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			1


			The Warm-Up


			This is the best story I’ve heard about being a Carlisle fan. It was in response to a question in the United fanzine I produced back in the nineties which asked, “What’s been your worst moment as a Blue?” 


			A reader replied that it came early in the second half of a dreadful game on a bitterly chilly afternoon. He’d had enough and decided to leave early. In those days stewards weren’t the presence they are today, and if there was one in the Warwick Road End, he couldn’t be found to unlock the gates. That forced our man to climb out over them before sitting in the freezing cold of his friend’s car with, for sustenance, “only a lump of cheese and a can of Special Brew.” 


			But, he added, it was better than being inside the ground watching the game.


			This book then, is dedicated to that fan. I don’t however, want it to be another in the line of, “If you think you’ve had it hard, try being a fan of (insert name here) FC.” That’s because being a fan and following a team is not a miserable experience. Here you might expect me to add “despite the football”, in a wallowing-in-self-pity way. No. Supporting Carlisle brings me pleasure because of the football. Here’s proof from my match report of a home game with Newport County:


			“LOVE FOOTBALL! LOVE FOOTBALL!” A statement, a command! Arms raised above my head, me yelling into the Cumbrian air, Sam hugging me! LOVE FOOTBALL indeed. For oh, what a difference one kick of a football can make! 


			A second, maybe two, maybe less (don’t know, don’t care!) after the ball fizzed off the foot of Danny Grainger, nicking a defender’s knee, rocketing (on Bonfire Saturday so of course ‘rocketing’!) into the top corner, Everything Changed. So it was beer at home and the warm glow that tells you all is well with the world.


			On the drive back Sam and I tried to analyse why one kick of a football can make us (and every other fan) feel this way. It was easy to quantify:


			1. The goal was a first-time volley from outside the box; spectacular goals aren’t worth any more than a toe poke, but momentarily at least, they make you feel better.


			2. It was the winning goal.


			3. It came three minutes into the four of added time. If you’re going to get a winner, get a late one.


			4. It was unexpected. United were two up after 11 minutes but had that lead wiped out by two County goals, their equaliser coming in the 87th. After that, the only team who were going to score again were Newport. Theirs was the momentum.


			5. The context: five home defeats in a row and not one goal in those five. 


			The world, well, my football world at the very least, seems a better place this morning because of that one boot of the ball.


			You’ll remember school assemblies, or rather you probably won’t because so few are memorable. As a teacher I sat through three decades of them more than you. I can remember very few, but every now and then there would be a really good one, a nugget, I called it, amidst the silt I had to sift through. It was worth going to assembly in the hope that today’s was going to reveal one such nugget in the bottom of the prospector’s pan.


			So too with going to a game. Chances are I won’t see one that’s awarded a five-star rating. Chances are I won’t see United win, even less chance of an added time screamer. But that doesn’t matter. I might. 


			Besides, any United win will do. The game doesn’t have to be five-star. I’ll save those, please, for ones which don’t feature United, where I simply want to be entertained. If I do drive home with Carlisle victorious, the Feel Good Factor will last well into the following week. If I don’t, I won’t dwell on defeat too long because I’ll soon be looking forward excitedly, positively, to the next game.


			I’d say that the time I spend thinking happy thoughts about United exceeds by quite a margin the time I’m down in the dumps about them. Proof then, that Football is Good For You. This book will celebrate rather than berate the Blues.


			Typing now as I am at the start of the coronavirus clampdown (two Saturdays with no game and it feels like two years) underlines again how much I love football because I miss it, I really do. I was sharing this hurt with someone, a non-football lover, who replied, “Yes, but what about Hannah (my daughter)? Aren’t you missing her?” She was in Australia and, oops, yes, I was missing her too, but I’m used to her being away for months at a time. I’m not used to being without football, without United, not in March for Jimmy’s sake, and not for the foreseeable future and beyond.


			I’ve been meaning to write something about United for a while. Books by football supporters are, generically, much of a muchness. I can’t pretend this will be different, but I won’t have to rely on memory, as I’ve always written match reports, extracts from which will feature in the pages to follow. I’m not sure how this will end up but I’m looking forward to how it unfolds and, I hope, that I’ll be happy with the result. A bit like a game then. So let’s kick-off.


			I’m not a life-long United fan. I saw my first Carlisle game when I was 18 and didn’t watch them on a regular basis until I was 21. The first team I supported was West Ham United. They were the nearest club to where we were living. I doubt many fans ever had it so good as my first game, because that West Ham team had the World Cup winning trio, and at my first ever match (5th November 1966) there was a fourth, Fulham’s right-back George Cohen. Future England manager Bobby Robson was in their line-up too. 


			West Ham won 6:1 with Geoff Hurst scoring four and Martin Peters two. I know that because I stuck a match report in a scrapbook which, thankfully, I’ve still got, along with the match ticket. My dad and I had seats in the Main Stand. Tickets were eight shillings (40 pence) each. ‘West Ham’s play had all the hallmarks of quality and gave the chilled fans something to glow over,’ the cutting enthused. 


			I can’t remember a thing about the game, alas, but I still have vivid memories of going to the game. I remember the crowd on the walk from Upton Park underground station to the ground; I remember climbing the stairs into the concourse at the back of the stand and how dark it was, how noisy, not scary though, simply different and exciting. I remember the view from our seats and at the end of the game, looking down from the stairs and seeing a mass of bodies leaving the ground to walk back to the station. I’d never seen so many people so close together before. I was hooked.


			I’d like to think my son Sam had similar memories of his first match, but it was a trial run at Harrogate Town, just to see if he’d last the 90 minutes before I took him to watch United. He did, and his next game, his first as a Blue, was at Spotland, where a Rochdale steward searched his Fireman Sam lunch box. 


			I gave Sam everything he wanted to sweeten the experience, so much so that later that evening he called out to me from his bedroom, sat up in bed and threw up the remains of a Spotland burger and goodness knows what other junk I’d let him have. No matter. That was him hooked.


