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            Introduction

         

         ON 10 MAY 2016 West Ham United played their last game at the Boleyn Ground, having been there for 112 years. For almost half that time I have supported the club and I didn’t welcome the news that we were going to leave.

         Having now completed the first season at the London Stadium I’m still trying to come to terms with what, for me, is a major upheaval. To make some sense of it all I set out to compare the final year at Upton Park with the first at Stratford – hence this book. To give the events at both stadiums some sort of chronological order while making the comparison, I’ve based most of the chapters on the corresponding league fixtures from the respective seasons. Other games in other competitions are mentioned too, but the Premier League matches provided a useful set of signposts.

         A very wise friend of mine, who understands exactly how I feel, told me I should find out more about the five stages of grief. You can’t grieve the loss of a football ground, I thought. But I looked them up anyway.

         
            	Denial: Hmmm, possibly. I certainly left it late before deciding to follow the club to the London Stadium, by which time all the best seats had gone.

            	Anger: You bet I was angry!

            	Bargaining: OK. It’s true I spent a long time trying to negotiate better-placed season tickets for me and my family (moaning to anyone who would listen while I did so).

            	Depression: Maybe. When you are so miserable you welcome an international break because it means you don’t have to watch your team play, something is definitely not right.

            	Acceptance: Ah. I’m afraid you’ll have to read the book to discover the answer to that. I hope you enjoy it.

         

         COYI!

      

   


   
      
         
            1

            Onwards and upwards

         

         
            London Stadium

            Sunday 7 August 2016

            Kick-off: 1.00

            Final score: West Ham 2–3 Juventus

         

         YOU DON’T GET many clubs bigger than Juventus, yet here they were at West Ham’s new home in Stratford. What had started life as the Olympic Stadium had become the London Stadium, and the club I have supported all my life were now its tenants. The showpiece game I was about to witness heralded the move. It was a historic day for my beloved Hammers, but I wasn’t happy. Not happy at all.

         Before you say anything, let me be the first to admit that relocating from one football stadium to another is not the most serious crisis facing humankind in these worrying times. But it was something that had been troubling me from the moment the plan was first hatched.

         It had to be done, we were told repeatedly. Our previous home – the Boleyn Ground to the faithful and Upton Park to the rest of the world – was no longer fit for purpose and if West Ham wanted to progress we simply could not pass up the gold-plated opportunity that had landed on our doorstep. (For those supporters of other clubs who are still confused about the Boleyn Ground/Upton Park thing, the stadium was officially the Boleyn Ground and Upton Park is the geographical area in which it was situated – but don’t worry, either will do fine.)

         According to the club’s owners, moving was the only way to attain football’s equivalent of nirvana – the fabled ‘next level’. So had West Ham really gone up in the world? I most certainly had. Rather than sitting in row K, as I had done at the Boleyn Ground, I was now in row seventy-three – aka the back row. Not only was it higher up, it was also a lot further back. I only had myself to blame, I suppose.

         We, the Williams family, had dithered about renewing our season tickets. Normally, supporters who wish to put themselves through another period of agony the following year renew towards the end of a season. What West Ham wanted us to do prior to the move to Stratford was to sign up for our tickets even before the final season at the Boleyn Ground had begun. To be honest, I thought that was a bit previous.

         I suppose, looking back, we were always going to go. We should have just bitten the bullet and got on with it.

         I am not a cockney by birth, but I have been going to watch football in London E13 since I was a kid. My wife, Di, is a true East Ender, having been brought up a five-minute walk away from the ground in East Ham. We, along with our son Geoff, were – and still are – season ticket holders. Geoff was perfectly sanguine about the move. However, Di and I, who between us had more than 100 years invested in the Boleyn Ground, were most displeased about leaving a stadium that held so many wonderful memories (and not-so-wonderful ones as well, if I’m going to be brutally honest).

         It wasn’t just the football itself. We were also being asked to leave behind all the rituals that go with it. A pre-match pint in a proper East End pub, a hotdog outside the ground, an occasional trip to the wonderful Newham Bookshop. Newham is a residential area, with all the amenities that go with it. The same cannot be said of the Olympic Park, which surrounds our new stadium. No pubs, no chippies – and certainly no mobile phone shops like the one in the Barking Road we regularly walked past that proudly announced it also sold baby chickens. All of this was to be replaced by corporate catering within the stadium, and not a baby chicken to be had for love nor money.

         However, after much soul-searching (the full extent of which I won’t bore you with here), we decided we would not be robbed of the dubious pleasure of watching our football team by owners who will be gone long before we are. Like most West Ham supporters, we do not know the meaning of the word ‘defeat’ (there are lots of other words we don’t know the meaning of either, but then we all went to comprehensive schools).

         We bought our season tickets for the new stadium on Blue Monday – the day in mid-January that is said to be the most depressing of the year due to a combination of miserable winter weather and Christmas credit card bills coming home to roost. This is not to be confused with claret and blue Mondays, which crop up regularly during the season and basically involve beating yourself up over West Ham’s failure to win at the weekend. When I was in my teens this would generally involve a Sunday in denial followed by an entire Monday of silent sulking, although I’m much better now. As a man of some maturity, who has qualified for a senior railcard, I only need the Monday morning to get over the disappointment of defeat and rarely snarl at anyone after lunch.

         The grandly named West Ham Reservation Centre, the Mecca for anyone wishing to purchase a ticket for the initial season at our new home, was in the Westfield shopping centre. Do not be fooled by Westfield. It may look like a concrete temple built to honour the God of Shopping (the nation’s one true god), but it is in fact a spiritual black hole which is gradually sucking every shred of goodness from the universe – having started its feeding frenzy with the soul of my football club.

