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Dedication


To my amazing wife, Bianca—your love, patience, and unwavering belief in me have been my anchor through every storm. You are my strength, my peace, and my greatest blessing.


To my children and family—you are the reason I fight, the reason I rise, and the reason I never give up. Every step forward is for you.

To my close pals—thank you for always being there, for the laughs, the support, and the loyalty that money can’t buy. You remind me that true friendship is priceless.


And to the best doctor in the world, my new best friend         Dr. HCK—your skill, care, and compassion have given me more than health; you’ve given me hope. I owe you more than words can ever express.


To Andrew O’Callaghan, host of the mission critical podcast on Spotify, who gave me my voice and who continues to support me.

Thank you, my favourite Irishman.

This book is as much yours as it is mine. Without you all, this journey would not have been possible.

"Strength is not just what we carry alone—it’s what we build together."

Alan Bates


Foreword

This isn’t a football hooligan book. It’s not a glorified tale of terrace scraps or tribal warfare. It’s a story about pain. About survival. About what happens when the fight moves from the streets into your own mind.

I grew up in a world where violence was normal, where loyalty was earned with fists, and fear was something you learned to bury deep. I was a rascal — wild, reckless, untouchable. I feared no man. I chased chaos like it was oxygen. But life doesn’t care how tough you think you are. It finds a way to break you.

A rare and cruel disease came for me. No warning. No mercy. It stripped me down to the bone, left me hollowed out and drowning in despair. I planned my suicide with calm precision. I convinced myself it was the kindest thing I could do — for me, for my family, for anyone who’d ever cared. I made peace with the idea of disappearing.

But something stopped me. Something small. Something stubborn. A flicker of fight that refused to die.

This book is that flicker. It’s not just my story — it’s the story of men like me. Men who’ve worn the mask of strength for years. Men who’ve been told that talking is weakness, that emotion is shame, that silence is noble. Men who’ve battled depression in secret, who’ve stared down the barrel of suicide and lived to tell the tale.

These are tough men. Good men. Broken men. Brave men. And they all have one thing in common: they talk.


Real strength isn’t silence. Real strength is standing in the storm and saying, “I need help.” Real strength is choosing to live when dying feels easier. Real strength is speaking up — not just for yourself, but for the next man who’s suffering in silence.



Tough guys do talk. And it’s time we shattered the myth that they don’t.


My view on suicide is that you are ending your pain by handing it over to your loved ones, by baring my soul and the guest writers opening up, we are showing you that you are not alone and that the world is a better place with you in it.
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Introduction: By Alberto Palmisciano

On a rainy mid-March morning in Madrid, my mobile gave off a familiar ‘bling’ — another WhatsApp message. Nothing unusual. I get hundreds of them every week. I picked up the phone lazily, expecting the usual noise. But this one was different.

“Hi, my name is Alan Bates, and I got your number from a common friend in Frankfurt.” A stranger. A Londoner. A Gooner. And he wanted to write a book.

He’d been told I had experience in the matter — fair enough, I’ve written a dozen books, mostly what people call “hoolie books,” with the odd biography thrown in. I’ve helped others get their stories out too. I’m from a multicultural background, fluent in several languages, and I’ve written in Italian, Spanish, German, and English. But this wasn’t about me. This was about Alan.

At first, I was ready to politely decline. But as Alan shared more, my curiosity grew. His main character was a lad from a rough London estate — the kind of place where fists speak louder than words, and football firms are family. He hinted at his past with Arsenal, then admitted he was Goner through and through. The firm might’ve flown under the radar compared to others, but they had their own code, their own battles, their own legacy.

Then came the gut punch. Alan told me about his current reality. He’s living with a rare, degenerative disease — one that’s slowly destroying his body while leaving his mind fully intact. There’s no cure. No reprieve. Just a slow, merciless descent. He’s 90% disabled. His brain, still sharp and defiant, refuses to accept the betrayal of his body. It’s a daily war — not on the terraces, but within his own skin.

Alan sent me a podcast he recorded for The Mission Critical. I listened closely. For an hour, he spoke with raw honesty about his condition. His North London slang, his humour, his resilience — all barely masking the horror of what he endures. The list of symptoms was relentless. I felt the weight of it. I imagined myself in his shoes — and I crumbled. Alan lives it every day. And the worst is still ahead.

He told me his book would reflect this journey. That even the hardest hooligan — the kind who’s stared down riot cops and rival firms — can be brought to his knees by illness. Vulnerability doesn’t discriminate. And strength isn’t just about fists and fury. It’s about surviving when everything inside you screams to give up.

We spoke more. Alan knew his stuff. He’d lived the firm life from the inside. He knew the streets, the codes, the rivalries. He’d worked his way up in the building trade — from duct erector’s mate to Construction Director. And now, he was facing the biggest fight of all: the one for his own life.

The more I learned, the more I respected him. I saw the fire in him. The grit. The refusal to be silenced. So, I jumped in. That’s how I work — when a story grabs me, I dive in headfirst.

Alan reminded me of myself back in 2018, when I first tried writing. I’d spent years photographing riots at football matches across Europe — chasing chaos with a camera. It was risky. The police didn’t like it. The hooligans liked it even less. But I did it anyway. I’ve got thousands of photos, many featured in the OLDSKOOL series. And when I finally sat down to write, I had no clue where to begin. A mate told me, “Just put pen to paper and let the memories flow.” Seven years and a dozen books later, I can say that advice works. It’s what I told Alan too.

Forget grammar and formatting — those can be fixed. What matters is the story. And Alan’s story matters.

He’s lived the firm life. He’s fought the fights. He’s earned the scars. And now, he’s showing that even the toughest lads can break — and still find the strength to speak up. His book isn’t just about football violence. It’s about mental health, masculinity, and survival. It’s about challenging the myth that silence equals strength.

Alan struggled to find international voices with street credibility to speak about clashes with the Gooners. That’s why he reached out to me. Thanks to my OLDSKOOL work, I’ve connected with lads across Europe, and I was happy to help.

So here I am — a half-German, half-Italian, born in Belgium, living in Madrid — writing a foreword for a Londoner I’ve never met and may never meet. All because of a WhatsApp on a rainy Sunday.

Call it fate. Call it madness. I call it a little miracle, and I’m proud to be part of it.




















PART ONE


Chapter 1: N19 5DW — Born into the Smoke

Our bath was made of tin and sat on the roof of the outside khazi. Us Londoners call it a khazi — most would know it as a toilet. But this wasn’t some quaint outdoor loo with a garden view. It was a freezing, cobweb-ridden box that stank of bleach and piss, perched like an afterthought behind the house. The bath was dragged out when needed, filled with kettles and pans, and emptied with buckets. Luxury didn’t live here.