			My dad preferred rugby, but that West Ham game was just after the 1966 World Cup, which he did watch. During the tournament I played football in the street outside. It wasn’t a busy one and there weren’t as many cars around as today, so we could often have a game on a decent sized pitch. 


			Just over a year later we moved to the Netherlands, where I pinned West Ham photos to my bedroom wall and was the only English boy in the village team. I must also have started reading the Sunday papers (flown out to the Forces) for scores, and listening to commentaries on the radio, because when my dad offered a Dutch guilder as a prize for which of his four children could guess where Doncaster, his next posting, was, I came closest. Doncaster as in Rovers, white shirts and red shorts (thanks Subbuteo wallchart) and northern. Ker-ching.


			Belle Vue, then the home of Rovers, was nearer our new home than Upton Park and it didn’t take long for me to switch allegiance to my local team. No sooner had that relationship been established, I was sent away to boarding school and, a couple of years later, we moved again, this time back south. But by then I was a Doncaster fan. West Ham were just another team. 


			I kept the faith in my teens, even persuading my dad to take me away from school the evening Doncaster played at White Hart Lane in the League Cup, but it was hard to sustain that long distance affair without a regular date, and what with starting work as a trainee journalist on a local paper, The Kentish Gazette in Canterbury, I had a strange few years as a fan. I followed the fortunes of Doncaster, Carlisle (dad’s next move) and Gillingham, the nearest league team to Canterbury. Following, yes, but supporting? No.


			That was partly because most Saturdays were spent reporting on Canterbury City, then of the Southern League. Canterbury wasn’t a football city. The speedway team, whose track surrounded their pitch, attracted a bigger crowd. 


			The pinnacle of my three years in journalism was being asked to write a regular page for the match programme. That summit conquered, I left the profession to travel around the Greek islands. I was ridiculously ill-prepared which made my experience all the better before, prodigally and penniless, I arrived back at my parents in Carlisle, which is where this story really begins. 


			I first watched United on 26th December 1977 during my first trip home after nearly six months apprenticeship on the newspaper. What I remember, like that game at Upton Park, isn’t anything about the match, but I do recall walking up the slight slope from the Paddock turnstiles to get my first view of the pitch. 


			The other thing I remember of the afternoon was a comment from the crowd. Carlisle’s centre-forward and goal scorer was David Kemp, who had longer hair than most and was, more to the parochial point, a southerner. Perhaps that explains this comment from the Paddock after a mistake from the player: “Get back to playing your guitar, Kemp!”


			I’ve never however, really bought into the terrace wit myth. Most of it is spontaneous, crude and abusive. That’s how it is for me anyway. The wittiest cry I heard at Brunton Park was in a game when a referee made a decision that was as bad as the football. “Ref!” the Blue somewhere along the terrace groaned. “You’re spoiling a shite game!”


			I’ve seen a fair few of those but this book isn’t going to dwell on them. In 43 seasons of supporting United (the three before were little more than me being mildly partisan), I have enjoyed five promotions and two Wembley Final wins. That doesn’t seem a bad return, or maybe I’m just easily pleased. 


			It has however, been 11 seasons without either, the last eight in the fourth tier, quite a contrast to when United did have the limelight and were the best team in England, albeit only for a week. I wasn’t alas, a Carlisle supporter back in August 1974 when United won their first three games to head Division One, the top tier of English football. I did though, listen to a radio commentary of one of their first home games, because I recall the commentator saying he could see sheep in the fields behind one end. 


			United’s rural roots have been picked up on by opposing fans ever since and it’s something to throw back at them: “One nil to the sheepshaggers!” we’d sing. In similar vein, taunting Burnley fans lost its edge when they’d return our chants with: “We are the bastards in claret and blue!” Given the way things are these days, that might shock younger, more sensitive readers, but yes, Carlisle and Burnley were once on an equal footing.


			Mention of United’s rivalry with Burnley brings me to a series of games that made me feel more a Carlisle United fan than any others but, paradoxically, they’re not ones I look back on with particular pride. They were the three seasons’ worth of games against Leeds United from 2007-10. The reason the memory of them does embarrass me is simple: I hated Leeds United.


			Sometimes it’s easy to define who you are by what you’re not, so because I was a Carlisle fan it was obvious, almost natural, that I was no fan of Leeds, no fan at all. For reasons every football follower is well aware of, Leeds were an easy club to dislike, but living closer to Elland Road than most non-Leeds fans, as we did in Harrogate, made disliking them easier, more intense. And when Leeds, for the first and only time in their history, dropped into the third tier, that dislike turned to hatred. 


			Carlisle had won promotion to League One a season earlier and for three seasons the two teams shared a division. Games between them more than dominated the football year for me; they defined it.


			My very worst moment as a Carlisle fan came against Leeds at the end of the Second Leg of the Play-Off Semi-Final in May 2008. Carlisle had blown their chances of outright promotion to the Championship with a calamitous run of results. To make matters worse, finishing fourth in the table meant they would face Leeds in the play-offs. 


			Leeds started the season with a 15-point deduction for going into administration but still made the play-offs. Their first defeat came at Brunton Park in November. I don’t have to look to check the month of that fixture. It was the home game of the season. The date hasn’t faded from my timeline. Memory of that game hasn’t either. 


			So, before we get to that ‘single worse moment’, enjoy the following extracts from my report of the league game (Leeds’ first defeat, I repeat with glee) on 3rd November 2007:


			Football does not get any better than this. Tonight I’m a supporter of the most popular team in the country; for Carlisle United, my Carlisle United, ended Leeds’ unbeaten run. 


			I’m delighted United won but relieved it’s over and I can go back to normal match-day emotion. For my feelings before and during this game weren’t healthy. Never have I wanted Carlisle to beat another team so much simply for the sake of beating them. 


