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FOREWORD


by Colin Ward


In the annals of football hooliganism there is a select band of top boys whose escapades made them known by name by every other fan. Legends grew up around their exploits. Among this group Steve ‘Hickey’ Hickmott has few peers and was recognised by the other top boys as being up there with the best of them. While others were renowned for their extreme violence, Hickey was the organiser. Whether it was a huge train mob or a small coach party, Hickey made things happen. Everybody else ran with the pack, but Hickey had the aura which enabled him to control it, something he loved. I knew Steve from my England travels and we became first-name friends. I even went on some of his famous sensory-deprivation coach trips. While he was no angel, his main thought in life was to use his leadership to extract the maximum return from the fun, hilarity and violence which accompanied the following of Chelsea and England during the 1970s and ’80s.


When Steve got jailed he told me he was going to write a book. Despite offers after his release it never materialised, so ten years later I caught a plane to Manila on the off-chance of getting him to let me write it. The next day we sat down in a beach bar and Steve started relating his story to me. Some of what he told me was so incredible it was hard to believe; some was easy because I knew the faces as well. We aimed to tell the truth about football hooligans. In the end I believe I have told an incredible story of the courage of one man against adversity, the battle for hearts and minds, and the real story of the football hooligan era which we all survived.


The following story is written in Steve’s ‘voice’, as it was told to me by the man himself.


Colin Ward, July 1999




INTRODUCTION


And ye shall hear of wars and rumours of wars, see that ye be not troubled, for all these things must come to pass but the end is not yet … for Nation shall rise against Nation and Kingdom against Kingdom … then shall they deliver you up to be afflicted and shall put you to death … but he that shall endure unto the end, he shall be saved.


Matthew 24: 6–13


This book is not a history of violence at football, nor is it a tale of police wrongdoing. This is the true story of events that got out of control, about lads who set out to enjoy themselves somehow getting lost in other people’s desire to make a name for themselves.


We live in an increasingly monitored world. There are closed circuit television cameras wherever we turn, in shopping centres, motorways, shops and offices. People are encouraged to inform on other people in TV programmes like Crimewatch and billboard posters scream out a message to telephone and inform on a drug dealer or a social security cheat. We are told where we can smoke and how, if we do, it will harm our health or ultimately kill us. Conform or face the consequences.


Back in the days when going to the match was a great adventure for young adolescents who suddenly discovered football and comradeship, and was open to anybody with 10 shillings in his pocket, there were no boundaries and the devil took the hindmost in the pursuit of fun. Suddenly, society saw a phenomenon that was outside the closed loop of control exercised so effectively by the ruling classes.


Small wonder that many people now want to understand what really went on at football and how our ad hoc but nevertheless well-defined culture so frightened those in higher authority that they needed all their powers to control it. In the end it was only their supreme arrogance which spared us, but when the authorities go to war there are always casualties. Nobody ever spent nights worrying after a bout of terrace skirmishing, yet some of those fans affected by the establishment actions still bear the mental scars today. Perhaps this book will help to prevent any further miscarriages of justice against football fans.


But I don’t think so.
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HEYSEL UPON US


I’d read of our heroes, and wanted the same,


To play my own part in the patriot game


Irish ballad


In 1984, Liverpool played AS Roma in the final of the European Cup. The match was played in the Olympic Stadium in Rome, which also happened to be the home of AS Roma. Those Liverpool supporters who declined to be bussed in and out of the city by a force of 5,000 police were subjected to a terrifying ordeal of systematic brutal attacks by the Roman ultra thugs. One Liverpool fan foolish enough to walk the streets alone, thinking he was a gentle tourist, was viciously and repeatedly stabbed and lay close to death for many weeks, eventually returning home to England never to be the same person again. The Roma fans had done the same to a Gothenburg fan earlier in the tournament. A group of Swedes were ambushed and ran but one fell, and the last thing his friends saw were the repeated slashing and stabbing movements of frenzied fans. He died on the operating table.


Twelve months later, Liverpool again reached the final of the European Cup, where they faced another Italian club, Juventus. The same system that had seen an Italian club awarded a European Cup final on their home ground now deemed Brussels’ Heysel Stadium fit to host this match. Heysel, when it was built, was probably a modern safe stadium; now, in 1985, it had become a crumbling relic with rotten, rust-eaten fences; open cracked concrete terraces eaten away by years of frost, and rickety perimeter walls ready to fall down which anybody without a ticket could scale to gain entry. It had been that way for many years, yet nobody had bothered to check on its worthiness to host a match expected to attract a sell-out crowd, with more outside clamouring for tickets. Liverpool fans would be coming there with anger in their hearts, caused by stories of Italians attacking their mates the previous year. Stanley met Roma salami and Stanley got sliced. Aye wack, those Eyeties are all blade merchants.