I wasn’t born into comfort. I was born into concrete. Into chaos. Into a part of London that the city forgot — a slum tucked between crumbling old houses and piss-stained alleyways, where the only thing that came easy was trouble.

I was born in the Archway — a rough old gaff in the north of the London Borough of Islington. In the 1960s, it was a patchwork of slums, most marked for demolition but still stuffed with families. Five of us crammed into two upstairs rooms in a house with a shared kitchen. The walls were thin, the floors creaked like they were begging for mercy, and the cold seeped into your bones like a second skin.

Kids played football with half-flat balls in the street that doubled as battlegrounds. The older lads smoked, spat, and sized each other up, someone was always looking for a fight, you learned fast — or you got flattened.

Archway was rough, the kind of place where you learned to fight before you learned to read.

The name itself came from the bridge that loomed over the area, known locally as Suicide Bridge. Not just a nickname — a warning. That bridge had seen more tragedy than most care to admit. It cast a long shadow, both literally and metaphorically, over the lives below.


There’s the legend of Dick Whittington, the merchant who came to London from Gloucestershire to learn the trade of a Mercer. He became Lord Mayor of London four times, and the story goes that he paused on Highgate Hill, looked out over the city, and heard the Bow bells ringing. That sound, they say, makes you a true Cockney. As I didn’t know that story until very much later in life, whenever someone called me a Cockney, I’d correct them — I’m not a Cockney, but ultimately, I was born and bred in the shadow of those bells, so all of us Archway bods are indeed COCKNEYS.


Our rooms were box rooms in the upstairs of an old terraced house.

The heating was a gas fire that my mum always lit her fags from. You could hear every argument through the paper-thin walls — couples screaming, babies crying, Privacy didn’t exist. Peace didn’t either.

It couldn’t have been easy for my mum and dad, but like everyone else in the area, we got by. You didn’t complain — you cracked on. You didn’t dream — you survived. The area was a jungle of noise, fights, and families stitched together by hardship. The smell of coal smoke, chip shops, and damp brick was constant. You could taste the poverty in the air.

My dad, Donald Alfred Bates, was born in Middlesex — now North London. His bloodline ran through St Pancras, Edmonton, and Bethnal Green. East End stock. He did his national service in 1951, two years in the British Army. That was the law back then — every young man trained to defend Britain if called upon. It gave them discipline, but it also gave them stories.

He told me about arriving in Aldershot for training. A bunch of 18-year-olds, fresh off the estates, lined up like mannequins on the tarmac. Names were called. When your name came, you stepped forward. My dad’s name was called. “You ugly bunch are going to Germany,” barked the sergeant. Relief. He knew what the other option was. Then came the rest: “You fine gentlemen will be going to Korea.” Silence. Those lads were headed to a war halfway across the world. A brutal, three-year conflict that claimed over 1,100 British lives.

Dad got lucky. He went to Germany, became a lorry driver, and spent most of his time ferrying army prisoners between barracks and the military jail in Bielefeld. But luck has limits. While he was stationed there, his mum died — just 40 years old.

After dad’s national service he arrived home to find a stranger opening the door to his parents’ house. His dad had remarried. The new wife didn’t want him there. No welcome. No warmth. Just rejection. His own father — a man I refuse to call grandad — had moved on without a second thought.

My mum was a Londoner too, but her roots were different. Her parents came from the Northeast — land of the coal mines. My grandad, David Pickles, was an illiterate miner. No shame in that. These men didn’t need books — they needed backbone. Born in Oakenshaw, Durham, he worked at Chop well Colliery and started out as a pony driver for the Consett Iron Co. He was tough, quiet, and friendly.

Then he met Minnie Tyers. What a name. Minnie Tyers — soon to be Minnie Pickles. She was educated, came from a slightly higher-class family, but still tied to the colliery. Her dad, Tommy Tyers, wasn’t thrilled about the match. A miner and his daughter? Not on his watch. But love doesn’t ask for permission. David and Minnie ran away together, eloped, and boarded a train heading south.

The trains from Durham went north or south. North offered more pits. The South offered London — the beating heart of the empire. They chose London. Arrived at King’s Cross, found a room in Islington, and started a family. Nine kids. Nine loud, proud, scrappy kids. That Geordie blood mixed with London grit created some characters. My aunts and uncles were legends — and lunatics. Family gatherings were loud, messy, and often ended in punch-ups. That was normal. That was love.

School was a joke. Teachers were knackered, classrooms overcrowded, and half the kids were already halfway to becoming criminals. You didn’t go there to learn — you went to survive. I got into punch-ups before I could spell my own name. Respect was earned with fists, with fear, with how many lads you could make flinch when you walked past.

The streets were ruled by unspoken laws. You didn’t grass. You didn’t cry. You didn’t back down. If someone looked at you wrong, you stared back harder. If someone shoved you, you swung. Weakness meant that you would soon become a victim.

We didn’t have much, but what we had, we protected. Our mates, our turf, our name. You didn’t need money to have honour. You just needed backbone.

That’s where I came from. Not the glossy London you see on postcards. Not the posh bits with cafés and cobblestones. I came from the underbelly. The forgotten corners. The places where boys became men too fast, and some didn’t make it at all.

And that’s where the fight started. Not in the terraces. Not in the firms. But in the grime, the grit, the grind of growing up in a world that didn’t give a toss if you lived or died.


Chapter 2: Two Up, Two Down

As a kid, I was just the same as all the others, black, Irish, Greek, Turkish, we all stuck together — and I loved every second of it.

I’d sit on the front step, knees scuffed, nose running, watching the older lads square up in the street. No rules, no refs, just raw aggression. You could smell the tension before the first punch landed — a mix of sweat, chip grease, and adrenaline. They didn’t fight for money or pride. They fought for respect. For turf. For the right to walk down the road without being looked at sideways.

To me, they were Legends. I’d watch wide-eyed as fists flew and swearwords that fascinated me. Blood was just part of the show. A badge of honour. If you walked away with a split lip and your head held high, you’d earned your place. I wanted that. I never wanted to be feared, but I wanted to be respected, but for now, I was just a kid — soaking it all in, storing it for later.

The streets were cracked and crooked, the buildings still scarred from the war. You could see it in the bricks — blackened patches where fire had burned the walls, jagged edges where bombs had torn through homes. The older folk didn’t talk about it much, but you could feel it. The silence was heavy. Like the city itself was still holding its breath.

My mum used to tell me stories about the German bombing raids. How the sirens would scream through the night, how families would scramble into shelters clutching blankets and babies. She said that the scariest thing that she ever heard and it haunted her all her life was when Hitler’s doodle bugs stopped squealing, because you knew that it would fall out of the sky and it would be close by or on top of you.

She would say the sky lit up like hell had opened its gates. She’d seen buildings collapse like sandcastles, neighbours just disappear, and firemen cry as they pulled bodies from rubble. She was just a girl then — but she remembered everything.