         The Reservation Centre was a glass-fronted unit (aka ‘shop’) that was harder to find than either Di or I expected. Sitting behind the reception desk, perhaps unsurprisingly, was a receptionist. Above her was West Ham’s new crest – redesigned without the castle that represented the ties with the old ground, and with the addition of the word ‘London’, presumably in case all the new supporters forget where they are.

         Well, the club was keen to call them supporters. I beg to differ. Let me quote you these few words from the club’s vice-chair Karren Brady, and perhaps then you will understand my disquiet.

         ‘We are ambitious for our great club and aim to set the benchmark for visiting away and neutral supporters from across the globe to come and enjoy the iconic stadium and be part of our Premier League club experience.’

         What the hell is a ‘neutral supporter’? The whole point of going to a football match, as I understand it, is to put your heart and soul into supporting one side or the other. I do not want to find myself rubbing shoulders with someone who is ambivalent about the outcome of the game – and is indeed more interested in taking a selfie outside the stadium beforehand. These people are football tourists and belong at grounds such as Old Trafford and Stamford Bridge, rather than at a ‘proper’ club like West Ham.

         Anyway, I consoled myself with the thought that the badge does at least still have the crossed hammers that prompted our nickname and symbolise the club’s formative days as a factory team carrying the hopes and dreams of the long-defunct Thames Ironworks and Shipbuilding Company.

         Once inside, having completed all the usual formalities, we milled around a bit with several other happy Hammers on a similar mission before being invited to watch a short film.

         I anticipated being led into a small cinema to watch the movie. Wrong. Instead, we were shepherded into a compact alcove which boasted a handful of seats – although not enough to accommodate all of us – and a tiny screen that wasn’t much bigger than our telly. Still, a film’s a film for all that. I wasn’t expecting Star Wars and I can always watch anything that involves footballing legends in claret and blue. My enthusiasm had to be put on hold for a few moments longer, however, as we were given a short speech by a jolly man in an ill-fitting suit and tie. My hearing is not what it once was, and he was softly spoken, so I didn’t pick up as many of his words of wisdom as I would have liked. I think the gist of it concerned the ‘West Ham brand’ and the exciting journey we were all about to undertake together.

         The film certainly confirmed that we were all going on a journey – a very important journey at that. The voice accompanying footage of West Ham greats, past and present, belonged to none other than Ray Winstone, and he is not a man to be questioned lightly. If he says you are going on a journey, trust me – you are going on a journey.

         I’d been told beforehand by a fellow supporter who had been on the same pilgrimage that Winstone’s voiceover consisted of nothing more than a string of disjointed words vaguely connected to West Ham United FC. ‘Bobby Moore.’ ‘Sir Trevor Brooking.’ ‘East End.’ ‘Pie and mash.’ ‘Violence.’ ‘Racism.’ But it turned out I was having my leg pulled: Ray Winstone never mentioned racism once.

         The film over, we were all introduced to the staff who were there specifically to give us a virtual tour of the stadium and then help us choose our seats. Di and I would have preferred a real tour of the actual stadium but, even though it was relatively close at hand, it turned out this wouldn’t be possible. Had we been there before, perhaps to watch the Olympics or a Rugby World Cup match? we were asked. We had not, we replied, with a certain sense of sudden and inexplicable guilt in my case. No matter: the wonders of modern technology meant we’d get a precise image of what it would be like.

         The enthusiastic young lady who took us on this virtual tour had an accent that suggested she came from somewhere closer to Botany Bay than Barking, but she knew her stuff. And, unlike us, she had actually been in the stadium itself. We shall call her Kylie.

         We began with a series of computer-generated images that showed happy, excited and anorexically thin people in summer shirtsleeves approaching the ground. They did not look like a typical West Ham crowd on its way to a game, but I kept this thought to myself. Kylie asked us how we had got to the Reservation Centre and we replied by train – which was her prompt to tell us that one of the great attractions of the new ground was its accessibility. Having just had my first taste of Stratford International station and then tackled the maze that is Westfield I wasn’t so sure – but again I kept my own counsel.

         Looking back to the computer screen before us I noticed the Champions Statue, virtually moved from its rightful place near the old Boleyn Ground. Those of you with a passing knowledge of West Ham United FC will recall (although not always admit) that it was us wot won the World Cup in 1966. To commemorate this historic achievement it was decided to erect a statue near the club’s ground. The 16-foot bronze creation is based on an iconic photograph of Bobby Moore, hoisted aloft, holding the Jules Rimet trophy in the company of hat-trick hero Geoff Hurst and Martin Peters, the scorer of the other goal (hence the statistically correct score: West Ham 4, West Germany 2).

         Curiously, the statue depicts a fourth member of the World Cup winning team in the shape of Ray Wilson, who is there because Moore happened to be sitting on his shoulder when the original photograph was taken. Why royal sculptor Philip Jackson didn’t exercise a bit of artistic licence by axing Wilson, who was playing for Everton in 1966, and repositioning Martin Peters so that he was the one who was lending his captain a shoulder to sit on is anyone’s guess. Not only would it have meant the effigy was a West Ham only affair, it would have prevented Peters from looking like he’d statue-bombed a historic moment in time. But that’s sculptors for you, I guess.

         The idea was to move the statue to Stratford, positioning it to the north of the stadium. At Upton Park the north end of the ground – once known simply as the North Bank – ended its days as the Sir Trevor Brooking Stand. This is where the away supporters were housed. The southern end – which once matched its northern twin’s simple nomenclature by being called the South Bank – was the Bobby Moore Stand.

         However, everything had been turned on its head in the brave new world of the London Stadium. It was decided the away fans should get the south end this time, and it appears the boardroom thinking was that the riff-raff from other clubs must not be allowed to sully the memory of West Ham’s favourite son by occupying a stand that bears his name. So, with a twitch of Baroness Brady’s magic wand, the Moore and Brooking stands changed ends.

