanted to try to make his last few hours as peaceful and pleasant as they could be.

         By the time the Friday evening came around, we knew it would not be long. I thought long and hard about switching on the TV in his room, before deciding it was what he would want, to at least hear a West Ham game for the last time. As the fifth goal went in I was sure I saw a knowing smile furnish his lips. It would have been nice if we had been able to upset the odds. It would have been one last hurrah just for my dad. But it wasn’t to be. He passed away a couple of hours later.

         I didn’t give the football a second thought. I watched the game with tears in my eyes and his hand in mine, just as it had been when he took me to my first game in 1978 – not because West Ham were laying down for another embarrassing pasting, but because I was losing my longest-standing, and best, friend. He was my biggest supporter, my inspiration, my hero.

         The point? Just this: Bill Shankly was wrong. Football is not more important than life and death. I would love to have gone to one more game with my dad. But I would rather have him here with me in a world without football, than live without him in a world with it.

         Football is only a game, after all. It is on the back pages of the newspaper for a reason. It doesn’t really matter in the grand scheme of things. But we make it important because of what it means to us – it helps us to forget about what is on the front pages, and the more pressing issues in our own lives. Football, as with most hobbies, is just another elaborate way of wasting time. In that respect it does serve an important role, and a few days later when I met up with my two nephews before the game against Crystal Palace, we contrived to believe Andy Carroll’s spectacular bicycle kick was a parting gift for Dad.

         You may well ask then, given football is so rubbish and unimportant, why am I writing another book about football? Why now, fifteen years after my last book, The Legacy of Barry Green? Anyone who has ever written a book with an audience of a few thousand rather than a few million will know it isn’t for the cash.

         I had always said I would not write another book unless it was a ghost-written autobiography or a novel. But I was on holiday, and this was a good time to reflect on the past and consider the future. Holidays are not what they used to be, though, with social media keeping you abreast of every minuscule rumour and news item around the club as long as you take the trouble to buy into it.

         I was becoming tired of the daily diatribes about the team, about the board, about the new stadium and the constant looking back at how great things used to be and how terrible they are now. It was getting under my skin. I hated seeing the club I love portrayed in such a negative manner, it seemed, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. I firmly believed I could write a book that would be wearing its hat at a jaunty angle; poke fun at the way things are and point to a brighter future.

         Then I actually started to write it and realised trying to put a positive spin on current events is virtually impossible.

         So the book has morphed into something else. It has become a testament to the fact that no matter how hard you try to be positive about the current situation we find ourselves in, it is an impossible task. And the mood is such that until there are sweeping changes in the way the club is run, that will not change. I am not here to peddle doom and gloom – but to try to at least provide some gallows humour.

         But I also wanted the book to point to our recent history. The history everybody loves and the traditions we remember so fondly. Was it really as good as we remember, or were we just as discontent (or maybe even more so) during the bond scheme protests? After relegation in 1989? After the baffling appointment of Glenn Roeder as manager? When the North Bank was demolished? What would social media as we know it today have made of those events?

         The collision, and I use the word advisedly, of astronomical amounts of money in the English game, and astronomical numbers of idiots on social media, makes for a potent mixture. The game has a global audience and on social media you have a group of people who crave attention – regardless of whether they have a valid opinion or not.

         Life is all about perspective. It’s about seeing things from other people’s point of view, comparing it to your own and taking something from it. It’s about ranking things in order of importance and allocating your time accordingly. Recent events have shown West Ham has a fan base of broad background and diverse social and political views. We have to respect each other.

         So brace yourselves for what follows. I will not be carrying any banners, calling for anyone to resign, moaning about the board or criticising the move. I simply don’t understand why some people have to hate so much. I want to put some perspective on things. Perspective that, like many, I didn’t know existed until I watched that final game with my father.

      

   


   
      
         

            2

            WHERE IS THE LOVE?

         

         
            CARDIFF CITY 2, WEST HAM UNITED 3

            LEAGUE CUP SECOND ROUND, 23 SEPTEMBER 2003

            Unexpected item in bagging area.

God, I hate self-service checkouts.

         

         The Legacy of Barry Green left matters in September 2003 with West Ham shepherded by caretaker-manager Trevor Brooking for a second time following the departure of the ill-fated and, well, just plain ill, Glenn Roeder. I was living in Bradford with my ex-wife. Not living with my ex-wife you understand, she is now my ex-wife. She wasn’t then, although we weren’t married at that point. Anyway, moving on. You will have the necessary background story if you read The Legacy of Barry Green. I won’t repeat myself here. Suffice to say the ‘unmentionable ex’ was not too happy about the prospect of featuring in another book, so I will keep references to a minimum.

         Alan Pardew, who had been impressive as manager of Reading, had agreed to move to Upton Park, but negotiations had been protracted with Reading chairman, John Madejski, reluctant to allow his clearly talented coach to go to a rival team. Although West Ham were Reading’s rivals in terms of league position, you could not say the same about their status in the world of football overall. Pardew was coming – but Madejski wasn’t going to make it easy for us. The matter went to court, but Reading failed in their attempt to prevent Pardew becoming West Ham’s tenth full-time boss. His appointment was confirmed on 18 September 2003, but he wasn’t able to take over first-team affairs until a month later.

         Sir Trevor had taken up the reins again in the interim, having done so at the end of the 2002/03 season and narrowly failed to keep West Ham in the Premier League, despite taking 7 points from the 3 games he took charge of. Indeed the team had performed well over the second half of the campaign, losing only one of their last 11 matches. Unfortunately the loss was to Sam Allardyce’s Bolton Wanderers, who ultimately finished 17th on 44 points, as we went down on 42. A draw in that game and we would have stayed up; but you could argue that failing to win a single home game until January meant we ultimately got what we deserved.

         It seemed to me, though, that Roeder’s days had been numbered even before his illness had necessitated Brooking’s first caretaker stint, and the board felt they could not sack him while he still had such a high degree of public sympathy. So he started the 2003/04 campaign and the board waited patiently for him to make his first cock-up. They did not have to wait long. After an opening day win at Preston North End and a routine 3–1 win over Rushden and Diamonds in the second round of the League Cup, a goalless draw at home to probable promotion rivals Sheffield United was not a bad start. However, defeat at Rotherham United the following weekend signalled the end for Roeder. I felt personally he should have been given longer.