Don and Jean, Paul, Donna and I made up the Bates family.

When I was two years old, my mum and dad got the letter from the council — we were being given a three-bedroom flat in a big old red brick estate on Brecknock Road. Now that was some place. Built in 1938, it had survived the Blitz, the bombs, and the chaos of war. On Black Saturday, September 7th, nearly 1,000 German bombers and fighter escorts tore through London. Islington got pummelled. 430 killed. 1,600 injured. But somehow, the red brick stood firm. Mr. Hitler threw everything he had at it, and it didn’t flinch.

Imagine how my mum felt — stepping into that flat. A proper bathroom with a bath. A kitchen she didn’t have to share. And best of all, a toilet indoors. No more freezing your arse off at the bottom of the garden. No more tin baths on the roof. You could have a pony in the warm. That must’ve felt like heaven. After years of grime and graft, she had her own space. Her own throne. She walked through that flat like a queen. Chin up. Shoulders back. Curtains hung like silk. Floors scrubbed like marble. That bathroom wasn’t just porcelain — it was pride.

Life on the estate was electric. A melting pot of kids — Black, white, mixed race, Irish, Greek, Turkish — all running wild together. We were the red brick kids. From the Brecknock. sixteen blocks, one middle drive, and a thousand stories.

We lived on the third floor in 215 Morris House. According to my mum, if you wanted to find our flat, you just followed the trail of blood up the stairs — that was Alan’s house. If it wasn’t swings cracking my skull while we tried to wrap them round the top bar, it was stone fights, bike crashes, or falling off walls. The best one? A tug-of-war with an old pushbike innertube. Those things could stretch like hell. I had this genius idea — let go at full stretch and Peter would get a sore hand. Turns out he had the same idea. We both let go. BOOM. I got caught as always.

The valve — the one you pump air through — jammed itself between my knuckles. Proper stuck. I ran home, blood spurting, and mum yanked it out. Wrapped it up. Sent me back out laughing about the new hole in my hand. Still got the scar fifty years later.

The middle drive was our Berlin Wall. You didn’t cross it unless you had backup. The older kids ruled it. They’d stand you against the wall and take turns booting footballs at you. Set their dogs on you — not to bite, just to scare. All the usual post-war council estate hospitality.

My brother Paul was eight years older. One day, him and his mates were chucking rocks at clay drainpipes during some building work. They stood the pipe on a pile of sand. When it got knocked over, guess who had to run up and stand it back up? Yep. Little Al. I’m halfway up the mound when a rock smashes the pipe. I grab the new piece, climb to the top, and BOSCH — I’m knocked off with blood pumping everywhere.

Paul’s shouting at the kid who threw it. I’m clutching my face, blood dripping off my elbows. Panic sets in. They don’t know if it’s hit my eye. They’re not worried about me — they’re worried about what mum will do. Excuses fly. Stories form. Eventually, Paul takes me upstairs and tells mum I fell off the swings. Jean’s not having it. She patches me up, gives me a bollocking, then cuddles me and feeds me chocolates for days. That was the way — you got told off, patched up, and loved hard. And Paul? Got away with it. Typical. He’ll swear blind he doesn’t remember it. But I do, mate. I remember it all.

There was a rumour going round — lads from an estate near Holloway, right by the women’s prison, were coming to fight the Brecknock boys. Bad move. Our estate had lunatics. Even the birds could fight. It was like the council had picked the maddest families and thrown them all into the red brick.

We were just kids — seven or eight — and found a patch of grass on a hill not covered in dog shit. Prime viewing spot. The middle drive was the battlefield. Both sides of the estate joined forces. The other lads came down the hill. Their top boy squared up to ours. His sister stood beside him — Susan. They talked. We watched. Then BOOM — our lad headbutted theirs. Missed his face, caught his collarbone. It popped out. Screaming. Chaos. Susan went Garrity — swinging at anyone she didn’t recognise. She was wild. Years later, when I read about Boudica and Viking shield maidens, I thought of her. She’d have led armies.

Growing up in the inner cities of the UK in the 60s and 70s was as tough as it gets. School fights. Estate fights. Area fights. Mods vs Skinheads. Skins vs Punks. Football vs everyone.

One day, I was playing football in the washing drying area — murder ball, keepy-uppys, loving life. Then a group of Black kids surrounded me. Fear kicked in. One lad poked me in the chest. I was crying. His big brother shouted, “Hit him! He hit you — hit him back!” Turns out a blond kid had smacked him earlier. They came looking. Found the wrong blond kid. Me.

I froze. Proper terrified. My sister Donna was on the balcony. She saw me — her little brother, paralysed with fear. Now, Donna’s only 4ft 11 as an adult.

She is tiny, but God made her in a tiny package to protect others, Donna fears no one. I love her with every beat of my heart, but fuck me, I was scared of her. In through the crowd of kids burst my big sister. The kid was still pushing and eager to fight, but he was not getting his way because I just stood crying. My sister screamed at me, if you don’t hit him back, I will bash you. I have never feared many people, but my sister has always been someone that puts the wind up me, so as soon as the kid pushed me that last time, boom I went ballistic.

While punch up and scars were part of everyday life, football hadn’t yet entered my bloodstream. At five years old, I didn’t understand the tribalism, the hatred, the obsession. I knew what a ball was. I knew how to kick it. But I didn’t know what it meant.

That changed on Monday evening, the 3rd of May, 1971.

The estate erupted. The noise was unreal — like a bomb had gone off, but instead of panic, there was joy. Pure, unfiltered joy. People were hugging strangers, kissing in the streets, dancing on balconies. Flags waved from windows. Scarves hung from lampposts. Bed sheets with player names were draped over railings. The red brick estate — usually full of shouting, fighting, and chaos — was now a cathedral of celebration.

Arsenal had just won the league. And they’d done it at White Hart Lane.

I didn’t understand the gravity of it then. I didn’t know that winning the title on your rival’s turf was the ultimate insult, the sweetest victory. But I felt it. I felt the energy. The pride. The unity. For once, the estate wasn’t divided by scraps or postcode beef — it was united in red and white.

The next morning, it was like Christmas. Flags everywhere. Scarves tied to railings. Kids running around chanting. Adults still buzzing from the night before. The estate was only a half-hour walk from Highbury, so you can imagine — the whole area was alive. It wasn’t just a win. It was a moment. A memory. A marker in time.

Then came the big one.

Saturday, 8th of May 1971. Arsenal vs Liverpool. FA Cup Final. If Arsenal won, it would be their first ever double — league champions and FA Cup winners in the same season. History in the making.

The buzz on the estate was electric. Everyone was talking about it. Radios were tuned in. TVs were ready. And for us, it was personal. Charlie George — the hero of the Arsenal faithful — grew up on the estate next door. He went to Holloway School, just 200 yards from the red brick. He was one of us. A local lad. A Brecknock boy. And now, he was about to write his name in football folklore.