         My ability to absorb this staggering piece of information wasn’t helped by Kylie constantly flicking from one internal image of the stadium to another – each picture showing row upon row of empty seats. She seemed particularly keen to give us the view from the seats in the lower tiers – before telling us these had all been sold. For the first time in my life I knew how it felt to be a contestant on a quiz show who had missed out on the star prize: ‘Look what you could have won!’

         As I say, it was our own fault we had missed the chance to sit in the favoured seats. We had been contacted by the club in the summer of 2015 and offered the chance to buy our tickets for the first year at Stratford. We shall brush over the fact that the appointment was set for a day when there was a Tube strike; Geoff and I both had unbreakable work commitments and that the invitation was extended to Di only. The truth is, buying a season ticket for the season after next in a stadium that we weren’t sure we wanted to go to wasn’t top of our agenda at the time. Our mistake: it clearly should have been.

         Even so, I bridled slightly when Kylie adopted the tone of a primary school teacher and reminded us that had we kept the first appointment she had made for us we could have had just about any seat in the house. (I’m not fluent in body language as a rule, but having been married to Di for the best part of thirty years I got the impression she too was not best pleased at being told this.) And I positively bristled when she referred to the new East Stand as ‘the Kop’. A Kop at West Ham? Not while there’s breath in my body.

         We were then given the view from the higher seats. A little over four weeks before we had embarked on our momentous journey to Westfield, the first British male astronaut had headed off to the International Space Station. Two hours after launch someone tweeted Major Tim Peake had just reported that the view from the upper tier of the London Stadium wasn’t as bad as the rumours suggested. Somehow that tweet didn’t seem quite as funny any more.

         In the end we opted for three seats in the back row. The thinking was, that way, we wouldn’t have the annoyance of listening to some gobby idiot sitting behind us making inane and ill-informed remarks about the game they’re watching. Instead, we would be the gobby idiots sitting behind everyone else.

         Credit card processed and tickets purchased, Kylie asked us if we wanted our photograph taken as a memento of our big day out. We may have both been wearing the horrified expressions of an elderly couple who had just escaped from a log flume, but we didn’t want to be continually reminded of the experience with a picture. What we wanted was a pub.

         Sitting in my new seat, I realised I probably spent too much time in pubs and not nearly enough in the gym. What I needed as I looked down on the pitch far, far, below was oxygen and – very possibly – a defibrillator.

         The pint and greasy comestible I’d had on the concourse probably hadn’t done much for my fitness levels, and the long climb to the back of the stand had taken its toll. I wondered what was more likely to bring on a heart attack: the 7 million stairs I would have to scale each time I came to watch football, or the price of the hot dogs.

         Our season tickets hadn’t got us into this game. For the privilege of watching the Betway Cup Final we had to fork out an extra thirty-five quid each. But we did get an opening ceremony as part of the deal. The thirty-minute show included the official opening of the new Bobby Moore and Trevor Brooking stands at either end of the ground. Sir Trev did the honours for the one named in his honour while Freddie Moore, the grandson of England’s one and only World Cup winning captain, christened the northern stand.

         There was a brass band, bubbles and flames plus a couple of big-screen presentations. We even got an ear-splitting rendition of the national anthem from soprano Laura Wright, who likes to play rugby in her spare time. To be perfectly candid, I found it all somewhat underwhelming. But I’m not a great one for opening ceremonies at the best of times.

         Juventus had been Italian champions for the past five years and were destined to go on and win a sixth straight Serie A title. They were supposed to have been West Ham’s first opponents at the new stadium, but a bunch of rather ungallant Slovenians by the name of NK Domžale pushed in front of the Old Lady of Turin and were on the pitch three days beforehand. They were there for a Europa League game. I wasn’t, so I missed Cheikhou Kouyaté scoring the first goal at the London Stadium after just eight minutes.

         I was there, however, to see the first goal we conceded at the new stadium. Apparently, it was scored by Paulo Dybala, although from my lofty perch it was hard to tell. As I understand it, Mario Mandžukić scored the second goal to be conceded by West Ham United in our new stadium. Again, I would have had trouble picking him out in an identity parade based on what little I saw of him from row seventy-three. And the much-heralded big screens at either end of the ground weren’t much help. From where we were, views of both were seriously restricted.

         On the plus side, I was able to make out the distinctive frame of Andy Carroll, who scored either side of half time to put us back into the game. I was on the edge of my seat. It was that exciting? I hear you ask. Er, no. I just thought that if I sat on the edge of my seat I might be able to make out some of the players I had paid to see.

         Dani Alves, Gianluigi Buffon, Gonzalo Higuaín – that is next-level talent. Juventus also had international striker Simone Zaza, who scored their winner. ‘Now that’s the sort of player we need to sign if we are going to compete at the top level,’ said a tiny voice in my head. But he’d made a complete Horlicks of a crucial penalty against Germany in the Euros, I replied silently. ‘Don’t you worry about that mate,’ said the voice. ‘This boy is different gravy. You mark my words.’ Which just goes to show, if you do have voices in your head, it might be an idea to get treatment. And, whatever you do, don’t build a transfer strategy around them.

         All the talk pre-season was about signing a world-class striker. We were told by co-owner David Sullivan, often via his son’s Twitter account, that we were in the market for a twenty-goal-a-season goalscorer, and were prepared to spend big to get one. It was all part of the move to the next level. He stated boldly that the club would sign a top striker ‘whatever happens’. For the owners, it was a ‘statement of intent’.

         It certainly would have made a statement. The fact is, no striker (or indeed any other player) has scored twenty Premier League goals in a season for West Ham.

         Alexandre Lacazette wasn’t interested. Neither was Michy Batshuayi. And, despite a barrage of optimistic tweets from Sullivan Jnr, Carlos Bacca couldn’t be persuaded that shopping in Westfield was every bit as pleasurable as a stroll along Via Montenapoleone in Milan.