         Brooking continued his impressive record as caretaker manager, ultimately losing just one game in the eleven he presided over in his second spell, and that was an ill-tempered match at Gillingham which saw Jermain Defoe sent off. Before that we had beaten both Bradford City and Reading 1–0 at Upton Park, and Ipswich Town and Crewe Alexandra away 2–1 and 3–0 respectively. Defeat at Gillingham left us in 4th place in the league with 16 points from 8 games.

         Defoe had been causing the club headaches since handing in a transfer request before the dust had settled on West Ham’s relegation. It seemed that the club’s refusal to let him leave, when they had allowed the likes Glen Johnson, Joe Cole, Paolo Di Canio, Frédéric Kanouté and Trevor Sinclair to go, was causing the striker to act more than a little petulantly. He would be sent off three times that season, each of them seemingly deliberate. Although 15 goals in the 22 games he was involved in was an impressive return for someone supposedly in a strop.

         At Ninian Park – yes, Ninian Park, Google it kids – West Ham faced Cardiff City in a third round League Cup tie. Cardiff were out of the traps quickly and were 2–0 up inside 25 minutes, both goals scored by Robert Earnshaw. Defoe kept West Ham in it with a penalty just before the break after David Connolly had been tripped in mid-air by Tony Vidmar. Defoe then scored twice in the second half, the first taking a deflection off soon-to-be Hammer Danny Gabbidon to leave Brooking not just defending the striker in the post-match press conference, but positively singing his praises. He said Defoe was committed. Many of us thought he should be.

         The league game against Millwall passed relatively quietly, or rather, as quietly as a football match can pass with that many helicopters and police dogs present. David Connolly had been proving to be a popular figure at Upton Park, among the fans at any rate. He hadn’t been afraid to make his point when he discovered that Glenn Roeder was starting the season with on-loan Liverpool striker Neil Mellor. He scored the opening goal against Millwall, finishing well after a jinking run. Summer signing Matthew Etherington hit a post and Kevin Horlock should have done better with a header before Millwall inevitably equalised.

         When Defoe shot wide from a stupidly narrow angle, instead of cutting back to a much better placed Connolly, the glare Connolly gave Defoe was the biggest threat of violence that day. Maybe just as well that Defoe’s two-match ban for his sending off at Gillingham was about to start.

         Defoe had one more game before that ban started, a 3–0 win against Crystal Palace in which he scored a goal reminiscent of Pelé’s famous dummy on Uruguayan goalkeeper Ladislao Mazurkiewicz in the semi-final of the 1970 World Cup. The difference here was that Defoe rounded the keeper without touching the ball and slotted home, whereas that old donkey Pelé fired wide. It helped Defoe’s cause, I suppose, that the through ball was a backpass played by a hapless Palace defender. The other two goals came from Mellor, no doubt much to Connolly’s chagrin.

         ‘And what were you doing in the middle of all this, Banksy?’, I hear my avid reader cry. You will have noticed I do not recall these games with eye-witness anecdotes. Well, it was proving a little tricky to attend games in 2003 for a number of reasons. Primarily it was a fiscal issue – I was skint – and the unmentionable ex and I had committed to rebuilding our kitchen, something which, much like our relationship, we were both completely unqualified to attempt. Second, and much less of an issue, was my geographical location: Bradford. This wasn’t too much of a problem given that I retained the use of an away season ticket and was still able to get to a number of northern away games – but constraints on time and money were overriding.

         The third issue was that when not ripping out old kitchen units, or counting pennies, I was working feverishly on The Legacy of Barry Green, which I had been writing on a laptop borrowed from the office on my ninety-minute commute to work and the equally dull journey back – table seat permitting.

         I was working for the Co-operative Insurance Society (CIS) at its chief office in Manchester, monitoring the financial advice provided by its sales force. It was as exciting as it sounds. In an effort to temper my morning enthusiasm and to allow the adrenalin accumulated from the day job to dissipate naturally, I consumed myself on my journey in writing the book. I had the working title The Rise and Fall of Rufus Brevett, which I thought sounded suitably Dickensian – but it was vetoed by the publishers who felt that since Brevett was still in the squad it might have caused issues. Shame. I rather liked that title.

         Speaking of Rufus, his part in the fracas at the end of the defeat to Bolton the previous April went punished by a fine of £1,000. Loose change to a professional footballer, and an indication that the FA accepted his assertion that he was sorry, and his behaviour was out of character. Brevett didn’t appear for the Hammers again that season as he was out injured with a broken ankle. I could have got away with the title after all.

         West Ham’s England International goalkeeper David James retained his place in Sven-Göran Eriksson’s squad, featuring in a 0–0 draw in Turkey, in doing so becoming the first player from the second flight to feature for the senior England team since Steve Bull in 1990.

         Sky selected the away game at Pride Park for its Saturday evening game and quickly regretted it. The match had hardly any positives other than Don Hutchison’s last-minute winner.

         The detail of Pardew’s contract meant that he still had to sit out two more home games before he could take over, against Norwich City and Burnley. After a 1–1 draw against Norwich City, with Peter Crouch cancelling out an Edworthy own goal, the Burnley game signalled Sir Trevor’s final match in caretaker charge.

         Despite the fact it was just that, temporary care, it was as though he was retiring all over again and many fans, me included, would have liked to see him take the role permanently. However, I was mindful of the way Billy Bonds had been treated previously, and also felt it might be better if he walked away with a record of one defeat in fourteen – a remarkable achievement for a man with no previous experience in the role.

         Brooking had somehow managed to navigate his way through two spells as caretaker boss and still remain a legend. He had made it clear that he would not be returning, just as he had made that clear in 1983/84 when he said it would be his last season. He was never tempted to play on. The man is pure class.

         David Connolly put West Ham 1–0 up against Burnley but the Clarets struck twice to take a 2–1 lead into the final minute. Both goals were seemingly avoidable and clumsily dealt with by David James. Don Hutchison repeated the trick he had performed at Derby by popping up with a last-minute goal to preserve Sir Trevor’s record to allow him to hand over the reins to Alan Pardew with West Ham still in the hunt, sitting in 5th place in the table. 

      

   


   
      
         

            3

            BE FAITHFUL

         

         
            WEST HAM UNITED 3, WEST BROMWICH ALBION 4

            FOOTBALL LEAGUE, FIRST DIVISION 8 NOVEMBER 2003

            If anyone tells you fitting a kitchen is easy, punch

them in the face. It’s hard. Really hard. I hate it.