The match kicked off. Ninety minutes passed — 0-0. Tension everywhere. Then Steve Heighway scored for Liverpool. The air shifted. You could hear “You’ll Never Walk Alone” echoing from every pub and living room. But the red brick didn’t flinch. We held our breath. And then — BOOM — Eddie Kelly scrambled in the equaliser. The estate exploded. Chants rang out:

“CHAMPIONS! CHAMPIONS!” “GOOD OLD ARSENAL!” “WE’RE PROUD TO SAY THAT NAME!” “ARSENAL! ARSENAL! ARSENAL!”

And then it happened. Charlie George. The boy from Brecknock Road. King Charlie hit the winner.

The celebration was biblical. People cried. People screamed. People ran into the streets like it was the end of the war. I didn’t fully grasp what had happened — not yet — but I knew it was special. I knew it mattered. I knew that football wasn’t just a game. It was identity. It was pride. It was war without bullets.

We lived on the Brecknock until I was nine. I loved it. Every scar, every fight, every laugh. It was home. And then, just like seven years earlier, the letter arrived from the council.

Another move. Another chapter. But the red brick? That was where it all began.


Chapter 3: Girdlestone Glory and Glue Sniffers

I never knew, but where they’d knocked all the slums down in Archway, they built a brand-new estate — one of the biggest ever thrown up in the borough of Islington. Concrete blocks, fresh brick, new layouts. It was like someone had taken a wrecking ball to the past and tried to build a future.

My mum had been a constant pain in the arse to the rent office down Elthorne Road. She was relentless — letters, visits, complaints. She didn’t ask for better housing, she demanded it. And it worked. One day, the letter dropped through the letterbox. We’d been allocated a brand spanking new three-bedroom maisonette.

We’d gone from two rooms with an outside khazi and a shared kitchen, to a pre-war flat with a bathroom and our own kitchen. And now — wait for it — we had two toilets. Two khazis. Can you believe it? In the space of seven years, we’d gone from boiling kettles for a tin bath to flushing from two separate karzees. We felt like royalty, when my brother and sister left home, I had the upstairs bedroom and it had its own toilet.

Its sounds like I’m obsessed with toilets, doesn’t it.

161 Girdlestone Walk. Bredgar Road. London N19 5DW. Two balconies. Two toilets. A kitchen big enough for a table where the whole family could sit together. The Bates`s had struck gold.

We were the first to move into the block. Over the next few months, the estate started to fill up — new faces, new families, new noise. The racial mix was still there, but most of the white kids were Irish. We didn’t clock it at the time, other than noticing their schools always started with “Saint this” or “Saint that.”

Underneath the flats, they’d built garages — one for each flat, available for a small weekly fee. It was modern. It was clever but It was doomed. The glue sniffers soon turned the garages into dens of madness. They’d smash the lights; pry open the doors by tugging from the bottom until they bent like tin foil and sit in the dark with crisp bags full of Evo-Stik. One sniff and they were off — high as kites, eyes glazed, mouths slack. It got so bad; the council bricked up entire garage blocks within the first year. So much for modern design.

The move meant a new school for me. Hargrave Park Primary, right at the top of the road. My first day was a baptism of fire. Three kids grabbed me — one on each arm, the third booting me in the shins. “Does that hurt?” he asked. Course it fucking hurt. But I said “No.” So he kept kicking. Over and over. Until a teacher finally saw and broke it up.

I hated those three. Especially the kicker. His face is still burned into my memory. If I saw him today, I’d still hate him. But the other two? Absolute characters. Funny, cheeky, proper little troublemakers. I ended up liking them. There’s something about naughty kids — they always seem older than they are. More streetwise. Into things way beyond their years. The only thing I couldn’t stand? They were Spurs fans.

The school itself was one of those old brick buildings built in the early 1900s. And in the early 1970s, the headmaster was proper old school. Mr Lashbrook. A man who believed punishment should fit the crime. If you got caught spitting, you sat outside his office with a bucket and spat into it until home time. The bucket never filled and home time never came fast enough.

If you got into a fight, you sorted it out with gloves on. No messing. No sulking. You got in the ring and handled it. On one of the lower floors, between the juniors and the infants, Mr L had a full boxing ring set up. Every Tuesday morning, while the rest of the school were in assembly singing hymns and pretending to be angels, us lads were down there smashing the granny out of each other.

And here I am, writing this in 2025, knowing there are nine-year-olds out there identifying as cats — while we were strapping on gloves the size of our heads and knocking lumps out of each other. Different times.

Each year, there was an end-of-term boxing night. Parents came. Kids got paired off by size. And we fought. Proper fights. No headgear. No mercy. I’ll never forget mine. My dad and brother came to watch. I was up against Dele L — an African kid, a monster of a boy.

Anyway, I got paired against D — and you could almost see him licking his lips in the other corner, like a lion eyeing up a lamb chop. He was built like an African buffalo, all muscle and menace, and I was the sacrificial offering.

The bell went. And then it started.


D’s long, muscly arms were everywhere — pop, pow, bong — it was like watching an episode of Batman and Robin. You remember those scraps with the Joker or the Penguin, where the screen flashed up with words like BIFF, BASH, BANG? Well, those words were exploding in my head every time he landed a shot.


I did my best. I kept my gloves up. I moved. I ducked. I took the hits. Other than a nosebleed, I held my ground. I didn’t crumble. I didn’t cry. I didn’t quit.

I was never going to win — everyone knew that. But I showed up. I stood tall. And in that ring, under those lights, in front of my dad and my brother, I did myself proud.

Sometimes, it’s not about winning. It’s about proving you belong. And that day, I did.


Chapter 4: Uncle Yid

My Uncle Tommy used to take me over to Tottenham to watch the football. Uncle Tom was a proper character — funny, sharp, with a dry sense of humour that could cut through any silence. I loved him dearly. He had that old-school charm, the kind that made you feel safe even when you were somewhere you didn’t belong.

Tommy’s best mate Joe was an Arsenal fan. From what I understand, back in the 1950s and 60s, it wasn’t uncommon for pals to support different clubs and still go to football together every Saturday. Arsenal one week, the vermin the next — whoops, I meant Spurs. Strange to think about now, because by the time I was growing up, mixing with them was rare. You picked your side and stuck to it.


When Uncle Tommy was cremated, the piano rolled into Glory Glory Tottenham Hotspur. The whole crematorium filled with that anthem. People looked around at me — some laughing through tears, others just shaking their heads. It was a moment. A tribute. A send-off. The family told me that whenever my name came up, Tommy would say, “You do know he was Tottenham before he was Arsenal.” I never held it against him. He was family. And he was a good man.