			And not just seeing Leeds beaten; not just seeing the nasty little chip-on-his-shoulder runt that is Dennis Wise beaten, but also to see their supporters beaten. They’ve been crawling out of the woodwork into their armchairs this season. School is full of them. I can understand children doing it, but when colleagues in the staffroom jump on the band-wagon sofa, it more than irks. It hurts.


			“We all hate Leeds Scum! We all hate Leeds Scum!”


			It’s not adult, it’s not Christian, it’s not even personal. Leechy and Will were in the Waterworks End; they’re good lads and Sam’s mates, for heaven’s sake! But they were We-Are-Leeds. So sorry, lads, you’ll have to take the abuse.’


			Leeds were much better than United in the first half and Jermaine Beckford scored in front of the Warwick. He didn’t celebrate, having made his league debut at Carlisle on loan from Leeds a couple of seasons earlier. He just turned and walked away. I was impressed by his reaction. That though, was the only good thing I was prepared to say about Leeds. 


			United improved in the second half and on the hour the 3,400 Leeds fans were silenced. Simon Hackney equalised with a low shot from the edge of the box, then Joe Garner headed in at the near post from a corner. I can replay them both from the memory bank as I type. There were still 20 minutes left, and another four added on, when…


			Danny Graham chased a defender down and Carlisle won a corner. Hackney and Mark Bridge-Wilkinson needed to waste time. MBW had the ball at his feet, two defenders closed in. The sensible thing to do would have been to turn his back and shield the ball. Waste a few seconds.


			Not MBW. He surprised them, slipped the ball between the two static defenders, took a touch into the box and drove it low across goal. “Why did you do that?” I started to wonder. “Oh. I see, if the ball goes out beyond the far post it’ll take time to recover it for the goal-kick, and there’s only 90 seconds or so left…” 


			Only that didn’t happen. For MBW had put curl on the ball, and BLINKING HECK IT’S IN!


			That did it. We were all over the place in the Warwick. What a moment! I hugged the bloke next to me, I was grabbed by the two Blues in front; it really was “D-I-S-C-O!”


			At full-time we hadn’t even left the Warwick before Sam received the first of many texts from mates (and mates of mates) congratulating us on doing the world of football a favour. We really were the nation’s favourite Other Team.


			The return game was in April. United lost 3:2, having led twice. After Leeds’ first equaliser their centre-back, Paul Huntington, a Carlisle lad, made a big show of turning to us in the corner and kissing the Leeds badge on his shirt. Before the game apparently, he’d had abuse on social media. He suffered far more after it. We told him what we thought of that, and he replied in kind, gesturing ‘wankers’ from behind his back so the ref and officials wouldn’t see. 


			In my match report I wrote that defeat had been ‘the single most painful experience of my Carlisle United life.’ It was and hurt like hell for a month. That’s when we had to venture back to Elland Road for the First Leg of the Play-Off Semi-Final. I could see no reason to summon up any feel-good factor. It wasn’t in my bones, water or in any other substance of man. 


			I had no hope, so I felt relaxed. I didn’t even feel quite as much animosity towards Leeds. I’d gone through so much bile, angst, agony and, yes, pure hatred of Leeds United before and during the league games, that I’d burnt out (so I thought) that black bit of my soccer soul. I’d come through. I was out the other side into the light. 


			I resigned myself to United’s fate. They were on a shocking run of form too. Yet with four games of the season left, things had looked very different. A goalless draw at home to leaders Swansea in front of 10,500 at Brunton Park had given United a six-point cushion in that second promotion spot. United then lost to Leeds, Southend and Millwall. Promotion as runners-up to Swansea was out of reach. Carlisle were in the play-offs.


			Leeds in contrast, were on a roll. Plus, no doubt, they’d be spurred on by their sense of injustice, for the Football League had confirmed, just two days before the end of the season, that Leeds wouldn’t get their 15 deducted points back. There was no sensible reason why Sam and I should have gone to Elland Road, nor why we already had tickets for the home leg three days later, except that is, loyalty. But hope? Not this time. We didn’t fear the worse. We expected it.


			There had been an alcohol ban for the league game but not that Monday night. We had a pint and Balti chicken pie in the bowels of the stadium beneath the away corner. We had just managed to get two tickets for the league game but for this, the play-off, there was no problem, especially with the game live on Sky. United had returned nearly half their 2,000 allocation. 


			We made a lot of noise regardless. So did Leeds, with nearly 40 times our number, but the longer the game went on, the quieter they became. Or maybe it was just because we stayed noisy, very noisy. “Shall we sing a song for you?” and “You’ve only got one song!” we jeered, for United played really well. The Yorkshire Post went so far as to say, ‘Carlisle were, quite simply, superb.’ And against the odds, United won. 


			The first goal came from the boot of Simon Hackney but took a deflection. When we’d finished bouncing, taunting Leeds and belting out “D-D-DDD! SIMON HACKNEY!” we wondered who the deflection had come off. “Please let it be Huntington!” I wished. It had actually hit United striker Danny Graham. Not that it mattered but a Huntington own goal would’ve been oh so sweet.


			At the start of the second half Bridge-Wilkinson slid onto an Evan Horwood cross in front of their Kop and United led by two. The Leeds fans “went a bit quiet,” an admission the next day from a Sixth Former who was in the Kop. All you could hear on Sky, a friend said, were the Carlisle fans. 


			Huntington, quite rightly, was signalled out: “Wanker, wanker, what’s the score?” And during the half this ditty grew louder: “15 Points? Who gives a fuck? You’re Dirty Leeds and you fucked it up!”


			An extra four minutes appeared on the fourth official’s board. Gary Madine dived into a tackle on half-way, the Leeds defender (it had to be Huntington) stepped round him with ease and hoofed the ball into the United box. Kieran Westwood, who’d had a blinder, started to come, stopped, and in that moment’s hesitation, the bounce favoured Leeds. The ball broke loose and the one player I didn’t want to get a sniff in that situation, Dougie Freedman, got a sniff. Goal.