         

         Alan Pardew might have been able to help, having been a window fitter in his time, but without him on speed dial, I had to be satisfied with regular calls to Dad for advice. I decided to let Pardew do what he does best – manage football teams.

         However, his initial attempts at managing West Ham were less than impressive. His first signing was not inspiring either. Hayden Mullins may well have been Crystal Palace’s player of the season two years in a row, but in my view that didn’t make him a suitable candidate to run West Ham’s midfield. He signed initially on loan with a view to a permanent deal.

         Pardew’s first game was a 1–1 draw at home to Nottingham Forest. Andy Reid fired a belter into the top corner and West Ham, including debutant Mullins, equalised through Defoe’s ninth goal of the season to keep them in 5th place. Having waited so long for Pardew to start, it was all a bit of an anti-climax.

         Things didn’t improve at Cardiff City in the next game, which was again selected for live television and ended in a 0–0 draw of the worst kind. Any luck with that Google search for Ninian Park yet? Tottenham were up next in the League Cup, and a tense atmosphere surrounded the whole area (as is often the case for West Ham’s games at White Hart Lane). Bobby Zamora scored the only goal of the game, ironically but not completely surprisingly, his only goal for Tottenham Hotspur in 18 appearances.

         Yet again the game itself took second stage to the knuckle-dragging salads who attach their allegiances to football clubs at times, with trouble reported from as early as mid-afternoon. The West Ham website stated afterwards that the troublemakers would be found and banned.

         I’d heard it all before. I shrugged my shoulders and moved on as I had a ticket for Coventry City the following Saturday. I had worked in Nottingham with a bloke called Micky Maxwell, salt of the earth that man, and a mad keen Coventry City supporter. Although I had since moved north we were both still working for the CIS and he kept in touch. We arranged to meet for the Coventry game on 1 November. He sent me directions saying, ‘Go straight over at the first island.’ I was confused. I could see no islands anywhere. Just roundabouts.

         I had a couple of beers and played a few frames of snooker with Micky in the local working-men’s club where I was lightly teased by the other Coventry fans, but escaped with my life on the basis that I was with him. We bade each other farewell and went to our respective areas of Highfield Road where I witnessed a third draw in a row (it ended up 1–1). Jermain Defoe again scoring but West Ham failed to hold on to the advantage.

         That was the last time I saw Micky Maxwell; he passed away shortly after that.

         Three draws in a row was not going to get us into the playoffs, but we somehow clung on to 6th place, and, I reasoned, at least we hadn’t lost. We had more draws than an IKEA warehouse. I was going to the home game against West Bromwich Albion the following Saturday, surely it would all click then?

         Squad-wise, Robbie Stockdale, one of Roeder’s on-loan summer recruits, was sent back to Middlesbrough from whence he came after picking up an injury in the cup defeat at White Hart Lane. Nobody shed any tears, least of all Stockdale himself. He joined Niclas Alexandersson who we had borrowed from Everton, and who had then returned after being similarly unimpressive.

         It is always hard for any football club to achieve the balance between youthful enthusiasm and wise, old hands, especially when you have the added headache of injuries and players wanting to leave.

         In that respect, I had always felt that our relegation in 2002/03 was down to a failure on the part of the management to prepare for the January transfer window, which was in place for the first time. The number of injuries caught everyone by surprise, and the club failed to consider the fact they could not bring anyone in until the new year. When you consider what glorious football we played at Upton Park against Arsenal in that 2–2 draw in August 2002 when we should have won 3–1 (Kanouté missed a penalty at 2–1), it showed we were capable. But then injuries, and a falling out between Roeder and Di Canio, really stitched us up, with Roeder resorting to playing Ian Pearce up front. When the window opened on 1 January 2003 we were able to bring in decent reinforcements in the shape of Les Ferdinand and Rufus Brevett – but the damage had already been done.

         Social media was in its infancy still, and the level of anger towards both board and manager was not as obvious as it might have been in the same situation today. Terry Brown, the chairman, wrote a letter to shareholders immediately before the AGM addressing a number of points that had been raised, including the impact of the transfer window. He said:

         
            Firstly, we had to fund the second tranche of the transfer fees incurred in 2001 in respect of Hutchison, James, Řepka, Schemmel and Labant. Nick Igoe explained at the AGM that borrowings would escalate as a consequence of our outstanding transfer commitments. In financial terms those commitments in the summer of 2002 were £9m. We then incurred a further £1m in transfer and agents’ fees and transfer levy in respect of Sofiane, van der Gouw, Breen and Cissé. Those players added £2m to the 2002/3 wage bill and contract renegotiations with Sinclair, Lomas, Pearce, Schemmel, Moncur and Winterburn added a further £2m to our 2002/3 costs. As a result of this financial outlay we were negotiating with our banks throughout the summer of 2002 and then suffered greatly by freezing ticket prices for the second year running when our rivals, such as Tottenham Hotspur, were increasing prices by up to 19%. Had we increased our ticket prices we would, undoubtedly, have been able to acquire the additional strikers we required. This is where the board and the fans part company. We believe the Club took enormous financial risks with £14m in the summer of 2002. Many supporters believe the Club suffered ‘the effects of non-investment last summer’. Watching this activity were, of course, the banks with commitments of £48m during the course of the 2002/3 season and feeling most reluctant to see the additional expenditure go beyond £14m. In the end they acquiesced and the figure moved on to £17m when we made our January acquisitions.

         

         Who would run a football club? It is easy to snipe from the sidelines and suggest that we should have invested more heavily in the squad in the summer of 2002, but the reality of the situation is that doing so would have either meant a hike in season ticket prices, which would not have gone down well, or financial penalties for over-borrowing compared to income. The board took a risk. It backfired. It is all horribly familiar. That gamble meant the board was left with little choice in the summer of 2003 but to sell the crown jewels.

         As a result we found ourselves borrowing the likes of Matthew Kilgallon from Leeds, the aforementioned Alexandersson and Stockdale, as well as Wayne Quinn, from Newcastle (the latter being possibly the most effective of the three) and drafting in seasoned pros like Rob Lee and Kevin Horlock.

         Brian Deane, a hardened veteran who had played for the likes of Doncaster, Leeds, Sheffield United and even had a spell at Benfica, joined on a free transfer from Leicester City. That was where we were at.