Anyway, back to the two rowdy schoolmates. When I was a pup, you could go to Arsenal or Spurs and just pay on the door. No memberships, no digital tickets, no nonsense. These two Herberts asked if I fancied going to a Spurs v Arsenal game. We jumped on the 41 buses at Archway and off we went — straight to the swamp. Never a more apt name, in my opinion.

I was in the Spurs lot. They were winning. The atmosphere was electric — addictive, even. The joy and venom oozing from the crowd was both fascinating and exhilarating. They were singing songs about kicking people’s heads in, about sending you home in a blood-stained ambulance. It was mental. It was exciting beyond belief. It was fun — until it wasn’t.

Because I wasn’t a Spurs fan. In fact, even at that age — 11 or 12 at most — I already hated them.

I got separated from my mates during the celebrations. Alone. Surrounded by the enemy. I didn’t know yet that they’d become my lifelong rivals, but I knew I didn’t belong there. I couldn’t stand it. The songs, the faces, the smugness. It made my skin crawl.

So, all I had to do was get my head down and walk up the High Road to the bus garage and get on the 41 bus back to the Archway, that bus would drop me off within a 5-minute walk to my mum & dads.

As I left the ground, an older bloke started chatting to me. “You got the fucking hump as well, mate?” he asked. “Yeah,” I replied. “I was in with their lot, and got separated. Couldn’t stand it.”

We walked together, chatting. He seemed like a good bloke, he was — probably late teens or early twenties. But then he went quiet. Across the road, near a little monument where the road splits toward Walthamstow, sat five or six Spurs fans. Skinheads. Rude boys. You could tell they hadn’t been at the match. The radio would’ve told them Spurs were winning. They were waiting — like hyenas — ready to pick off stragglers. Bully tossers.

We put our heads down. Tried to walk past. My new mate leaned in and said, “When they get near, just run. Run as fast as you can.”

They stepped onto the pavement. “Hello mate, you been to the football?” one of them asked.


And all I heard was: RUN. RUN. RUN.


So, I did. Legs pumping, heart thumping. They weren’t interested in me — I was just a kid. But the punches started flying immediately. My new mate took a proper kicking. The poor fucker. A bloke on his own, getting caned by a group of lads. How brave is that?

That moment stuck with me. The cruelty. The pack mentality. The way they hunted. It was football, yes — but it was something darker too.

Growing up on an estate where you could jump on the 41 to the swamp or any bus down Holloway Road to Highbury meant you were always in the mix. There were Spurs fans on the estate. Around the area. You knew who they were. You clocked them. You didn’t always fight — but you never forgot.

And me? I’d seen enough. I knew where I stood. I was Arsenal. Forever.


Chapter 5: Take Your Laces Out, Son

Andy Briton was a kid on our estate. A proper goalkeeper — reminded me of Peter Shilton. Every time we played football, he was diving all over the place like his life depended on it. His dad, Charlie, was a top bloke. Staunch Chelsea fan. They used to take me to Stamford Bridge, and every other week we’d stand in the Shed — to the right as you looked at the pitch.

By then, I’d properly caught the football bug. I was willing to go anywhere to watch a match. And when it kicked off — inside or outside the stadium — I wasn’t scared. I was buzzing. Sounds mad even writing it now, but it’s true. I wasn’t involved, but the chaos excited me. It was like theatre — violent, tribal, unpredictable theatre.

Chelsea’s home end was called the Shed. In fairness, it wasn’t much more than a shed. But the boys sang their hearts out. In those days, Chelsea were pony — the ground rarely full. But if there were a decent number of away fans, the Shed boys would belt out:

“North Stand, North Stand, do your job!”

The North Stand was opposite the Shed. A weird setup — high at the back, sloping down like a hill. Away fans were dumped at the bottom. The North Stand boys would gather at the top and charge down like warriors. Fencing or not, there was always a chance they’d get at each other.

After the final whistle, you’d shuffle out with the crowd. And sometimes, it was mayhem. Police horses charging up and down. Coppers shouting. Skinheads in shiny DMs, stay-pressed trousers with neat turn-ups, Harrington jackets or sheepskin coats. They looked mean. Menacing. Like they’d been bred for violence.

They’d wait for the away fans to be let out, then move like sharks smelling blood. Down toward Fulham Broadway station, just as the away fans spilled out. The old bill had no chance. In those days, the kozzas would just bash you. Horses cracking skulls. Foot coppers swinging batons like Bruce Lee with nun chucks. “Get back! Get back!”

What fascinated me was how the hooligans knew who they wanted. If you didn’t want it, you moved away. But the like-minded away fans stepped forward — and boom, it was on. Men fighting back and forth. Hotdog stands getting flattened. The smell of horse shit in the air. The roar of the crowd. It was chaos. It was tribal. It was beautiful.

A mate on the estate — lived opposite me — was a Leeds fan. Yeah, I know. A Leeds fan in London. Lived 4.8 miles from Tottenham, 1.9 from Arsenal. But he chose Leeds. Go figure.

“Al, do you fancy going to Ipswich with Leeds?” Didn’t need asking twice. I had my DMs on and couldn’t wait.

Off we popped to Liverpool Street station for a proper adventure. When we got there, it was a sight — gangs of lads in white and yellow scarves, DM boots, and a look that was hard to describe. Not like the Chelsea boys. These lot had more hair. My mate Keiran G clearly knew people. We walked over to a rowdy, cocky, intimidating bunch of Leeds fans — but they sounded like us. No strange accents. Turns out Leeds had a mob called the Cockney Whites.

Keiran’s Account: IPSWICH AWAY.

It was during the 76/77 season. I used to travel — when pocket money allowed — with the London Leeds Supporters Club. Home games were a slog. Over three hours each way. 9:10am from King’s Cross to Leeds, back around 10pm. So, I preferred away games — especially the five London clubs in the First Division.

One day in ’76, my mate and neighbour Alan Bates asked if he could come to a game out of town. He’d heard my Sunday stories — not just about football, but the off-pitch antics. Fights inside and outside the ground. Station tear ups, the lot.

On November 20th, 1976, Alan and I told our parents we were heading to the West End for Christmas shopping. I told my mum I didn’t fancy the Ipswich game — chance of a frozen pitch — just in case it came up later.

We met my schoolmate David Crockett and headed to Liverpool Street. Got our tickets (£1.50) from the club secretary and boarded the train with 25–30 Cockney Whites. The journey was full of banter, trivia, and a few morning bevvies — Coca-Cola for us, we were still kids.

We arrived in Ipswich around lunchtime and broke into the customary away fan chant:

“London Leeds, we are here — oh oh!”

Alan, being a lifelong Arsenal fan, understandably didn’t join in.

It was freezing. I was jealous of Alan’s 10-hole steel toe cap Docs. I had Adidas Roms — my feet were blocks of ice. But envy turned to awe when we got to the turnstiles. A copper — possibly the biggest in Suffolk — stood on Alan’s toes.