			For the first time I glanced down at my watch: 50.47 it read. Added time had been six not four minutes. The referee blew for time soon after. We celebrated but Sam wasn’t happy, cursing the Leeds goal. I didn’t mind as much. “Let’s face it,” I told him, “we’d have settled for a 1:2 defeat before kick-off, so a 2:1 victory is more than we could possibly have hoped for.” 


			“It’s a turning-point,” Sam replied. “Madine should’ve stayed on his feet. It’s only half-time in the tie.”


			And that’s why I wasn’t crowing at school next day, maintaining a dignified front (“it’s only half-time”) whilst laughing inside. It was just a shame the win couldn’t be celebrated in isolation, and only held sway for three days. Unless, of course… unless… The season had started at Walsall and ‘Walsall to Wembley’ had an alliterative ring to it. Three days later came the return leg at Brunton Park. Here’s what I wrote. Brace yourselves.


			What goes around, comes around.


			The truism that football is a metaphor for life was never truer than tonight. For every good time there’s a not-so-good moment, for every bad thing that happens, a good one will come along to restore the balance. It’s not pessimism, no. I see a half-full glass. It’s more to do with Dad’s saying: “Every good time must come to an end, otherwise how would you know it was a good time?” Truisms, sayings, metaphors. All part of the narrative that is football, that is life.


			“Tonight’s Carlisle United Man of the Match sponsored by blah blah blah… is Peter Murphy!”


			I turned to Sam. “Why announce it now? There’s extra time to come.” (Leeds had scored early to level the tie.)


			The announcer added, “The fourth official has indicated there will be a minimum of one minute added time.” And in the next breath, Leeds scored. I looked at my watch. It read 45.09. Too late. The Fat Lady was stepping up to the microphone.


			Nine years earlier when Jimmy Glass scored That Goal, at the very back of the stand that is the Memory Bank, someone whispered, “One day, there’ll be a pay-back.” There it was. The shot wasn’t the strongest, but from where we were, at the back of the Warwick, the ball was going in from the moment it left Howson’s foot. The ball rolled past Danny Livesey, rolled past Kieron’s outstretched left hand, rolled inside the post and against the inside of the net. 


			I won’t be able to look at the Warwick Road End goal again in the same way. It’s tainted, stained.


			What hurts most is Getting Beat By Leeds. “I’m not looking forward to tomorrow,” I texted all and sundry on the way home. Sam was looking forward to it even less. Tomorrow was his last day of teaching practice in south Leeds “and they’re proper Leeds fans too,” he said. Every class had given him a chorus of ‘Marching All Together!’ on the day of the game. At least they knew the words. The Leeds plastics/part-timers/woodwork-crawlers in Harrogate probably wouldn’t even know the title, but they’d be crowing too.


			And they were. “Name your team!” I spat at one colleague who’d become Leeds for the day. 


			“Howson and Huntington!” he replied. Bastard. But I did ask for that. I almost told a vicar’s wife to “Fuck off!” after she gloated. She got the score wrong too. Leeds United. Yuck.


			At the final whistle a few teenagers ran on the pitch, but most Blues were too much in shock to do anything more than stand in silence before shuffling out. The ground emptied quickly. Sam and I stayed only until we realised that a lap of honour wasn’t going to happen then left in silence too. 


			The Public Address had prepared for this. The classic ‘Story of the Blues’ accompanied us out of the ground. For once we didn’t run down the Warwick to catch the BBC Cumbria report. The music changed. Morrissey wailed, “Heaven knows I’m miserable now.” 


			An angry Blue kicked the boot of a Leeds car. His mates tried dragging him away, but he broke free for another kick. Beneath the windscreen wipers of the cars down Warwick Road were flyers advertising Wembley coaches. I’ve kept that flyer. One day Blues will need Wembley coaches. What comes around, goes around.


			Come round it did, quicker than expected. Leeds lost the Play-Off Final to Doncaster (thank you, Donny) and less than two years later Carlisle faced Leeds in another semi-final, this time in the Johnstone’s Paint Trophy. The prize wasn’t on a par with the Play-Offs, but the final was at Wembley. 


			The First Leg was again at Leeds. It was on a cold evening in January and the crowd was only 13,000. There had been over 36,000 for the Play-Off semi. United won by the same score, 2:1, but this time the late goal was Carlisle’s, as was the momentum.


			Of the five games United played at Elland Road in those three years, United were unbeaten in the last four: three wins and a draw. Leeds however, had won three in a row at Brunton Park. The second leg attendance was 9,500 at Brunton Park, only 3,000 down on the Play-Off semi. Leeds hadn’t sold their allocation; it didn’t matter as much to them as it mattered to us.


			Carlisle midfielder Adam Clayton scored after 32 minutes, which meant United led the tie by two goals and Leeds only had an hour to score twice and draw level, and that was assuming United didn’t net another. But even when celebrating United’s goal, I was thinking, “Well, that’s another 30 seconds knocked off the clock, another 30 seconds when Leeds are less likely to score.” It was that sort of night, that sort of game, one to be endured rather than enjoyed.


			Two goals in 45 became one in 44 when Leeds equalised straight after half-time. Then Ludo Michalik (later to be Carlisle’s finest ever Slovakian centre-back) missed his kick completely. Kevan Hurst, for a moment, seemed to have expected the clearance and stopped. The Warwick roared him back onto the loose ball, he dropped a shoulder on a defender, made space, and shot. I didn’t see the ball hit the net but I knew it had from the noise coming from the right of me. United were two goals ahead in the tie with less than 18 minutes to go.


			Those 18 became 17, 16, down to 11. Surely, surely United wouldn’t blow this lead? But the fickle foot of footie fate was about to kick me well and truly where it hurts. Leeds scored twice; the tie was level at 3:3 and it was straight to penalties.