         In desperation, the owners decided to break the club’s transfer record anyway. They did that by splashing out a fraction over £20 million on André Ayew. Could he be the man to take us up a level?

         The player everyone wanted to see that day was our very own Dimitri Payet, signed at the beginning of the previous season and seemingly on his way to club legend status. There was even a huge picture of our brilliant No 27 on the front of the stadium, complete with our tribute to him (with apologies to Billy Ray Cyrus and his ‘Achy Breaky Heart’).

         
             

         

         We’ve got Payet, Dimitri Payet.

         I just don’t think you understand,

         He’s Super Slav’s man,

         He’s better than Zidane,

         We’ve got Dimitri Payet.

         
             

         

         Somewhat embarrassingly for all concerned, at that stage of the season the last line of the mural actually had him down as ‘Dimtri’. Ah well, it’s better than ‘Dimwit’, I suppose. The club didn’t waste much time before correcting the error, although had they known it would have to come down altogether a few months later they might have saved themselves the trouble.

         Little did we know, as we belted out the anthem to honour his appearance for the final fifteen minutes, that he wasn’t really Super Slav’s man at all. It was a story that would dominate the first half of the season, maybe the season as a whole, but we’ll come to that later.

         No one was too fussed about losing to Juventus – it was a friendly after all. Those of us who hadn’t been to the NK Domžale game were more interested in getting our bearings in the new stadium.

         After the final whistle we headed to the bar under the big screen at the Bobby Moore end and considered our verdict on the decision to move to Stratford. That nagging voice, the one which reckoned Zaza was the answer to our problems, was telling me that I wasn’t going to like our new home. And this time it sounded a lot more convincing…
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            The last goodbye

         

         
            Boleyn Ground

            Tuesday 10 May 2016

            Kick-off: 7.45 (delayed until 8.30)

            Final score: West Ham 3–2 Man Utd

         

         GEOFF KNEW THE answer to his question even as he asked it. ‘If I had the power to give you one more season at the Boleyn Ground but it would mean we were relegated, would you take it?’

         We were in the back streets of east London, on our way to watch West Ham play at the Boleyn Ground for the last time.

         It had been an emotional day. It was to be an emotional night. But, when we bumped into friends near the ground a few moments later, we discovered that emotion had to be put on hold for a while because our opponents had been delayed on the way to the stadium.

         What were Manchester United thinking about that evening? It was no secret that this was to be the final game at Upton Park. It was inevitable that a huge crowd would turn out to be part of the occasion, so why did they not allow themselves more time to get from their hotel to the ground? An oversight? I doubt it. Gamesmanship? Possibly. Arrogance? Much more likely.

         What was happening on the other side of the ground would dominate the headlines the following morning, but at this stage all we knew was that the team bus was late and the kick-off had been put back. Ah well, if nothing else it provided the perfect excuse for one last bottle of overpriced, tasteless lager in the edifice I had thought of as my spiritual home for more than fifty years.

         I’ll be honest: it wasn’t the first drink I’d had that day, neither would it be my last. Not that I was intoxicated, you understand. Myself, Di and Geoff had merely had a spot of amber throat oil to wash down our pie suppers in the Ruskin Arms, where we had booked a couple of rooms for the night. Splendid pies they were too, although I’m now going to alienate two thirds of the East End by confessing that I had chips with mine. Sorry, but pie and mash doesn’t do it for me. It’s probably because I wasn’t born and raised in east London – pie and mash just isn’t in my DNA. Admittedly, there’s a lot of pie and chips in my cholesterol, but that’s another story.

         As we walked from the Ruskin, which is notable for the fact that bands such as the Small Faces and Iron Maiden performed there, Di pointed out a number of personal landmarks to Geoff. These included where she went to secondary school and the place she was born. As a dutiful son Geoff understands the importance of such things and I am glad to report he is rightfully impressed by the East End heritage his mother has bequeathed him.

         Inside the ground, once we had necked our beers (Carlsberg – probably the worst lager in the world) we made our way up to row K in the East Stand Upper and took our seats for the last time.

         Sorry if the constant use of ‘last time’ is irritating, but everything we did that momentous day felt like the ‘last time’. It was probably the last time we would go to East Ham station. Maybe the last time we would ever find ourselves in E13 at all. And certainly, most painful of all, it was the last time we would ever go to the Boleyn Ground.

         Much is talked about ‘atmosphere’ by football supporters. In an FA Cup game four weeks previously, Manchester United fans had taunted us with ‘Where’s your famous atmosphere?’ after the crowd had been temporarily silenced by a dismal performance from our lot. But, to all those Man U fans who couldn’t make it all the way from Surrey for this particular encounter, let me assure you there was enough atmosphere to go round even before a ball had been kicked. If we could have bottled it, we’d have lent you some.

         With the start delayed, the air of anticipation grew as we waited for the game to begin at the revised time of 8.30 p.m. The regulars who knew one another chatted among themselves. The not-so-regulars who, while we were drinking our last ever Boleyn Ground lagers downstairs, had busied themselves half-inching the packs containing free T-shirts and wrist bands that had been left on all the seats, busied themselves trying to look innocent. I’m pretty certain that I never would have worn a memorial T-shirt commemorating the closure of the stadium I loved, but I still hope the thieving bastard who nicked mine has to endure a lifetime of piles.

         At one point there was a chorus of ‘Stand up for the Boleyn Ground’. A strange thing to hear at a football stadium and rather late in the day to save the old place. Perhaps more of us should have done just that when the owners proposed the move, I thought to myself.

         I didn’t notice the brass band at first. I know, it’s hard to miss a brass band on a football pitch, but I never have been noted for my powers of observation. They used to be quite the thing when I first went to football in the late ’60s, but not so much now. Honestly, I really wasn’t expecting one to turn up. By the time I became aware of their presence they were playing ‘Abide With Me’.