“Are they steels?” he asked. “Yes,” Alan replied. “Take your laces out, son.”

He handed Alan a luggage tag. Alan wrote his address on it. The laces were to be collected after the match. Steel toe caps were seen as weapons — removing the laces was meant to stop you using them.

Inside, the atmosphere was electric. Full house. Away fans packed into one half of the stand behind the goal, separated from the Ipswich lot by wire mesh and a line of coppers. We were at the top of the terrace — six feet from the enemy. Singing, shouting, taunting. It was glorious.

Ipswich equalised with 15 minutes to go — chasing Liverpool and Man City for the title. Ironically, the goal was scored by Brian Talbot, who’d later become an Arsenal favourite.

After the goal, Dave Crockett climbed onto the roof stanchions above the police line, taunting the Ipswich fans with:

“You’re going to win fuck all!”

They replied with:

“We’re going to win the league!”

It was loud. It was wild. It was perfect.

Kieren G

Back to my memory of the trip, we boarded the train and off we went — seats found, buzz building, the carriage alive with accents and banter. But the person getting all the attention wasn’t some geezer in a Stone Island jacket. It was a bird. Dressed head-to-toe in double denim, smoking like a chimney, drinking like a docker, and barking orders like she ran the firm.

She sounded rough — proper rough. Like a bear’s arse with a sore throat. But she had a presence. Command. And respect. Turns out she was a well-known face in the Leeds firm. Not just tolerated — revered. She was the matriarch of mayhem, and no one dared cross her.

The train — or the rattler, as we called it — rolled toward Ipswich. Everyone expected the Ipswich firm to be waiting on the platform, ready for a scrap. Doors were opening before the train even stopped. Lads desperate to be first out, to steam into the home mob. The adrenaline was infectious.


The rattler screeched to a halt. Roars went up: “UNITED! UNITED!”


But there was no Ipswich firm. Just a wall of Suffolk Constabulary — the finest stick-wielding farmers in uniform.

Leeds had a fierce reputation. The police weren’t taking chances. They wrapped us up like cattle and marched us to the ground. No freedom. No chaos. Just a slow, controlled shuffle through the streets.

At the turnstiles, the old bill was checking boots. If you had DMs, you were fucked.


“Take your laces out, son.” “What? What for?” “Just take your laces out.”



I was just a kid. What was I going to do — launch a flying kick into the Ipswich end? “TAKE YOUR FUCKING LACES OUT!”


I obliged. The next step was clearly a clip round the ear from a copper who sounded like he’d just come off a tractor. My feet were freezing. But not as bad as the poor sods in steel toe caps — they had their boots confiscated and were left standing in their socks. It was like a scene from a prison yard.

The match itself was eye-opening but uneventful. The real drama came after — back at King’s Cross underground station. Saturday evening. Dangerous territory. Any mob from any club could be lurking. You had to keep your head on a swivel.

We were just kids. Trying to look the part. Trying to get into hooliganism. But truth be told, we were just making up the numbers. Watching. Learning. Soaking it all in.

Then we saw them — a group of football lads walking toward us. “Hello boys,” one of them said. “Where are you from?”

Phew. Cockney accent. “The Archway.”

“So, you’re Arsenal?” “No, we aren’t into football.” “What are you doing here then? Dressed like little thugs?”

We were fucked.

“Do you know who we are?” “No.”

“We’re Cockney Reds.”

Thank fuck Keiran didn’t say he was Leeds. Man United’s Cockney Reds hated Leeds with a passion.


Then the main bully piped up: “Liverpool Cockney Reds — not those Manc cunts.”


We still didn’t know what they were going to do. The tension was thick. Then, out of nowhere, a sound — loud, rhythmic, growing closer. A gang of men chanting, marching toward our platform. We couldn’t make out the words, but we knew there were loads of them.

The Cockney Reds absolutely shit themselves. And like a puff of magic dust — they vanished.

Then the group arrived. Singing like a Welsh men’s choir. Drunken. Loud. Joyful.

Phew. They were Welsh rugby fans. Didn’t even know we existed.

Fuck knows what they were doing on our platform. But they were well lost. And they saved our bacon.


Chapter 6: Red Bus Rover

It was a beautiful Saturday. The sun is shining. Streets buzzing. A few of us decided to get a red bus rover ticket — 50p for adults, 25p for kids. That little slip of paper gave you access to every red London bus for 24 hours. Value for money? Unbeatable.

We had no plan. Just the freedom to roam. For some reason, we ended up in South London — Greenwich Park, the observatory, the Cutty Sark. Tourist stuff. But one of the older lads with us was a West Ham fan, and they were playing at Charlton. So, he said, “Let’s go to the game.”

We jumped on the next bus heading toward Woolwich. Sirens everywhere. Blue lights flashing. The tension was rising before we even saw the floodlights.

And then they came into view — towering above the rooftops like beacons. For me, floodlights always meant excitement. Football. Atmosphere. Chaos.

It was September 21st, 1976. A day many would never forget. A day that ended in tragedy.

Before the game, the atmosphere was strange. The police looked rattled — overwhelmed by the sheer number of young men milling about, not just loitering, but actively hunting for trouble. It wasn’t the usual away-day vibe. This was different. Very different.

Normally, away fans stuck together. But here, it was fractured. People were starting on each other, and you couldn’t tell who was who.

We got into the ground — the most packed stadium I’d ever seen. It was intense. Fighting broke out everywhere. Not where we were — we were in the West Ham away section — but all around us, it was kicking off.

The game started. Then, like clockwork, the roar went up from the Charlton stand — the Undercover End.

“UNITED! UNITED!”

A gap opened up. West Ham were on the right-hand side of the stand. Charlton fans who wanted it made their way toward the open space. And then it started — fists flying, bodies crashing, chaos erupting.

They said 50,000 were squeezed into the ground. Official attendance? 35,000. But in those days, you could jump turnstiles or slip the bloke a quid and he’d let you in. No scanners. No stewards. Just nods and winks.

West Ham won the game. Jubilation. But outside, it was carnage.

Pushing. Shoving. Police horses charging. Coppers swinging batons at anyone in reach — innocent or not.

We later found out a young man had been kicked into a coma.

We didn’t know the area. We just followed the West Ham fans, assuming they were heading to the station. I was 11. Not scared of the fighting — at that age, you think you’ve got a force field around you. But I was tired. I’d been out since morning. It was getting dark. And I was deep in South London as they say — bandit country.

Eventually, we found the train. Getting home was easy — overhead rattler to London Bridge, down the escalator to the Northern Line, straight to Archway.

But before we reached New Cross station, the train stopped and sat there. The fans were dead Silent.

Then the shouting started.