			Adam Collin saved Leeds’ first spot kick. “He has the biggest hands I’ve ever seen,” said Clayton on the radio afterwards. The next five were scored; Ian Harte, Hurst and Madine for United. With two spot-kicks each remaining and United 3:2 in front, Richard Keogh strode up, put the ball down, strode purposefully back and charged at the ball. We knew what was going to happen next. 


			There was little subtlety about Keogh at the best of times, and we loved him for it, but his shot cleared the bar magnificently. Sam got a text from a friend in Harrogate: ‘I’ve just seen the ball bouncing down the A1.’ Keogh pulled his shirt over his head and was in tears by the time he got back to half-way.


			Grella (‘the little shit,’ I added in my report) scored his penalty and was the only player on either side to make a big show of his success, badge kissing in front of the Warwick. Clayton showed more restraint, though no less accuracy, as did Gradel for Leeds. Five kicks each and the shoot-out was all square at 4:4. Into sudden death.


			Horwood, who I feared might do a Keogh, swept his kick high into the net; Kilkenny of Leeds buried his; and Mattie Robson scored too. Only just though. The ball was too close to keeper Casper Ankergren. The replays later showed it had gone through his hands. 


			Next up was their left-back Shane Lowry, not a well-known name. As he stepped forward, a little voice in my head said, “He doesn’t fancy it.” His placement of ball on the spot and run-up seemed that bit more hurried. He hadn’t stared the goal in the eye much either. His kick wasn’t bad, to Collin’s right, but that was the side he dived to and YES! Almost in an understated, matter-of-fact way, Collin saved. And that was it. Wembley. 


			Sam legged it onto the pitch (“I gave Harte and Hurst big man hugs!”) but I was stunned into inertia. For a moment or so anyway, then Vera Lynn came over the tannoy and that sparked me back to celebratory mode. I kissed Rob’s wife Sue, I kissed Rob, and broke into song. I gave Vera Lynn a run for her money as, for the first time since kick-off, I could now say the word: “WEM-BER-LEY!”


			‘And breath.’ That text from Steph Thirlwell, wife of United’s captain (I’ll explain the link soon) said everything about the evening. 


			I should, of course, have been used to United’s gut-churning, spirit-draining, strength-sapping wringer, especially in Wembley semi-finals. Sam and I had relived the previous four successful semis (and the two failures) on the drive up. Each one had put us well and truly through it. This however, mattered more than any of the other four, because it wasn’t against Rochdale, Stockport, Shrewsbury or Macclesfield, clubs with little history with United. No. This was against Leeds. We had a cellar full of vitriolic vials with Leeds. It was personal.


			In The Sportsman before the game I had wondered aloud, as is my wont before every Very Big Game, “Why do I do this? I don’t want to be here. The next two hours will be agony. In my next life I want to come back as someone who likes DIY or gardening.” I must, I mused, have done something very bad in a previous life – or very good.


			“In two hours you’ll know why you do this!” Sam replied. 


			In two hours he was right, of course. Come the journey home, we were in full song. Just before the Harrogate turn-off we were passed by a Leeds coach. “WE’RE GOING TO WEMBLEY! WE’RE GOING TO WEMBLEY! YOU’RE NOT!” we yelled. We were indeed. And half the sweetness, half the joy, half the Yes-Yes-Yes-Get-In! joy was that Leeds, this time, weren’t. 


			And breath indeed.


			United were hammered in the final by Southampton and Leeds were promoted at the end of the season. With that, Leeds disappeared from Carlisle’s football life. They haven’t played each other since and, unless the two are drawn together in a cup tie, which is unlikely to be a semi-final, our paths are unlikely to cross again. That’s a relief. 


			I’m a kinder and more forgiving person again. I don’t hate Leeds, I really don’t. I don’t like them either, but my feelings are those of a divorcee towards their former partner now that the tempestuous marriage is well in the past. I’m relieved it’s over and mildly interested in how the ex is doing. But I’m pleased they are out of my life.


		

	

			2


			Ashurst, Beardsley, Chester


			In the early eighties Burnley were United’s Leeds, their big rivals. The decade began with the appointment of Bob Stokoe as Carlisle manager. One of the first things he did was order the removal of a sign that hung from a floodlight pylon welcoming the visitors.


			“Welcomes are for after the match,” he growled. “It’s not a friendly place teams are coming to. It’s a battlefield, a place where they will find it hard to get anything.”


			A friend told me about a charity golf tournament when he was in a foursome with Stokoe. His partner was friendly enough, but Stokoe didn’t say anything until the end of the round, so focussed was he on winning.


			Stokoe didn’t suffer fools either. I once spotted United’s rising star, a young Peter Beardsley, sat in a car outside the ground with kick-off fast approaching. “Must be injured,” I mused. But he wasn’t. Stokoe had told him to play in one position, Beardsley said he preferred another, so Stokoe told him to get out of the changing room and go sit in his car (or words, I guess, to that effect.) I reckon that might’ve been the making of the lad, who was praised throughout his career for being a selfless team player. Once bitten, twice shy.


			Beardsley was, without doubt, the best Carlisle player I’ve ever seen. He was smaller than most, quicker too and boy, could he dribble! Two months after his debut at the start of the 1979-80 season, I watched him for the first time in a 3:1 win against Barnsley.


			‘He had three devastating runs in the first half which made me hold my breath,’ I enthused. ‘I have never, I think, been so excited by a footballer. On the third occasion his shot beat the keeper and had to be cleared off the line by a defender, but the applause was still ringing round the ground as the corner came over.’


			One goal in the 80-81 season against Plymouth not only had me waxing lyrical, but also spending some of my dole money on a News and Star photo of the last touch at the end of this solo run. ‘A Carlisle corner and the ball’s knocked out of the box; defenders rush out, hoping for an offside. The ball’s returned to Beardsley. A brilliantly quick turn and he breaks clear, a goal is a certainty. But instead of shooting or executing one of his favoured chips, he dribbles round the keeper, round a defender and strolls almost to the goal line before tapping the ball over. Absolute magic.’