         In truth, I don’t like ‘Abide With Me’: rather than reminding me of FA Cup finals it always makes me think of the funerals I’ve been to. I’ll admit that, like most people, whenever I’m required to sing it I have to take a surreptitious glance at the hymn sheet to remind myself of the words (much as I now have to take a sneaky look at the programme to remind myself of opposition players’ names), but the line ‘Where is death’s sting? Where, grave, thy victory?’ is horribly familiar.

         I’d been feeling funereal all day, and the combination of ‘Abide With Me’ and the images and names of departed West Ham legends being displayed on the big screen opposite me as the rain lashed down did nothing to lighten my gloom. For me, a picture of a young Graham Paddon, who died at the ridiculous age of just fifty-seven, was particularly poignant. He was one of my all-time favourite players and somehow represented the carefree period of my late teens, which were inextricably tied up with the Boleyn Ground.

         I’d been interviewed by Adrian Chiles on Radio 5 live in the morning and he had commented on the fact that I sounded unbelievably sad. Well, I say interviewed. It was more a case of listening to what he thought about life and trying to get the odd word in where I could, but he did at least pick up on the fact I was seriously miserable.

         My mood wasn’t helped by the weather. Earlier in the day, when I was at home in Brighton (well, Hove actually), I thought the damp and misty conditions were down to a sea fret – a meteorological phenomenon that occurs on the coast from time to time. But on the train journey up from East Sussex to London it became apparent that the fog was widespread and my despair deepened. By the time the band got to the final line – ‘In life, in death, Oh Lord, abide with me’ – I was on the verge of tears. At which point I swallowed hard, wiped my moistening eyes and instructed the inner me to man up. It is, after all, only a game, and moving from one football stadium to another is no big deal.

         Only it is for me. It was then, and it still is now we are in our new home. As any serious supporter knows, football is about so much more than the game. Each time we go to watch a match it is an event in itself. The expectation when you wake up and realise it’s match day; the superstitions and rituals that precede a game; meeting up with friends you’ve made because of a common love of the same team; the joy that comes with a victory; the moaning and groaning that follows a defeat – they are all part of the deal. Take away the focal point of all that and things are bound to be different. I liked things just the way they were, thank you very much. I didn’t want them to be different. In my experience, different generally means worse.

         But, man up I did. You could say I manned up for Man Utd. The incredible rendition of ‘Bubbles’ that signalled the game was about to start helped. It may have been sung louder at the Boleyn Ground, but if it was I hadn’t been there to hear to it. The idea of the free T-shirts, which came in claret or blue, was to ensure the club colours were displayed evenly around the ground the way brutal dictators who have been awarded the Olympics like to decorate their national stadiums in human wallpaper. (Not that I’m comparing West Ham’s owners to a brutal dictatorship, you understand. I’m no big fan of the Gold, Sullivan and Brady troika, but even I wouldn’t go that far.) Not everybody had bothered to put on their new shirt, and those of us who had been victims of grand larceny didn’t have any new shirts to put on, so the visual effect wasn’t quite what the organisers had been hoping for. But the singing was a different class.

         There was a time, in the dim and distant past, when if you wanted a chorus of ‘I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles’ you had to sing it yourself. This new-fangled technology malarkey changed all that, of course, and now the first few lines of the chorus are belted out over the club’s sound system. When you join in is largely up to you, this is a free country after all. But when you raise your arms to salute the team is critical if you want to avoid looking like a total muppet. Do not, I repeat do not, stand there with your arms aloft from the start. You wait until ‘fortune’s always hiding’. That is the law at West Ham. That’s what we did when I was a kid on the North Bank; that’s what my son has done ever since he first went as a six-year-old. If he can learn the drill while still at junior school, so can everyone else. But I digress.

         The way ‘Bubbles’ was sung that night will live with me for ever. What followed was in the couldn’t-make-it-up category. Well, you could have made it up, but on this occasion I haven’t. In short, Diafra Sakho scored first to put us one-up after ten minutes. Two goals from Anthony Martial appeared to have put a dampener on what was already a damp evening, before Michail Antonio equalised in the seventy-sixth minute. (Trust me – the game really was far more exciting than it sounds here. For those of you who want to relive it, I’m planning on a more detailed description further on in the book – so keep reading!) Then, four minutes later, Winston Reid got his head to a Payet free kick, sending the ball back across David de Gea’s goal into the far corner – and sending the West Ham fans wild with unadulterated, undiluted, unexpurgated delight. Sorry – that’s probably more than enough uns for one sentence.

         What I didn’t know at the time was that there was a camera not far from me recording this historic moment. It had been strategically placed in the south-east corner of the ground, high on a ramshackle structure that was used as a pop-up TV studio by presenters whenever the cameras were at Upton Park. It had been put there by award-winning sports photographer Tom Jenkins a couple of hours before the game started. How he managed to get up there without incurring the wrath of the stewards or Sky TV, which was using the box that night, remains a mystery – but that’s why Tom is an award-winning photographer (many, including me, believe he’s the best in the business).

         Tom operated the camera remotely from the other side of the ground when Reid scored, and got himself a brilliant picture. Well, actually, I’ve got a brilliant picture, because he gave it to me. As you will have gathered, Tom is a mate of mine. At the time we were colleagues on the Guardian – I have since retired – and when Tom decided to put together a video documentary for the paper’s website about the history of the Boleyn Ground he asked me for a bit of background knowledge. I think he was under the impression that I had been at the first game played there against Millwall in 1904 (we won 3–0, in case you were wondering).

         Anyway, of all the tributes to the old place – and there were a shedload in the run-up to the final game – Tom’s was easily the best. My contribution was seriously negligible, but Tom presented me with his picture by way of a thank you for what I hadn’t really done. It’s in a frame above my desk as I write and I find it truly inspirational. Thanks again Tom – I’ll even forgive the fact you’re a Palace fan.