“STAY TOGETHER! DON’T RUN! STAND!”

West Ham lads were barking orders. We were thinking — what the fuck is going on?


The train pulled into the station. And then — BOSCH — it kicked off.


“MILLWALL! MILLWALL!”

The train got hit with everything. Blind panic. In our carriage, a tall, skinny Black bloke — clearly a leader — took charge. The old trains had doors that opened from the outside, but he wasn’t waiting. He leaned out the window, popped the door, and started swinging.

“COME ON YOU CUNTS! COME ON!”

He was kicking and punching any Millwall fan who came near. Other West Ham lads joined in — lashing out, trying not to get dragged off and swallowed by the mob.

It was bedlam. It felt like hours. Probably just minutes.

The train started to pull away. Doors slammed shut. Everyone checked themselves — bumps, grazes, bruises. But they were all there.

Jubilation. West Ham started singing. Back to the buzz. Back to the banter.

Next stop: London Bridge. We were out of the violence. It was home time.

So, we thought.

“London Bridge” came over the Tannoy. The train emptied. But Millwall were waiting.

As we walked toward the underground, we saw them — a proper mob. Hard faces. Big turnout. Scary looking geezers, these were men, not youngens.

West Ham seemed ready. They stayed on the platform. Mobbed up.

We knew what was coming. We walked past the Millwall lot, trying not to look. Got to the top of the escalator — and then the roar went up.

West Ham and Millwall had a field day.

Fists. Boots. Blood. It was war.

And then the news came. A young Millwall fan — just 18 years old — had lost his life at New Cross station that night.

A lad who came for football. Who never made it home.

RIP.


Chapter 7: Guerra De La Malvinas

The 2nd of April, 1982. Argentina decided the Falkland Islands were theirs for the taking. No warning. No diplomacy. Just a full-scale invasion.

Our Prime Minister at the time was Margaret Thatcher — Maggie. And Maggie wasn’t having it.

She didn’t flinch. She didn’t hesitate. She sent a fleet of warships steaming down to the South Atlantic to take back what was ours and keep the Union Jack flying. It was the first time Britain had been called to arms since the Korean War ended in 1953.

As with everything in life — you don’t let anyone take the piss. You don’t let them take what’s yours. And if they’re bigger, louder, or more of them — you stand taller, shout louder, and hit harder.

Maggie wasn’t called the Iron Lady for nothing. She made the call and we answered.

After 74 days of fierce fighting — in freezing seas, on bleak islands, with young lads dying far from home — the British forces retook the Falklands. General Leopoldo Galtieri surrendered. The Argentinian flag came down. Ours went back up.

But while the war raged thousands of miles away, it was felt right here — in the terraces, in the pubs, in the streets.

Tottenham Hotspur had two Argentinian stars in their side: Osvaldo Ardiles and Ricky Villa. They were magic on the pitch — they helped Spurs to an FA Cup Final. But war changes everything.

Villa didn’t play in the final. Ardiles was out of the country and couldn’t get back in. The mood had shifted. The country was at war. And suddenly, even footballers weren’t immune.


I was 12 when those two joined Spurs. I remember it clear as day — I had a badge, light blue and white, that read: “You can stick your Argentinians up your arse. Sideways.”


Tottenham were becoming the enemy early for me. And the war only sharpened that edge.

Fast forward to the FA Cup Final replay — Thursday night under the lights. The first match had ended 0–0. My two scoundrel pals — the same pair who held me while George L booted my shins at Hargrave Park — were going. No tickets, of course. But that never stopped them. And if you were with them, it didn’t stop you either.

We made our way to Wembley. No drama on the journey. No stories worth telling. But the tension in the air? You could cut it with a Stanley blade.

It was a London derby — Spurs vs QPR. And I knew full well what Tottenham were capable of off the pitch. QPR didn’t have the numbers, but they had heart. Gameness. They were tidy. And they were up for it.

What was strange — and I’ve never understood it — was how many of the Spurs mob came from West London. You’d think they’d be QPR. But no. They were Spurs. And they were hunting.

We followed them. Wembley Way. Under the flyover. And then — boom — they found each other.

Two proper mobs. No real old bill in sight. And it went off.

Punches. Kicks. The odd Stanley flashing in the chaos. You always had someone with a blade. Some clubs were known for it. Some scouse lads from Liverpool carried two blades with a matchstick wedged between — made the slice harder to stitch. Others dipped theirs in ammonia. True or not, it was terrifying to think how far people would go.

We were up on the stairs watching. My two pals were off — straight down, running with the Spurs lot. I stayed put. Neutral observer. Arsenal lad. But I’ll say this — QPR gave a good account of themselves.

The QPR mob were very impressive.

Then came the cavalry. Kozzers on horseback, swinging long sticks like medieval knights. Clumping anyone they could reach.

The noise was unreal. Roaring. Screaming. Cars trying to leave the car park, horns blaring like that would stop the madness. Sirens. Hooves. Chaos.

I never found the two scoundrels again. They got swallowed up in the commotion. So, I started the walk-up Wembley Way, heading for the station. Baker Street was always lively — no matter who was playing.

By now I was 16. No longer a kid. No longer protected by the forcefield of youth. I looked like every other young lad out there — and that meant I was fair game.

That night, I realised something. When you’re with your pals, going to dangerous games, it’s all a laugh. You don’t feel fear — just excitement. But when you’re alone? That’s when it hits you.

I didn’t know who was who. Didn’t matter. I was Arsenal anyway.

There was a scuffle on the platform. The first tube came in — half the platform emptied. I hung back. Waited for the next one. Luckily, it was the fast train — fewer stops, and the people around me looked like normal fans.

I got home in one piece. But something had shifted.

The war might’ve been in the South Atlantic. But the battles were happening here too — under flyovers, on platforms, in the shadows of stadiums.

And I was right in the middle of it.

A special dedication for a special friend from the Arsenal.

Mr Dale Hillier who fought for his country in the Falklands while the rest of us were running around at football, he actually fought in a war and now runs The Veteran Hotel and public house in Ryde on the Isle of White.

Lest we forget.


Chapter 8: Runaway

The Arsenal hadn’t done much since Leeds beat us in the ’72 Cup Final. The seventies were lean. But the tide was turning. In ’78, we reached the FA Cup Final again — this time against Bobby Robson’s Ipswich. Their first ever final. We were favourites. Hot favourites. This was supposed to be our fifth FA Cup win. Easy peas.

I’ve no idea why I didn’t go to Wembley that day. But I was home, and Cup Final Day was sacred. The Girdlestone estate was decked out in red and white — scarves and flags hanging from windows like bunting at a royal wedding.

BBC coverage started at 11:30am. Interviews with players, Bob Wilson — our double-winning keeper turned pundit — chatting with John Motson. Then came the “Road to Wembley” montage. Goals, drama, glory. I was buzzing. Crisps, Mars bars, cola cubes — the full spread. I couldn’t wait for 3pm.