         The Legacy of Barry Green had recently appeared on the shelves and the publishers arranged for a signing session at the club shop before the home game against West Bromwich Albion.

         To save a few quid I decided to get the coach down to London for the game, confident that if I got an early one I would be there in good time to sign the 150 books Gary Firmager, the editor of the fanzine Over Land and Sea, had purchased, and spend a good hour at the club shop.

         The journey was a nightmare however, and after being stuck in a traffic jam on the M1 we were then waiting for another hour at motorway services for the relief driver to turn up, who had been stuck in the same traffic jam. I wondered if Terry Brown also ran National Express.

         The coach arrived at Golders Green at about 1 p.m. and I decided to cut my losses and jump on a tube train, arriving at Upton Park around 2 p.m. I hastily signed the books Gary had ordered, which, on reflection, was not a very kind thing to do given the amount of time he had invested in me over the years. But I also felt I owed it to the publishers to fulfil my obligations to them, so with the ink still wet on half of the books, I trotted off to the club shop.

         It was gratifying to have so many people come and get their books signed, even more so when they brought copies of the other books too. It was hardly a queue out of the door, but enough people came to massage my ego and make me think the whole exercise had been worthwhile.

         The publishers had arranged a seat for me in the press box, which was a bit of a hike from the shop. I just made my seat in time for kick-off and watched West Ham sweep into a 3–0 lead inside the first twenty minutes. Defoe scored in the 1st minute and Brian Deane notched a brace on his debut. This was a doddle. Finally it was clicking. Pardew was on course for his first win.

         But then something happened. A mix-up between Christian Dailly and David James allowed Rob Hulse to pull one back. Dailly and James argued long after the incident; not a good sign. When Hulse added a second just before half time it felt, to me at least, that the game was already lost.

         I trotted down the stairs in the West Stand to the tunnel area where I had been instructed to be at half time to conduct the 50:50 draw. Jeremy Nicholas, longstanding master of ceremonies on match day at Upton Park, had been a friend since I made three appearances on his Granada Talk show, pitting my West Ham wits against Ray Spiller ‘The Statmaster’ and narrowly failing on each occasion. He invited me to conduct the draw on the pitch at half time, an honour I could not refuse.

         As I went back upstairs I felt an impending sense of doom overwhelm me. When the Baggies scored twice in the second half I was sickened, but not surprised. To add insult to injury, their equaliser was an own goal from Brian Deane. The winner came from Lee Hughes, who two weeks later was involved in a fatal road accident that would see him spend three years in prison for causing death by dangerous driving. Anyone can make mistakes, of course – but legging it from the scene was unlikely to earn him much sympathy.

         Defoe was sent off in the first half, which did not help our cause, but we were winning at that stage. The team collapsed as soon as their first goal went in.

         I traipsed back down Green Street feeling very low. I had started the day travelling on a £15 coach ticket. Then I had three hours of celebrity. Now I was walking back to Upton Park tube station having watched us throw away a 3–0 lead, and I felt completely hollow and anonymous. I had to struggle back up to Leeds on a coach, a prospect I did not relish.

         The fallout from the game was severe. Defoe was facing a five-match suspension for two red cards in the space of a couple of months, and Pardew was left still searching for his first win. The players were arguing among themselves, and defensively we looked just as poor as we had twelve months previously.

         The only positive I could see was that we had two weeks until our next game, away at Watford. But in the meantime, there was more trouble at board level.

         A group of shareholders calling themselves ‘Whistle’ wanted to oust Terry Brown, finance director Nick Igoe and managing director Paul Aldridge at the AGM set for 8 December.

         According to the BBC website, Whistle believed it had enough support to force a vote at the AGM, but the club insisted it was too late, offering instead to call an EGM for the proposed vote to take place.

         To me this seemed like a confident move by the board – it could have hidden behind the rules of the Companies Act to wriggle out of facing a vote altogether but offered to arrange an EGM instead.

         Whistle said in a statement on 7 November 2003:

         
            It is important that the directors are aware that we, the shareholders, are not satisfied in the way the company is being run. We strongly urge you to support the Motion by signing and returning the enclosed Notice of Motion to the company no later than 15th November 2003 and make every effort to attend the AGM to make your feelings known.

         

         Familiar? Whistle wanted to install Trevor Brooking in place of Brown, Igoe and Aldridge, who they blamed for the club’s £44 million debts, but on the surface there appeared to be little interest from Brooking in taking on such a role, just as there hadn’t been in managing first team affairs. In any event, Brooking left his role as a non-executive director on 27 November to take up a new role at the FA as Director of Football Development.

         Pardew’s search for a first win continued with two more draws: first, a dull, muddy goalless affair against Watford at Vicarage Road. The weekend would be more memorable for Jonny Wilkinson’s last-gasp drop goal which won the Rugby World Cup for England against Australia, and my spectacular effort at hanging the kitchen door.

         The second was a 1–1 draw against Wimbledon in the bizarre surroundings of the National Hockey Stadium in Milton Keynes. Now there’s a thought. Why on earth would any quasi-successful football team move stadium to a place not designed for football? Shocking.

         In between the two games Marlon Harewood signed from Nottingham Forest for £500,000. This was more like it, in my opinion. Harewood was a young, powerful, maverick striker, painfully popular with the Forest fans who were devastated to see him go. This was better than loaning someone who couldn’t get into the Middlesbrough, Leeds or Everton first XI.

         Harewood made his debut in the draw with Wimbledon and immediately looked at home, even if Wimbledon – who actually were at home – didn’t.

         I was looking forward to seeing him make his home debut against Wigan at Upton Park on 29 November. I had a signing session at the Newham Bookshop on Barking Road, without doubt one of the finest bookshops in the country, and this year celebrating its fortieth anniversary. It is as much a part of West Ham United’s history as Nathan’s or the Boleyn Pub. If you are ever in the area, and I know many of you do still go there, it is well worth patronising.

         Not wanting to risk National Express coach travel again, I drove down, this time with the unmentionable ex, as my publishers, Goal!, had arranged for us to stay in one of the hotel rooms at the Boleyn Ground after the game. I met Steve Blowers and Tony MacDonald from Goal! in the bookshop and we had another successful signing session, but at 2 p.m. I was naturally feeling thirsty and we decided to squeeze in a few beers.