         As I said, there was pandemonium in the ground when Reid scored – the Boleyn Ground rocked for one last time. And then, in the blink of an eye, referee Mike Dean blew the final whistle that marked the end of an era that had spanned my entire lifetime. West Ham United no longer played their football at Upton Park.

         In the past, it was not unheard of for supporters to go on the pitch after the last home game of the season. This time – for the last, last game – there had been dire warnings to stay off the sacred turf, and notice was given that any pitch invasion would result in a lifetime ban for those who disobeyed orders.

         There was some justification for the edict. The club had organised a farewell celebration featuring past players and black cabs (don’t ask – it really was as tacky as it sounds) and they didn’t want a bunch of numbskulls running on the pitch and spoiling it for everyone else.

         So we sat dutifully in our seats while the players did a lap of honour and then, when the acrid smoke from a bunch of giant pitch-side flares had partially cleared, Sky TV presenters Ben Shephard and Bianca Westwood cracked on with the closing ceremony. Fair play to both of them – they did their best with what was pretty thin material. But it wasn’t quite the Greatest Show On Earth, despite the pre-match hype that had hinted at something truly spectacular.

         The sound system was terrible. Bianca’s voice, in particular, was barely recognisable. Nevertheless, she managed a couple of decent interviews with Marlon Harewood and Carlton Cole, which prompted some of the faithful to exercise their vocal cords. To be honest, none of us at the Boleyn Ground ever needed a second invitation to belt out: ‘Always believe in your soul, You’ve got the power to know, You’re indestructible, Always believe in… Carlton Cole!’

         Saddest moment of the night was the obvious plight of the once magnificent Martin Peters, who has been laid low by dementia. The taxis came and went, but none of them brought Peters’ World Cup winning mate Sir Geoff Hurst. Neither did they bring the man many of us believe to be the greatest Hammer of them all – Billy Bonds. Afterwards, the diplomatic Bonzo said he got caught in heavy traffic and couldn’t make it to the ground. Hmmm. It’s no secret that Bonzo was never in favour of moving from Upton Park. Still, if he says he got stuck in traffic that’s good enough for me.

         Interspersed with the cabs and the former players, the big screens were showing tributes from supporters that had been filmed beforehand. And although Bonds wasn’t there in person, there was footage of him at his imperious peak.

         The commentary that accompanied the pictures had a familiar ring to it.

         
            Just a very classy individual. He gave everything for the club and he was a leader in every sense of the word. He never hid. He had a personal integrity and decency about him. When you think he was actually voted Hammer of the Year when he had turned forty: it’s inconceivable that anything like that could happen now. The greatest of them all is Billy Bonds who, for me, embodies everything this club is all about. He is West Ham in my eyes.

         

         As I mentioned previously, the sound system was terrible. I asked Di if she recognised the voice booming out over the loudspeakers and she hadn’t got a Scooby. ‘That’s me,’ I told her. And then, to confirm this unlikely fact, my ugly mug appeared on the screens.

         Di looked genuinely taken aback, but she wasn’t as surprised as Eddy and Barry, who sat in the seats directly in front of us. As soon as they clocked me on the screen they were watching they spun round in unison demanding to know if that really was me. Somewhat sheepishly, I admitted it was. (Honestly, I’m really quite bashful by nature.) By this time, Geoff was getting texts from his mates asking him if he knew his dad was on telly – Sky was broadcasting the closing ceremony live. The bloke who sat next to me was curious too. ‘You know someone here?’ he asked in the way only an East Ender can pose that question. At that point, Bianca resumed her commentary. ‘I know her,’ I told my neighbour, which put an end to that particular conversation.

         The reason I got to make my brief appearance on that historic night was entirely down to Bianca. She had asked me to join her at Upton Park a couple of weeks beforehand to do an interview for a Farewell Boleyn feature she was putting together for Sky, and while I was there she asked if I’d do a bit for West Ham TV as well.

         The interview with Bianca was held outside the press box, in the seats reserved for the fourth estate, overlooking an otherwise empty ground. I think the word ‘wistful’ best sums up how I felt as I scanned the deserted stadium, knowing we would soon be parted for ever.

         The interview with West Ham TV was held in a broom cupboard. I’m serious. On agreeing to speak to the two young men who were keen to film me I was ushered into a tiny, unlit closet and warned not to trip over the vacuum cleaner on the way to my seat.

         Briefly, my mind flashed back thirty years to a time when I worked on the Daily Express in what was not-so-affectionately known as the Black Lubyanka in Fleet Street. It was a rabbit warren of a building, and when they moved the composing room I had trouble finding my way there. Knowing that my sense of direction is distinctly dodgy, a kindly printer by the name of Reg offered to show me a shortcut. I obediently followed him through a labyrinth of corridors, turning left and right with such frequency that I had no idea where I was going or where I had come from. Then we eventually reached our destination and, ever the gentleman, Reg opened the door and invited me to go first. By the time I realised I was in a cupboard he had shut the door and scarpered.

         It took me some while to find my way back. I actually had to go out of the building and start again, taking the one route to the composing room that I was sure of. By the time I got there, every compositor in the room had been made aware of my detour. One hates to think the worst of colleagues, but I’ve sometimes wondered if the cheers that greeted my arrival that day were a touch sarcastic.

         Back in the West Ham broom cupboard, I was now seated and staring at an incredibly bright light as the interrogation came thick and fast. Who was my favourite West Ham player? What did I remember about Bobby Moore? What was the best goal I’d ever seen? Was I at the game against Cambridge when we got promoted? I was half expecting to be asked: Where were you on the night of the twelfth? At which point I would have asked for legal representation. They kept on about the Cambridge game, which I had been to but didn’t regard as one of the greatest encounters I’d ever witnessed. Still, I answered their questions as best I could in the hope of getting a plug for my book and suspecting that I wasn’t going to see sunlight again until I had given them everything I knew. When I finally got to ask a question, I quizzed them about when what they had just filmed would be shown. Then they became rather evasive. Never once did they let on that this, along with other footage they had, was destined to be shown on the last night. When it came up on the screens, I really was just as surprised as those around me.