			The photo has the Plymouth keeper, yards behind him, easing himself up onto his elbow as Beardsley scores. The defender is on his back.


			Stokoe named Beardsley in a team of the best players he’d managed. That early run-in with Stokoe kept him grounded too. In an interview with The News and Star when Beardsley was an England regular, Beardsley said, “When you’ve swept factory floors for a living, pulling a basket of football gear is no big deal.” He was still doing that long after he finished playing.


			A friend’s son was an apprentice with York City and Ian went to watch him play against a Newcastle youth team. At the end of the game, when they were getting in the car to drive home, Ian watched the young Newcastle players stroll onto the team bus, followed by a familiar figure with the kit basket which he loaded on his own into the boot of the coach. It was their manager, Peter Beardsley.


			At the start of his Carlisle career I sent Beardsley a Q and A sheet for an interview in One Off, a punk fanzine I produced. I asked who his favourite players were. One was Kenny Dalglish, the mercurial and prolific Liverpool forward; the other Bobby Parker, United’s full-back, whose strengths were dependability and consistency. Flash he wasn’t.


			Beardsley’s transfer to Vancouver came in March 1981 but part of the deal was that he stayed with United until they were safe from relegation. It took a while; he couldn’t leave for another seven games. He also returned on loan for four months at the start of the 1981-82 season. When he left for good, Carlisle were top of Division Three.


			Beardsley had started every match from early October to the end of the 1980-81 season, which was surprising given the way he played. Defenders would target him but Beardsley was a step ahead, usually. He also had more protection than when he was playing for Wallsend Boys.


			“I remember hammering a side who were reckoned to be a tough bunch,” he said in an interview in The Cumberland News. “They lived up to their reputation all right. When we’d changed after the match, they waited outside for us with axes and blocks of wood. The police had to be called to get us away. One player went onto the field with a knife down his stocking. You don’t get that in the Football League.”


			Beardsley however, was once caught by a brutal tackle, which did force him to miss a game through injury for the only time in that season and a half. It still rankles as the perpetrator wasn’t even booked. The guilty party was Gillingham’s Steve Bruce, his former Wallsend Boys Club mate, who went in hard, high and late.


			‘One of the worst fouls I’ve seen north of South America,’ I wrote. ‘It left a bitter taste to this sweet nectar of success.’ Carlisle won the game 2:0. Badly bruised, Beardsley had to be carried off the pitch by Stokoe and the physio. Beardsley recovered and the rest is football history. After Vancouver Whitecaps he played for Manchester United (just the once), Newcastle, Liverpool, Everton and Bolton in the Premier League, then lesser lights Manchester City and Hartlepool in the Football League.


			His last appearance in a Carlisle game came at the age of 39, playing for Hartlepool two matches from the end of the 1998-99 season. He almost scored too, a powerful long-range strike that was tipped over, just, by Carlisle keeper Jimmy Glass.


			Stokoe was a canny operator. Carlisle had conceded 70 goals in 80-81, so he signed two centre-backs, Tony Larkin from Shrewsbury and Jack Ashurst, who’d been Blackpool’s record signing from Sunderland at £130,000 two years earlier. To help finance the promotion push, admission prices went up. It cost me £1.70, a rise of 20p, to stand in the Paddock. United didn’t drop many points at Brunton Park; Stokoe succeeded in turning the place into an inhospitable battleground where United won 17 of 23 league games.


			They were top by Christmas. A few weeks earlier I’d been to Darlington for an FA Cup tie. It was the first time I had travelled to a United away game. I don’t regard a game at Gillingham in December 1978 as a proper away day, as I was living and working in Canterbury. I went on the train, met a Blue I knew at Newcastle and had a pint with him in a Darlo pub, which had a glass thrown at its window by a group of Carlisle youths, despite the pub being full of United supporters.


			It was feisty stuff inside the ground too, with plenty of Blues in the crowd of 4,000. United came back from two down to draw. I shouted and sung myself hoarse. It was ‘Rugby League support’, I noted, with reference to the atmosphere at Brunton Park on Sundays in Carlisle RL’s inaugural season (they were promoted too.)


			‘I have a sore throat, had a four-and-a-half-hour journey home, I’m skint for the replay,’ I wrote, ‘and I couldn’t give a fuck! U-NI-TED!’ Safe to say I had caught the away-day bug; I’ve since watched United at well over 100 different grounds.


			The year ended with a cold snap that wiped out the holiday programme. I remember it uncomfortably well; I was on the night shift at Carlisle station working for the GPO, when temperatures dropped to minus 13, the coldest night in the city for 20 years. United didn’t play another in the league until the end of January.


			And after the cold, the floods. United’s Second Round FA Cup tie (they beat Darlington 3:1 in the replay) with Bishop Auckland was postponed five times before it took place in a monsoon. Despite the weather, the crowd was over 5,500, which was at least 1,000 more than at any league game. The FA Cup had magic back then.


			After 70 minutes the match was abandoned. The tie eventually had to be played at Workington. The attendance was still 4,536, also better than anything in the first half of the league season at Brunton Park, despite United being top of the table.


			Workington was my second away day. I went with friends from university and we celebrated on the pitch at the end to warm ourselves up after a 1:0 win, which had needed four weeks, one false start, seven postponements and a change of venue to complete.


			At the start of April United beat Portsmouth to go second, a game watched by less than 4,000. The day before Argentina invaded the Falklands. That was a worry. ‘It’s put a dampener on my life right now,’ I wrote. My dad was based at the RAF depot 14MU, which was at full stretch to fit out the task force.


			He did however, find time to take me to Deepdale. He wasn’t impressed by the match day congestion, muttering he wouldn’t be watching Carlisle away again in a hurry. United were ‘as lucky as a hard-on in a harem,’ I wrote (I was at that age and didn’t say that to dad) with strikers Bob Lee and Paul Bannon having all the punch ‘of a mugger with a sausage.’ I enjoyed mixing my metaphors.