         Steve and Tony had again arranged press passes for us in the West Stand upper tier. The passes were not numbered, so we sat where we liked and took up two front row seats.

         Normally I would go and have a quick pee before a game starts, but we were running late and the game was about to kick off as we sat down, so I thought, I’ll go when there was a quiet period during the first half.

         The seats had little fold-down tables for the journalists to use, and no sooner had we taken our places than a man with a big suitcase full of broadcasting equipment plonked himself down in the aisle seat next to us and proceeded to set up like a radio ham. Aerials everywhere. The press box was beginning to fill up and I felt a little trapped, as my bladder began to fill and all around us people started broadcasting. There was a local radio station from Wigan behind us and Capital Radio to our left. All the seats to our right were occupied by people nattering away on the radio.

         By the time Kevin Horlock had put us 1–0 up I was starting to feel a bit queasy and was in quite a bit of discomfort. I didn’t feel I could disturb these guys mid flow: ‘And there’s a beautiful pass out to the right wing and oh, hang on a sec, I’ve just got to let this guy go past for a piss.’ Doesn’t work like that.

         So I tied a knot in it and watched the minutes of the first half drag by. When Harewood’s low, hard cross from the right side of the penalty area was bundled into his own goal by Wigan defender Jason Jarrett I let out an involuntary yelp, and probably a little bit of wee.

         Tomáš Řepka got himself involved in a touchline spat with Wigan manager Paul Jewell and Matt Jackson got his marching orders with a straight red for a horrendous two-footed challenge on Hayden Mullins two minutes before the break. While both were entertaining, I was mindful of the fact this would undoubtedly result in unwanted additional minutes at the end of the half.

         When the half time whistle blew, I climbed over the poor Capital Radio commentator and headed for the bogs with a bladder the size of a watermelon. Funny how after all that, you can’t always go? I did though; enough to irrigate the Sahara Desert for a month. We picked less confined seats for the second half and were able to enjoy seeing Harewood score the third from the penalty spot and a sublime fourth, lobbing the goalkeeper when put through. Both goals came after Wigan had been reduced to nine men, Lee McCulloch sent off on 50 minutes for a second bookable offence.

         As for me at half time, it seemed that now the seal had been broken, so to speak, the wins for West Ham would start to flow.

         After attending the post-match press conference, I went downstairs to check into the West Ham hotel. We would not be able to take our room until about 8 p.m. as the rooms were executive boxes by day on a Saturday. They had to wait for the guests to leave, then clean all the prawn sandwiches off the carpet and turn it into a hotel room. I wanted to check in and get the key so we could go off for a bite to eat and come back later.

         As I stood in the queue, who should be in front of me, but none other than Sir Geoff Hurst. I have never been one to strike up conversations with anyone in a queue, let alone people who have scored hat-tricks in World Cup finals, so I said nothing. When he got to the front of the queue the receptionist looked at him for about five seconds and asked: ‘What’s your name sir?’

         I let out an involuntary snort. Sir Geoff turned around and smiled at me, shrugging his shoulders. I couldn’t resist. ‘Terrible isn’t it, Martin? Can’t get the staff.’ He frowned and went back to the receptionist.

         ‘Hurst,’ he said.

         The West Ham hotel was very comfortable, and I had the surreal experience of waking up, pulling back the curtains and seeing Upton Park right there in front of me. My only criticism would be that the branded towels were so thick I couldn’t shut my suitcase.

         The chance for early revenge against West Bromwich Albion was spurned after taking a 1–0 lead at the Hawthorns through a spectacular Brian Deane strike, only to have it cancelled out by an equally spectacular Hayden Mullins own goal. So far, Mullins was not impressing me, but Harewood looked to be a good prospect; just as well, as it seemed almost certain that Jermain Defoe would not be around come the end of January, confirmed somewhat indiscreetly by chairman Terry Brown at the AGM which, predictably enough, ended with everyone in the same place they started in.

         Defeat at home to Stoke in the next game deepened the gloom: the team lacked balance and drive, and seemed bereft of ideas. And going 2–0 down at home to Sunderland in the next game did not help. Jason McAteer and John Oster scored after, dare I say it, calamitous mistakes by David James. He, too, looked to be on his way, and I could not have been happier at the prospect at that time.

         West Ham were showing occasional flashes of brilliance but no consistency. Against Sunderland they turned around the 2–0 deficit to win 3–2, courtesy of two goals from Defoe and a late winner from Ian Pearce. Sixteen-year-old Chris Cohen made his first team debut in the second half and the future, for a while at least, looked bright: the Hammers were just eight points behind the leaders West Bromwich Albion, who had mysteriously dropped points at home to Crewe.

         But the inconsistencies that would mar Pardew’s first two seasons returned with a 1–1 draw at Walsall. Jermain Defoe was again sent off and, in the end, West Ham did well to earn a point.

         This being Defoe’s third red card of the season he was facing a lengthy ban of 5 games. The club appealed, unsuccessfully. This was hardly surprising, as none of the red cards appeared to be erroneous and Defoe simply seemed to prefer not playing until he could get his move. God help the rest of the First Division had he been entirely focused, because even with a half-arsed attitude he managed 15 goals from his 22 appearances.

         The inconsistency I mentioned previously had stopped. We finally achieved consistency by failing to win all but 2 of Pardew’s first 13 games. The unlucky 13th was the Boxing Day home fixture against Ipswich Town. After taking the lead through Defoe, Ipswich striker Pablo Couñago scored twice, first from the penalty spot, and shortly after from open play, both goals coming in the last ten minutes.

         I had been in London for Christmas and had been at the game, shaking my head as I walked away from Upton Park and thinking that promotion was a distant dream. West Ham should have been the force to be reckoned with in the league that year, but they still struggled on with the likes of Kevin Horlock in midfield and a bench that consisted of a half-fit Don Hutchison, a half-talented Neil Mellor and the hardly talented Robbie Stockdale, who had returned on loan from Middlesbrough to highlight our desperate shortcomings.

         Something had to change. Pardew had to be allowed to design the team himself and make signings. That meant something had to give. That meant selling Jermain Defoe to Tottenham. He played his final game in a West Ham shirt at the City Ground, Nottingham, on 28 December 2003. Naturally, he scored, as he did in his first game at Walsall in September 2000. Overall his career record at West Ham was impressive. In just over three years he had made 72 starts and 33 sub appearances (a total of 105) and scored 41 goals. Say what you like about him, that was a good return. I only mention his sub appearances because he scored 10 goals coming on from the bench. I’m not sure if that’s a club record, but it has to be up there.