         So, interviewed by Adrian Chiles in the morning, and then appearing on Sky TV in the evening? Well, Brian, ain’t you Billy Big Potatoes! Go on – I know that’s what you’re thinking. It’s certainly what I’d be thinking. The thing is, all you have to do is knock out a book and the media immediately thinks of you as an expert. That’s what happened after I wrote Nearly Reach the Sky, available at all good bookshops but not in the West Ham store (can’t think why). Once they’ve got your name – as I was to discover the following day – they really don’t let go. Go on, give it a try. Anyone can do it. Just tell the world why you support WHU in 100,000 words and you’ll be on 5 live before you know it. Oh, and do pass on my regards to Adrian.

         The final act of the closing ceremony was ‘Bubbles’ performed by Cockney Rejects. I suppose they had to find some way to get us to leave. Despite the threat of lifetime bans, a few characters emerged from what had been the Man Utd end and ran on to the pitch, hotly pursued by stewards. I figured that these weren’t Mancs, these were blokes who didn’t have tickets and let themselves into the ground as the Manchester fans were leaving. I had an inkling that I might have met one of those blokes, but more of him later. On the screens a guy wearing the club’s emblematic No 6 shirt – long-since retired as a mark of respect to Bobby Moore – was shown turning off a switch, and with that the lights went out. ‘Mr Moon has left the stadium,’ we were informed for one last time. And we all knew he wasn’t coming back.

         Because of the delayed kick-off it was 11.30 p.m. by the time we left the ground. Most people had no choice other than to head off home. But because of the foresight of my brilliant wife, who had booked our hotel rooms weeks before, and our friendship with Eddy and Barry, who had introduced us to one of the few pubs that had got an extension that night, we were ready to party.

         The weather was still pretty damp as we trudged along the Barking Road. When we got to Katherine Road I started to head off on our normal backstreet route towards the wonderfully named Overdraft Tavern, which is a few paces beyond East Ham station. But Geoff vetoed the idea. He wanted to stay with the crowd, savouring the walk up to the town hall, then turning left up High Street North one last time. And he was right.

         The Overdraft, when we got there, was rammed. Only regulars were being allowed in and thanks to Eddy and Barry that is what we were now classed as. To be honest, we had expected more pubs to stay open late on what was a momentous night for the area. But we were in, and so were the beers. An East End pub on the night West Ham have beaten Man Utd in the final game at Upton Park. I’m sure you can picture the scene. At least, I hope you can because, to be honest, my recollection of the next two or three hours is somewhat hazy.

         What I do recall is standing in the pouring rain outside the pub when they had finally called time and saying our goodbyes to Eddy, Barry and Ashley, an Australian journalist with whom we’d become friendly. And I seem to remember we shared a taxi with Barry, even though the Ruskin is no more than half a mile from the Overdraft. Other than that, it’s all a bit of a blank until I was woken by my phone blaring out ‘Staying Alive’ at a few minutes past seven the following morning. (What do you mean, whose idea was it to have ‘Staying Alive’ as a ringtone? It was Geoff’s actually – and I’ll have you know that it is a marvellous ringtone.)

         I generally have a pretty fair idea of where I am when I wake up, but on this occasion I wasn’t entirely sure at first. What added to my confusion was being told that I had been woken up by the Victoria Derbyshire programme, which wanted to see me in their studio in double-quick time. Flattered though I was, I explained that I was in a hotel in East Ham and, more to the point, I hadn’t yet had breakfast.

         The well-spoken young lady from the BBC wasn’t taking no for an answer, and informed me with the air of someone who usually got her way that she could arrange for a car to be outside the hotel asap. I asked her to give me a few minutes while I gathered my thoughts and said we’d talk later. In fact, we texted. I still have the exchange on my phone. ‘Many thanks for agreeing to appear on the programme at 10.40,’ she wrote. Again, she mentioned the car, and asked me to let her know what I thought.

         What I thought was that I hadn’t agreed to anything and that I wanted some breakfast. What’s the point of staying in a hotel if you don’t have breakfast? I’d rather have a hotel room with no bed than one with no breakfast. Anyway, I declined. Neither was I tempted by the FaceTime or Skype options that she offered by way of an alternative. Instead, Di and I went downstairs, where we met up with Geoff and broke our fast.

         After breakfast – which, incidentally, was extremely good despite the absence of bacon – we all went back upstairs to pack, having agreed to meet in the lobby shortly before the checkout deadline. When we three met again, this time without the thunder, lightning or rain of the previous day, Geoff asked me if I’d had the television on while we’d been packing. I told him that I hadn’t. He had, though. In fact, he’d been watching the Victoria Derbyshire programme, which was heavily focused on the incident involving the Man Utd bus.

         It seems there was quite a fuss, complete with pictures of a couple of smashed windows being shown over and over again plus endless speculation about the nature of football supporters – West Ham supporters in particular. Doing his best to defend the reputation of the vast majority of WHU followers was my friend David Blackmore, who also happens to be the editor of the admirable Blowing Bubbles Monthly fanzine. David, evidently, had failed to dodge the bullet that initially had my name on it.

         For me, it really was a lucky escape. Had I accepted the invitation I would have found myself, without the benefit of a decent breakfast and mildly hungover, being grilled (unlike the absentee bacon) about a subject of which I had no knowledge. That was not an enviable prospect.