			Thank goodness then, for evergreen veteran Pop Robson, who scored his 14th of the season, and the referee, who denied Preston what looked a certain penalty at the end. To make the away day even better (despite what my dad thought) Lincoln and Fulham, who were first and second, both lost. United went top again and stayed there until the penultimate game of the season.


			Starting with the Preston victory, United went on a run of five wins and a draw. I also had a run of five in six: of United’s last half-a-dozen away games, I made it to five. I had a real taste for them now. Gillingham was first. ‘I felt like an Argentine in London,’ I wrote, before finding some strength in numbers with London based Blues.


			The task force invaded the Falklands the day after. On May Day United beat Wimbledon 2:1, the fifth win of the five. United’s defence, again, was solid, their luck better. United won thanks to an own goal and penalty. Win at Burnley the following Tuesday and, if Lincoln lost, United were promoted.


			Burnley became my Leeds of the 80s but not yet, not on my first visit to Turf Moor. I got there okay but had no idea how I’d get back. There was no late train and the only bus I could catch out of Burnley terminated at Preston. I’d worry about that later, I reasoned, and wouldn’t worry at all if Carlisle won and Lincoln lost.


			Come kick-off there must’ve been 1500 Blues on our side of the wire mesh (to stop missiles) of the huge Longside terracing. There was a lot of nerves, a lot of noise. United started like the champions-elect we assumed they were, seven corners in the first 10 minutes. They couldn’t keep it up. ‘Would Carlisle scrape through again?’ I wondered. Answer: no. I couldn’t bare to describe Burnley’s goal, noting simply, ‘I got the shakes, rage and tearful.’ Defeat hurt.


			But in the great scheme of promotion things, it wasn’t that bad. Oxford and Lincoln, second and third, lost too. What’s more, I hitch-hiked back to university in two hours, despite being showered by beer cans from a carload of Carlisle fans. Mistaken identity, I’m sure.


			With four games to go United were three points clear at the top. That 81-82 season was the first when a win was worth three points not two. I didn’t go to Reading, the only one of United’s last 11 games I missed, where United came from behind to draw 2:2. The table looked even better afterwards as United’s rivals dropped points again.


			Win at Wimbledon on Tuesday and United were promoted. A colleague from my days on the paper in Canterbury had moved to Wimbledon, so I had a bed for the night and someone to celebrate with when United won. I was sure they would. Wimbledon weren’t good; they were about to be relegated. They were no Burnley.


			That page in my diary has this header: ‘Today was to have had a big, thick, juicy red border around it, only now a black band would be more appropriate.’ Next to that is the cutting for my star sign for the day from The Mirror: ‘You may be offered promotion,’ it said, ‘but you should consider it carefully.’ There must have been a fair few Cancerians in the United team.


			Wimbledon was going to be my Wembley; a train trip to London to see United play at a ground beginning with ‘W’ where they would ‘W’ (win) promotion. I wasn’t the only one fooled. I walked to the ground with two Swiss tourists who thought they were going to the famous twin towers.


			The crowd of 2,002 was the lowest United appeared in front of all season. Dreams of the away following making it onto on the pitch were hit for six, well, three actually, as Carlisle were well beaten 1:3. Yet United were still, remarkably, in a strong position. Burnley, ominously, had won again and were up to second, but Fulham (third) had drawn and Oxford (fourth) lost. They were playing each other in their last game which meant United only needed a point at home to Bristol Rovers to go up.


			Carlisle had lost just twice at Brunton Park in the whole season: to Fulham in November and Huddersfield (FA Cup) in January. Bristol Rovers were in the bottom half of the table. “How many more gift horses do United need?” I wondered before kick-off.


			Brunton Park had its biggest crowd of the season, 6,600. The sun shone, supporters were singing in both the Scratching Pen and Waterworks and gave the team a rapturous reception. They walked to the centre-spot and waved to the crowd before kick-off. United were milking the moment. Stokoe had also picked the right team: Gordon Staniforth was in, Bob Lee dropped. We weren’t massive fans of Big Bob, so my dad’s post-match comment was damning: “Stokoe left out one Bob Lee and played 10 others.”


			United lost the match 1:2 and along with it the best home record in the league, a very good chance of finishing the season champions and, worse still, the point needed to secure promotion. For 10 minutes they’d turned on the style but then ‘like milk and Andrea…’ (I can only assume the latter was my latest unrequited love) ‘…things turned sour.’


			United were undone by Bristol’s speedy right-winger in his debut season as a professional. He later switched to centre-back, where he went on to play in the First Division and, once, for England. Yes, the player who set up both Bristol’s goals was Keith Curle, United’s manager three decades later.


			That was the final Saturday of the season, but back in 1982 there was no ruling that all league fixtures had to finish on the same day. On the Tuesday Fulham were at home to Lincoln in fourth. If Lincoln lost, United would be promoted before their last game on Wednesday at Chester, one of the rearranged fixtures from the harsh winter.


			Fulham and Lincoln drew. United therefore, dropped to fourth, out of the promotion places for the first time since the end of March. Burnley drew too. United would need a point to be promoted and a seven-goal victory to be champions on goal difference. A point would do me.


			I journeyed to the game with Jimmy, a Hearts fan from university. As at Burnley, we’d have to hitch-hike back, not that it mattered on the way down. The only thing that did was that point. I’d not been to Chester before, a town of Tudor properties with electric gates. Chester’s Sealand Round ground wasn’t so plush. It was, I unkindly noted, ‘crap.’ The game was too but Chester were 13 points adrift of the team second bottom (Bristol City) and, thankfully, not very good at all.


			After 37 minutes, from United’s seventh corner, Paul Bannon headed the ball on and Pop Robson scrambled it in. Chester weren’t going to score twice. Carlisle were going up.