         Defoe encapsulated everything that was apparently wrong with the modern game. There had been controversy around him right from the start as he joined our youth ranks from Charlton Athletic and cannot therefore technically be described as ‘home produced’, although ‘home finished’ might be a suitable epithet.

         His handling, or, it seems, his representatives’ handling of his situation following relegation did not endear him to the crowd. For his final eight months at the club his relationship with the fans was fractious at best. Although Defoe has gone on to have two spells at Tottenham, he has also shown himself to be a decent man and accepted his shortcomings over the way he behaved at West Ham, unlike his predecessor Paul Ince, who failed to realise exactly what he had done wrong in our eyes and steadfastly refused to apologise.

         Defoe’s relationship with young Bradley Lowery, the Sunderland fan who tragically died from cancer aged six in July 2017, cannot have failed to soften even his hardest critic.

         In December 2003, however, we still had mixed feelings as he scored his final goal in the 2–0 win at Nottingham Forest, with Marlon Harewood bagging the opener against his former club.

         2003 ended with West Ham in 7th and, somehow, despite failing to win 15 of our opening 26 league games, we were still in reach of a play-off place, with funds to come and badly needed new blood to be injected.
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            TAKE ME TO THE CLOUDS ABOVE

         

         
            BRADFORD CITY 1, WEST HAM UNITED 2

            FOOTBALL LEAGUE FIRST DIVISION, 7 FEBRUARY 2004

            Dad’s Army. Seriously BBC, is that the best

you can do on a Saturday night?

         

         2004 kicked off with a third round FA Cup tie away at Wigan. Not the most inspiring of prospects, but West Ham won 2–1 with Hayden Mullins’s first for West Ham and David Connolly stepping up to replace Defoe – and not seeming to whinge about it too much. Rightly so: not being in the team at the expense of a Defoe or a Harewood was a totally different matter to being dropped to the bench for an on-loan Mellor.

         Wigan had not covered themselves in glory on the ticketing front, insisting that West Ham fans could pay on the turnstile, then twenty-four hours before kick-off stating it was an all-ticket match. As it turned out, fans were able to purchase tickets over the telephone through West Ham and collect them at the ticket office at the JJB. A storm in a teacup really.

         The draw for the fourth round paired us with temporary Premier League side Wolverhampton Wanderers at Molineux, the game moved to the Sunday to avoid potential clashes between West Ham and Millwall fans, who had been due at Telford on the same day. Madness.

         Our progress in the league continued to be an unmitigated disaster, and we suffered another home defeat, this time to Preston North End. After taking the lead, this time with a very well-taken strike by David Connolly, we still lost 2–1. It almost seemed that taking the lead was a dangerous thing to do, particularly at home.

         In an effort to release funds, England goalkeeper David James was sold for Manchester City in a deal supposedly valued at around £1.5 million and Ian Pearce was allowed to go to Fulham, after allegedly falling out with Alan Pardew. Defenders Andy Melville and Jon Harley came in the other direction. Anthony Barness also joined on loan from Bolton Wanderers, but was recalled twenty-four hours later by Sam Allardyce citing a defensive crisis. Defoe remained at West Ham but seemed certain to leave once he had served out his suspension. For now, at least, his chickens appeared to be coming home to roost.

         I had recently been in touch with my old mate Simon Smith (minus his amazing dancing bear). You will remember he was a serving soldier based in Bosnia at the time my first book came out. He wrote to me to tell me how much he enjoyed it and we remained friends. He was a bit down on his luck, and we arranged to meet at the game at Bradford City on 7 February. Simon had been back in touch after showing me some rather unpleasant comments on the unofficial West Ham website Knees Up Mother Brown (KUMB) about my last book and inviting me to respond.

         I managed to squeeze in West Ham’s visit to Sheffield United on 17 January. Melville and Harley made their debuts in the Saturday evening kick-off that had been switched for Uncle Rupert’s benefit. It was strange. I was still making quite a few games, but it wasn’t enjoyable. I drove to the game on my own. I went straight to the game and came straight home afterwards. The unmentionable ex thought she was being accommodating by allowing – even suggesting – that I go to more games, but she didn’t understand that watching football is about more than just attending and observing the match.

         To me, the match has always been the focal point of the day, but not necessarily the most enjoyable part. It is the reason friends gravitate towards each other. The thing we all had in common. But the enjoyable part was the camaraderie, the banter. I had none of that after moving north. The unmentionable ex did not understand that I had no desire to park up at a quarter to three to watch the game then come home at a quarter to five. And as for watching a game on television, why on earth would I want to watch all that talking beforehand and afterwards? Going over it again and again. This is not a trip to the cinema where the most enjoyable part of the experience will be the film. Football is not like that. It’s the overall experience, the creation of memories. People either get it or they don’t. It’s nothing to do with your gender, it’s to do with the way your brain is wired.

         Although the game at Bramall Lane was exciting, it was just the game; there were no pre-match beers, no taking the piss, no in-jokes and no clowning around. Well, there was a bit, mainly in West Ham’s defence. We came from behind and raced into a 3–1 lead, with goals from Harewood, Carrick and a screamer on his debut from Harley. But the defensive fragilities exposed themselves again, and after pulling it back to 2–3, Sheffield United had a penalty saved by goalkeeper Steven Bywater, given his chance after the departure of James. That just served to energise the Blades further, and they threw the kitchen sink at us in added time and grabbed an equaliser through Phil Jagielka. I left the ground dejected, got straight in the car and went straight home.

         Three more goals followed at Wolves, but this time it was enough to win the game, and we finished on 3–1. As at Bramall Lane the score was 3–1 at the end of the first half, but this time it stayed that way. West Ham were then to be paired in the last 16 with either Premier League Fulham or Everton, who had to replay their fourth-round tie.

         Before the Wolves game Pardew made a double signing from Wimbledon, picking up their highly rated youngsters Nigel Reo-Coker and Adam Nowland. They were cup-tied and unable to play against Wolves, but made their debuts in the home game against Rotherham at Upton Park on 31 January. The game finished 2–1 to West Ham, and I found myself thinking that perhaps now we had the right blend of young new blood and experience to take us forward.