         I subsequently learned that Man Utd had left their hotel in Canary Wharf at 5.30 p.m., apparently unaware that a large crowd had been gathering in Green Street from 4.00 p.m. Many of the people in that crowd didn’t have tickets and those who did wouldn’t have been able to get into the ground until 6.30 p.m. anyway. At 5.55 p.m, the coach reached Green Street. With little or no help from the police, who don’t provide outriders for away teams playing in London, it took the Mancs seventy-five minutes to negotiate the final 600 yards of their journey. During that time, various cans and bottles were thrown at the coach. The word of choice for the tabloids the following morning was ‘pelted’.

         What can you say when quizzed about morons throwing things at buses other than no one in their right mind condones behaviour of that nature, but it must always be remembered that the culprits represent a tiny minority of football supporters. You could go on to point out that Man Utd and the police should have shown rather more common sense when considering how best to get a team bus through a large crowd of mainly hostile supporters, many of whom had been drinking for several hours, but that starts to sound dangerously like you are trying to defend the indefensible.

         At least I was prepared when 5 live rang later that morning. ‘Sorry,’ I told Peter Allen, ‘think of me as Arsène Wenger: I didn’t see a thing. But it was a great game of football if you want to talk about that.’ He didn’t really. Neither did the independent radio stations that rang throughout the day. It got to the point when I said straight out that if you are calling about the bus don’t bother going on because I can’t answer questions about an event I didn’t witness.

         Besides, that wasn’t really the question that most concerned me immediately after the final game at the Boleyn Ground. I was wondering what I would make of the new stadium and all that went with it. Just how would it shape up in comparison to the place I loved so much, and to which I had now said my final farewell? 
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            The prawn sandwich brigade

         

         
            London Stadium

            Sunday 21 August 2016

            Kick-off: 4.00

            Final score: West Ham 1–0 Bournemouth

         

         THE FIRST HOME league game of the season should be a thrill for any football supporter. When it’s at an iconic new stadium it should be doubly exciting. But I couldn’t work up much enthusiasm on the train journey from Brighton.

         I wanted to like the new place. Honest! For one thing, I’d lumped out 800 quid for my season ticket. More importantly, Geoff had convinced me that if his generation was to ever see West Ham enjoy the success that I had been lucky enough to witness, the club needed to make a significant upgrade and the move to Stratford was the ideal opportunity to do so.

         This was part of the conversation that followed his question about whether I’d sell my soul to stay at Upton Park some months earlier. He’d listened to my answer, and then made the case in favour of the move. He was eloquent and powerful. What’s more, he was dead right that younger supporters should not be penalised because greybeards such as myself have an inbuilt mistrust of change.

         So, despite my misgivings, I was looking to be positive. For a start, the short hop from St Pancras on the high-speed train was a bonus, although the walk to the ground from Stratford International, via the outer edge of Westfield, was a clear reminder of how different things were going to be from now on.

         Much of that walk demands that you focus on the stadium itself. ‘I’m the star of the show,’ it is telling you. ‘Forget what you are about to see once you are inside, look at Me, Me, Me!’ And you do. However, there is no denying that it is an impressive structure that has a certain wow factor.

         Another clear point in the stadium’s favour is the toilets. Seriously. I really approve of the toilets. According to the informative literature that came with my new season ticket, there are 995 of them throughout the stadium. At the Juventus game I was rather taken aback by the positioning of tributes to the club’s greatest players that gave the impression the urinals had been named after West Ham legends, but now I understood that I wasn’t being asked to relieve myself of an expensive bottle of Heineken in the Martin Peters lavatory I felt a lot happier.

         The PA system is better than Upton Park’s as well, although judging by what I’d heard so far, the club had simply brought its old favourites from E13. If West Ham ever have the funds to update their record collection, I suggest they get themselves a copy of Led Zeppelin IV. I’m sure that every supporter making their way to the top of the stands would sing along, albeit ruefully, to the opening lines of one of the album’s seminal tracks about a lady who’s highly impressed by gold and is purchasing a stairway to heaven.

         Strictly speaking, the stairways at the London Stadium are leased. But I can assure you, having made the climb myself, that once you reach the top the afterlife doesn’t seem so far away. It’s not just that you’re up there with the angels, you have a heart rate that would interest any undertaker worth his salt.

         The Juventus game had shown me how short of match fitness I was and some changes were clearly in order if I was going to get through the season. I decided to start with a healthier diet. No more hotdogs for me.

         There’s a handily placed branch of Marks & Spencer at St Pancras station, right by the escalators that take passengers up to the Javelin trains which whisk them off to Stratford International in just seven minutes. Di and I, having arranged to meet Geoff at the ground, slipped in there and bought a selection of sandwiches. It seemed fitting, now that West Ham were looking to attract a new kind of supporter, that at least one of them should be filled with prawns. Soft malted brown bread, of course.

         We met Geoff as planned, ordered three pints from one of the pop-up bars opposite the stadium and savoured our oh-sohealthy sandwiches in the sunshine.

         There were obviously a good number of people who were there for the first time. Those who had paid £60 or more to have their names, or the names of their loved ones, engraved in the area that had been dubbed Champions Place studied the paving as they searched for their personalised stones. Others simply mingled, taking in their new surroundings. Wherever you looked phones were being used to take pictures of smiling supporters with arms crossed to replicate the club badge.

         We tried to enter the stadium using the same turnstile that we had gone through for Juventus, but ‘J’ was having none of it. Our season tickets clearly stated that we should go in via ‘F’, ‘G’ and ‘H’, and they weren’t kidding. So we fought our way round to the designated gates and joined the queues waiting for the obligatory search (why is it, when you are trying to get to a designated spot outside a football ground, everybody else is going in the opposite direction?).

         When we got to our seats it was evident that my new dietary regime still had some way to go. I was every bit as knackered as I had been for the Italian champions. I gave myself a few minutes to allow my blood pressure to return to something approaching normal and then began to cast an eye over the people around me.
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