			Ten minutes from time the chant changed from Going Up to We Are Up and 10 minutes after that, United were promoted. I was up and over the wall on the final whistle. Out of the corner of my eye a policeman felled one invader, which was mean and futile, because there were over a thousand Blues in the ground (‘more than half the gate of 2,535,’ the News and Star reported) and most got on the pitch at the end. I hope the felled Blue got away to celebrate with us.


			I could see Jack Ashurst’s yellow shirt rising to shoulder height as he was chaired off. I shoved through the crowd and tied my scarf round his neck, tightly, to ensure no one nicked it before Jack reached the safety of the Directors’ Box. A few minutes later scarf and skipper were there.


			Reporter Ivor Broadis wrote that even Bob Stokoe (‘he lives 10 years over every 90 minutes’) was in a benevolent mood afterwards: ‘He allowed me to smoke my pipe in the dressing-room, and that’s the equivalent of allowing hobnail boots in a mosque.’ Promotion meant it was Newcastle and not Newport next season, Sheffield Wednesday instead of Walsall. For a convert to the joy of travelling away, I couldn’t wait.


			Stokoe had done a remarkable job. United finished on 80 points. One more and they’d have been champions. United used just 20 players all season, and four of those had just a handful of games between them. Ten played 30 or more of the 46. Contrast that to a more recent season when manager Graham Kavanagh used 48. It’s no plot spoiler to reveal that Kavanagh’s Carlisle didn’t win promotion.


			Jim and I hitched a lift from the Chester carpark, where champagne was popped at the back of one car. The Blue who gave us the ride back to Lancaster was a Dalston lad called Nige, who fed us Opal Fruits too. Belated thanks, Nige. That page in my diary does has a thick red border.


			It was Carlisle’s fifth promotion since they were elected to the league in 1928 and my first, which means I’ve now shared over half their nine promotion seasons in my time as a Blue.


			I wrote to Jack Ashurst a few days after the Chester game, thanking him for promotion, telling him he could keep the scarf and hoping that he’d read between the lines and send me his shirt. He didn’t, but at least that gave me a fanzine title. I sent him the debut copy of So Jack Ashurst, Where’s My Shirt? which appeared at the start of the 1992-93 season, Michael Knighton’s first as owner. By then Ashurst’s career was almost over, bar a couple of games at Rochdale.


			As his career wound down, mine was taking off, as player-manager for the staff football team Athletico Aidan’s. I’d started it mainly to give myself a regular game. As gaffer, I wouldn’t drop myself from the line-up (any other manager would) and having formed the club, I could satisfy my statistical needs by keeping a complete history.


			We are all, as I once heard at a school training day on autism, on the spectrum, males more than females. Some are further down it than others and I’m proud to say I’m probably slightly further on than you. I wouldn’t be writing this memoir without those contemporary match reports.


			Seven years and 77 games in (see what I mean), Athletico would celebrate its 100th different player. Graham Kavanagh’s liking for an unsettled line-up had nothing on mine. The game was at a proper ground, Station View, home of Harrogate Railway (one of the PE teachers played for them) which in itself was exciting.


			The 100th player was going to be a History teacher, one of the staffroom’s characters if not its footballers. We only played friendlies and anyone who could walk in a straight line could play. Even those who wobbled got a game. The changing rooms were a couple of old railway carriages. As I was getting ready, an unfamiliar head poked round the door, an opponent I assumed. “Next one along,” I told him. He didn’t move. I did a double take. It was Jack Ashurst.


			The lads I played with had been in touch with him and Jack accepted their invitation to be the 100th player instead of the History man who, like the rest of the team and staffroom, was in on the secret. I changed the line-up at once. I would partner Jack at centre-back. We kept a clean sheet and won 5:0. I made him look good.


			After the game he said he’d send me the shirt but I couldn’t accept it. I wasn’t worthy.


			I spent the summer of 1982 hitch-hiking around Europe and didn’t get to the first games of the new season. My first was United’s fifth in Division Two. Not a bad one either. New striker Malcolm Poskett, whose moustache and straggly hair gave him the look of a villain from a spaghetti western, scored all four against Palace. United coped pretty well at the higher level; they were never lower than 18th, even if they didn’t get above eighth. Attendances at Brunton Park rose because bigger teams came. The average was up by a quarter to nearly 6,000.


			A big chunk of my university grant went on following United. There were no student loans back then and because I’d worked for three years, I received a full one. I also had complimentary tickets at some games. Tony Larkin, a neighbour, left tickets when he could, the first at Elland Road where I sat with players’ friends and family. That meant a nerve wracking, head down and scarf-most-definitely-out-of-sight walk through the motorway underpass afterwards. I survived unscathed, no thanks to a university mate shouting, “You were lucky!” when he spotted me. United had drawn 1:1.


			The next comps were at Oldham, a less threatening but equally entertaining afternoon, despite United losing 3:4. Larkin headed the first, karma for leaving me those tickets. “It felt like it flew in!” he told me afterwards. “But we didn’t start playing until the second half,” he added in a World Exclusive interview for the diary.


			I was enjoying the season. United beat Chelsea and Newcastle at Brunton Park but lost to Middlesbrough, when away fans sneaked into the home section of the Scratching Pen and a few minutes into the game the trouble started.


			I used to stand in the Paddock in those early days with my dad. Later I would watch from the front of the Warwick when Sam was little and needed to see the action; Sam also liked the noise. When we went as a family, we started in the Warwick before graduating to seats in the East Stand, until daughter Hannah realised that few little girls spent their Saturdays traipsing up a motorway to sit in the cold to watch football.


			Diane stayed at home with her so Sam and I headed back to the Warwick. As he got older (and taller), we began to make our way through the gate in the corner to the Paddock. That’s where I have a season ticket now, albeit to the left of the dug-out rather than the right, from where I first stood with my dad.


			I’ve never watched a game from The Waterworks End, which is odd given that I’ve been going to Brunton Park for over 40 years; also because there are other grounds (Elland Road, The Valley, Bloomfield Road, for example) where I have seen games, not all featuring United, from all four sides.
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