         Transfer deadline day saw the expected departure of Defoe to Tottenham, and at the time we thought they deserved each other. Bobby Zamora came to us in a player-plus-cash deal and again we were underwhelmed. Jobi McAnuff, another promising teenager followed, and became the third player to join from Wimbledon in as many weeks.

         Such is the blur surrounding my life at that time that I struggle to remember what happened pre-match against Bradford City at Valley Parade. It was my ‘home’ game and I had been eagerly anticipating it for weeks. I remember going to the game with the unmentionable ex, but other than that it’s all a bit hazy. That is what happens when you don’t have enough alcohol before the game, see?

         West Ham won the game 2–1 with Zamora making his debut and scoring the first and making the winner for Harewood. We were a bit more whelmed than we had been before the game. After the match we met up with the unmentionable ex’s friend Becky, a season ticket holder at Valley Parade, her boyfriend Johnny and Simon Smith (minus his… you get the picture). Simon kipped on our sofa and I took him back to his car the next morning. I don’t think I have seen him since in person, but we have kept in touch. He called me after he was fired from The Apprentice in 2008. I thought, I know that bloke, he’s kipped on my sofa!

         The win at Valley Parade saw us creep back into the play-off spots but the inconsistency was the only consistent thing about West Ham at that time. A 0–0 draw in the fifth round of the FA cup against Fulham at their temporary home of Loftus Road (a game in which almost nothing noteworthy happened other than another ticketing fiasco) set us up for a winnable replay at Upton Park. I don’t know if it was the prospect of another trip to Old Trafford in the sixth round or a conscious decision to ‘concentrate on the league’, but a game we could have won was lost 3–0 after goals from Brian McBride, Barry Hales and a certain Luís Boa Morte. After the departure of David James, Stephen Bywater was the only senior goalkeeper remaining at the club, so Pardew brought in Portsmouth and former Newcastle goalkeeper Pavel Srníček on loan as cover. Pavel was a good keeper, but made only 3 appearances against Millwall, Derby and Crystal Palace before moving on to Beira-Mar in Portugal. Srníček tragically died from a heart attack suffered while out jogging in December 2015. He was just forty-seven years old.

         In between we drew at Carrow Road against Norwich, with Marlon Harewood quickly becoming a favourite after scoring a great goal with a tremendous drive from outside the box. Zamora scored again in a home win against Cardiff before taking on Burnley at Turf Moor.

         Burnley, like Sheffield, Leeds and Manchester, was a nice easy ground for me to get to from Bradford, and as I worked in Manchester I had a number of Burnley supporters as colleagues and I was invited by one of them, Stephen Green, to stay at his place the night of the game, and by Duncan Spencer to drink at Burnley Cricket Club, which he had once represented, before the game. Bit of a dark horse was our Duncan. It was only when chatting to him some years later I found out he made 92 not out for Burnley against Accrington in June 1991 when playing against a young Shane Warne. He also racked up a half-century against him later the same season.

         I always find games against Burnley and Aston Villa away a little confusing, especially as we were playing in the navy-blue away kit that I had yet to welcome into my heart. David Connolly scored from the penalty spot to earn another draw.

         Still in 5th place and still looking good for the play-offs, but another draw, this time 0–0 at home to Walsall, was causing unrest and nervousness among the fans. Mind you, 33,177 turned up to watch the Walsall draw; the fans deserved Premier League football even if the team didn’t.

         The 29,818 who turned up the following Tuesday were treated to a 5–0 thumping of Wimbledon, which was hardly surprising as we had nicked their three best players over the previous few weeks, and they were destined to finish bottom of the league. A hat-trick from Matthew Etherington and one apiece from Reo-Coker and Zamora sealed victory and pushed West Ham up to 3rd, which hardly seemed merited, but other than West Bromwich Albion and Norwich City, everyone else in the league seemed hell-bent on failure. It was a question of who would be the least crap in the run-in.

         Home form turned out to be the key. We won 4 and drew 1 of our remaining 5 home games, 4–2 against Crewe, 2–1 against Gillingham, 0–0 against Derby County, 2–0 versus Coventry City and 4–0 against Watford. Away form was atrocious though, and apart from a 2–0 win at Stoke City on 27 April we contrived to lose 2–0 at Sunderland and Reading, 4–1 at Millwall and 1–0 at Crystal Palace.

         On the final day of the league campaign a Brian Deane goal gave us a 1–1 draw at Wigan and secured 4th spot. Somehow.

         The play-offs it was then. More by luck than judgement, it has to be said, and as a result of being slightly less rubbish than twenty other teams. Ipswich were slightly more rubbish than us and were our semi-final opponents, while Sunderland who were slightly less rubbish than us had finished 3rd on 79 points, 5 ahead of us, and faced Crystal Palace who had finished 6th, but of all the teams in the play-off spots Palace had the best run of form going into the competition with six wins and only one defeat in their final 8 matches.

         That turned out to be crucial, and despite finishing 6 points behind Sunderland after 46 league games, Palace beat Sunderland over two legs to reach the final.

         We faced Ipswich at Portman Road and looked tired as we lost the first leg 1–0.

         I could not make the second leg or any potential final as I was due to go off on holiday to Santorini. I asked for regular text updates from friends attending the second leg. We had arrived at our accommodation late after long delays and, as Santorini was two hours ahead of the UK, by the time the game entered its final phase I was in bed, with my phone set to ring when I got an update. I will never forget the ringtone that night. It played the theme tune from Phoenix Nights, and now every time I hear that I think of the play-off semi-final against Ipswich in 2004.

         It rang three times. Once for the fantastic drive by Matthew Etherington to level the scores, once for the towering header by Christian Dailly that put us ahead on aggregate and once to confirm the game had ended 2–0 and we had gone through 2–1.

         What the phone didn’t tell me was about the atmosphere that night, about how special the goals had been or and how sad I was going to be in years to come that I had not been there.

         The same cannot be said for the final, played at the Millennium Stadium in Cardiff on 29 May. I was still in Santorini, but was confident of finding a bar that would be showing the game. Alas not. I had found the FA Cup final between Manchester United and Millwall the weekend before, albeit with Greek commentary, but the day before the play-off final I spent a fruitless afternoon wandering up and down the main strip in Kamari trying to find a bar that would be showing the game.

         Technology in 2004 was not quite as advanced as now, and the internet, while available on my phone, appeared more like the old teletext format and cost a small fortune every time it connected.