They rolled out FA Cup Mastermind. Arsenal and Ipswich superfans answering questions only the obsessed could know. Then came the managers’ interviews. I was ready to pop. Still two hours to go.

Team coaches left their hotels. Goal of the season aired. Then “Inside Wembley” — the changing rooms, the kits, the pitch. The tension was unbearable. The Band of the Guard marched out. “Abide With Me” played. The crowd sang. Half the stadium blue, half red and yellow. Flags waving. Roars rising.

And then — nothing.

Roger Osborne scored the only goal. Ipswich won. I sulked like a brat. Two Mars bars, a quarter of cola cubes, two litres of Coke — and a mood darker than the Thames. Losing to a poxy second division team.

But the next year came quickly. Arsenal was back in the final. This time against Manchester United.

We’d played Sheffield Wednesday four times in the cup run one game in freezing conditions, volunteers clearing snow off the pitch. Typical Arsenal. Never the easy route.

United were the media darlings. Biggest following in England. Could we beat them? Doubtful.

The estate was red and white again. But no Mars bars this time they were bad luck. I’d moved on to lemon Sherberts.

The game kicked off. Back and forth. Then — bang — Brian Talbot scored. We went wild. Talbot had played for Ipswich the year before. Lucky omen.

Then Frank Stapleton made it 2–0. Dreamland. Running around the house like a lunatic.

Half-time. We were cruising. Five minutes left. Easy.

Then Gordon McQueen scored. 2–1. Then Sammy McIlroy equalised. 2–2.

WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON?

I was too old to cry — but I wanted to. Wembley was rocking. United fans singing. Arsenal fans gutted.

Then came the moment.

Stapleton chested it to Brady. Brady ran. Outside of the left foot — slides it to Graham Rix. Rix whips it in. Ball drops over Gary Bailey’s head. Alan Sunderland slides in…

GOAAAAAAAAAAL!

YES. YES. ARSENAL. The stadium erupted. The estate erupted. Our maisonette erupted.

We did it. We won the Cup. I loved my club. I loved being Arsenal.

By now, I was proper Arsenal.

Working Saturdays and school holidays at the firm where my dad worked.

I could afford home games. Some away games. Missed a few Saturdays — didn’t want to let my dad down. He’d asked for the job for me. I had to be reliable.

Then came May 10th, 1980. Another Cup Final. Another second division team — West Ham. We were flying high. Four days later, we were playing Valencia in the European Cup Winners’ Cup Final.

We wouldn’t make the same mistake as Ipswich. Yes, we would. Lost again. Three finals in three years. Two lost to second division sides.

The highlight? Seventeen-year-old Paul Allen — youngest player ever in a Cup Final — clean through on goal. Just the keeper to beat. 100,000 watching. Live TV. Dream moment.


Then — CRUNCH.


Willie Young — big ginger Glaswegian — chopped him down like a redwood. Allen hit the turf face-first. Dream shattered.

Young patted him on the head. Shrugged at the ref. yellow card. West Ham fans raging.

The ’79–80 season was the first time I really clocked the European games. Arsenal was in the Cup Winners’ Cup. And we made the final — against Valencia. They had Mario Kempes. We had grit.

The final was in Brussels — Heysel Stadium. That had to be worth a trip.

I was working. Got myself a 72-hour passport from the post office. No one knew. Jumped on a ferry. Before I knew it — I was in Brussels.

Trouble outside the ground. Old bill heavy-handed. Dogs. Horses. Water cannons. They were expecting war.

Some of ours got nicked before the game. “Your friend is bye-bye,” the copper said. “He goes back to England.”

Inside, the fencing was crap. Ground run-down. Spanish fans firing flares at us. One geezer banging a bass drum non-stop.

Atmosphere? Electric.

Valencia was cocky. They’d beaten Barcelona. But we’d beaten Juventus — in Turin.

And that trip? That was violent. Proper violent.

But Brussels was something else. I was a kid. In a foreign country. No parents. No backup. Just me, my passport, and my club.

And I wouldn’t have traded it for anything.

The following account comes from one of Juventus’ main lads, reflecting on their clash with Arsenal in the 1980 Cup Winners’ Cup. It’s raw, honest, and shows how English fans were viewed across Europe at the time — admired, feared, and misunderstood. His words offer a rare glimpse into how the terraces looked from the other side of the divide…

Back in 1980 Juventus reached the semifinals in the old Cup Winners Cup and the opposition were Arsenal. Players and club alike were looking forward to reaching the final to be played in Brussels in the Heysel stadium, a ground that at the time had not achieved the bad name it would earn itself only 5 years later. Our main group was called Fighters, an English name, which should not surprise anyone as back then there was hardly anyone in Turin, in Italy or I dare say anywhere in Europe who did not look up to the English fans. I am not saying we liked them, just that we admired their unconditional support, their antics and their frequent riots. We had our style, the Ultras were no mugs, but let's be honest, the English boys had that little bit extra. Wherever they played, thousands of fans would turn up, drink the place dry and take on any comers. We were not too bad on our home turf, but away we were still miles away. The big names in England were rumoured to be MUFC, Chelsea, West Ham or Millwall. Arsenal was in theory not top dogs. That said they were English and Londoners and that seemed to qualify them as a worthy opponent.

It has to be stated that back then there was little information about what was happening in other countries and the little we knew was thanks to word of mouth and rumour. We had no previous experience with the Gunners, but them being English was enough for us. We were mostly still teenagers and relatively inexperienced, of course we had our battles in Italy, mainly with our city rivals from Torino, Fiorentina, Genoa and both clubs from Milan but on the international front we had a lot to learn and we believed Arsenal were the perfect test for us. From our slightly naive point of view, we thought we could match them, a few drunken English boys could not put up much of a fight, could they? We were proven wrong that night, we misread them, we didn't take them seriously and we had to eat humble pie. It's not that we didn’t try but with hindsight two aspects played against us. First and foremost, the fact that while we were mostly kids Arsenal had some grown men ready to fight.

When you are 19 and your opponent is 30 that makes a big difference. Secondly, in Italy when we took on a rival gang many battles did not end up in a proper toe-to-toe, as the weaker side (or the one that lost its bottle) ended up being run, and only the slowest got a hiding. More than once that night did, we attack small pockets of Arsenal, we usually outnumbered them but instead of doing one they just stood their ground. That was something we were not ready for, we hesitated, they didn't. There is little else to say. We bit off more than we could chew. Arsenal might have been a bunch of pissed fans, but they fought whatever the odds. On the odd occasion some smaller groups got ambushed and done but looking back that is not something to be especially proud of. Times were different, so much is true, and they did not mind either taking scalps of anyone they came across. One final consideration is required.
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