         The day of the game, it clouded over after two weeks of almost unbroken sunshine. I had a sense of foreboding.

         I tried to occupy myself reading, listening to music, pacing up and down and basically making a complete nuisance of myself, but in the end I could wait no longer and logged in to find we had lost 1–0. A pretty poor game by all accounts and in the end, our inconsistency over the course of the season meant we probably deserved no more. But it’s always hard to lose a final, and the manner of the victory over Ipswich in the semi-final meant that losing in Cardiff was a bitter pill to swallow for the thousands who had made their way there.

         Fortunately, as I have said before, football is about more than the ninety minutes, and those I have spoken to since still talk about the three Millennium Stadium dates in 2004–06 as being among their most treasured memories in football.

         As for me, I will always have the Phoenix Nights ringtone. 
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            THUNDERBIRDS

         

         
            WEST HAM UNITED 1, READING 0

            FOOTBALL LEAGUE CHAMPIONSHIP, 10 AUGUST 2004

            When people say, ‘Can I get?’ instead of

            ‘May I have?’ I really hate that.

            ‘Can I get a cappuccino please?’

            ‘No, I work here; I’ll get it for you.’

         

         With the play-off final taking place on 29 May and the 2004/05 season due to start on 10 August there was not much time for the team to feel sorry for itself.

         Pardew spent the summer revising the squad. David Connolly went off to Leicester City. Michael Carrick confirmed he would not be signing a new contract and would be leaving. He was being courted by a number of clubs including Portsmouth and West Bromwich Albion, but no deal had materialised before the start of the season. Brian Deane was allowed to leave. Kevin Horlock also moved on. Jobi McAnuff signed for Cardiff City after the start of the season for £300,000.

         Coming in were goalkeeper Jimmy Walker, midfielders Luke Chadwick and Carl Fletcher, and forward Serhiy Rebrov. None of them exactly got the fans excited.

         The signing of Teddy Sheringham was also greeted less than enthusiastically by Hammers fans. Many could not see the point of replacing the ageing Deane with another player nearing retirement, particularly given his connections with Millwall, Tottenham and Manchester United. It was going to take some work for Sheringham to win over sceptical fans. However, he made the right noises on the official website: 

         
            I’m delighted to be here. I spoke with Alan Pardew last season when he was manager at Reading and was very impressed with him, so when the chance came to join him at West Ham United I jumped at it.

            ‘I was a Hammers fan as a youngster and stood on the old North bank with my big brother watching the likes of Alan Devonshire, Ray Stewart, Billy Jennings and Graham Paddon.

            ‘So, to get the opportunity of playing for this great club after all these years is an honour and I’m sure I will enjoy the season helping the team to achieve their promotion goal.

         

         Okay Teddy, whatever.

         I have to admit I was also guilty of thinking this was a colossal waste of time. Sheringham had signed on a free transfer and was therefore likely to be on a significant wedge. Like many others I felt he was likely to only be good for an hour of most games and probably be injured for most of the season. I didn’t like him. I didn’t like the fact he had been at Millwall previously, I didn’t like the way he always looked like he had just got out of bed. I just didn’t like him.

         The team that lined up at Filbert Street on the opening Saturday of the season therefore was:

         Bywater, Řepka, Brevett, Dailly, Melville, Reo-Coker, Mullins, Etherington, Rebrov (McAnuff), Sheringham (Cohen), Harewood (Zamora).

         Pardew was beginning to mould a team with his own signings, but it seemed to me those signing on the whole were not good enough, and we still had the likes of Dailly, Brevett and Melville in defence who were reliable, although ageing, and not exactly pacey. Řepka was always an accident waiting to happen. Mullins was still yet to impress.

         I wasn’t exactly fired with enthusiasm for a push at promotion when the game ended 0–0. Dion Dublin was sent off on his debut for Leicester, and even before Brevett followed him an hour later West Ham failed to capitalise on their advantage on a very hot afternoon.

         The board continued to scratch at the irritation that was WHISTLE, although suing three of its members did seem a little over the top. Shareholder and WHISTLE member Barrie Abrahams and two others were served writs for libel, having been plainly critical of the board in an open letter. Despite the costs involved in preparing a defence, WHISTLE vowed to carry on in its fight to oust the incumbent.

         The following Tuesday saw the opening home game of the campaign against Reading. This also looked like ending 0–0 until Luke Chadwick provided the only real bit of magic of the evening, cutting in from the right to pull the ball back for Sheringham to score his first goal for West Ham. Always loved that Teddy Sheringham.

         Tottenham continued to assemble a team of former Hammers. The sincerest form of flattery I suppose. Carrick finally left for White Hart Lane, joining former team mates Frédéric Kanouté and Jermain Defoe. The value of the deal was thought to be around £3 million as it was undisclosed. This seemed low even for fourteen years ago, given Carrick’s pedigree.

         However, he had spent a year in the second flight not pulling up any trees, and we were under pressure to sell as he had indicated he would not sign a new deal the following year. It was £3 million now or nothing in twelve months.

         The optimistic mood following an unbeaten start with no goals conceded was shattered the following Sunday by a 1–3 defeat at home to Wigan Athletic. The defence was still causing headaches. It was clear we could not continue with the ageing legs of Andy Melville and Rufus Brevett in front of an inexperienced goalkeeper like Stephen Bywater. But no new defensive signings came.

         At Gresty Road the following week West Ham raced into a 3–0 lead. There was, it seemed nothing wrong with the offensive aspect of the team, a brace from Sheringham and a screamer from Brevett putting West Ham 3–0 up at the break. But as the game wore on the defensive frailties returned and Dean Ashton, who had been a target for Pardew in the summer, scored twice for Crewe to reduce the arrears and leave us hanging on.

         Despite only one defeat in the opening four league fixtures enthusiasm among the fans was hard to find. In the Carling Cup, West Ham entertained Southend United in the second round. Although the game was won comfortably 2–0 with both goals from Marlon Harewood, the crowd was only 16,910 with 4,000 accounted for by the visitors.

         It didn’t help that there seemed to be a game every other day, and the quality was less than top notch. I reasoned it was nothing to worry about too much and recalled being in a crowd of just 10,896 in October 1983 when West Ham beat Bury 10–0 in a League Cup match. There wasn’t anything much wrong with the entertainment provided by that team.
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