Heysel was going to have 50,000 people crammed inside on a warm May evening. Tales of Stanley in the cooked meat counter spread like wildfire on the terrace bush telegraph and the ferries leaving Dover, until every fan from Liverpool knew at least one story of their mates getting bushwhacked. As the Scouse invasion converged on the centre of Brussels, the salami stories sparked into life again. Liverpool fans being attacked by groups of young Italians with knives. At Brussels North station, the paranoia was hanging in the air.


‘There’s bleeding mobs of Italians going round slicing anybody with a red shirt on.’


‘That’s rubbish, that is.’


‘Yeah? Well if it ain’t true, then why are people telling the stories? Those Italians really worked it to us last time with their dirty great knives. We’re gonna be ready this time.’


Paranoia is paranoia, no matter how you bottle it. Hope and pray the bottle doesn’t smash.


UEFA had imposed segregation with a neutral zone but before kick-off it was obvious that this was only wishful thinking. Within that neutral zone next to the Liverpool sections was a large group of Juventus ultras. The Liverpool fans within had moved towards the comfort zone of the dividing fence looking for a transfer into their own section but that didn’t stop a small group being attacked by a larger group of Italians just before kick-off. One lad ran over to the fence pleading for help from the huge contingent of Liverpool fans.


‘Come on, lads, they’re doin’ us!’


Fear was in his voice. The dread that they’d be left at the mercy of the vicious Italians. His pleadings went up an octave as terror and adrenaline combined.


‘Help us!’


Young Stanley and the rest of those on the Liverpool side of the fence reacted with fury. Full of anger and Belgian lager after a serious seven-hour session, they were never going to walk away or call for the police to sort it out. The boys will sort this one in a drunken charge. Sort this out the way disputes should be sorted out – the English way.


‘Come on! Are we gonna let them humiliate us? Are we gonna let them Eyeties do us again? Let them do fellow Liverpool fans while we stand and watch?’


Arms were waved. The harder lads, ace faces, front-line terrace punchers, surged over or were beckoned over. People looked around for faces who would be prepared to go over the fences and go in first. It took a few minutes but once the Scousers got their act together, they led a charge to help their mates. Hands against the mesh, pushing, shouting, rocking. Police whacking their hands, making them let go with pain. Soon hundreds were rocking the fence. Only six police officers stood between them and the Italians. The police were frightened.


‘Take the fence down! Do the Italian shits! They’re doing us again!’


The roar of the charge came up from the throats. A roar of anger, one of grinding teeth and pent-up aggression. The Italians beckoned them forward, cockily holding their hands out and gesturing with their fingers because there was a fence and a line of riot police.


‘It’s their main firm. Come on, let’s have it! Are we gonna have it or what?’


‘You bastards! You’re gonna cop it, you shitbags.’


First one, then another, up close to the fence, close enough for the Italians the other side of the thin police line to smell the anger and hatred. The rusty metal groaned and bent over the concrete as it was rocked to and fro. Then a surge from behind.


‘Go, go, go! Come on, come on! Do the shirtlifters!’


People pushed from the back into others simply finding themselves on the front line. There is a stage when part of the crowd is reluctant, but there comes a point where it becomes one and the charge is inevitable. The Italians stood looking tough and resolute, still hitting prostrate Liverpool fans, as the fence and the line of police guarding them seemed to be holding firm. Desperately the fans pushed at the fence until the point where, in its flimsy, rusty condition, it gave way. The Liverpool fans surged forward over the fence and between its concrete pillars. The dam had burst and like sea washing away sand, the charging fans went through the police line, which melted away in terror, to punch the Italians in a mad frenzy and exact revenge.


Reasoning had departed. Over the mesh they trampled with clenched fists, punchers wanting action. Fear and loathing in equal amounts, this was their moment: ‘Avenge Rome.’ Here comes Stanley and wack. Across went one Scouser and nutted a young ultra right between the bridge of his nose and his eye socket. Those close enough heard the crunch of nasal bone being compressed and an eye-socket shattering. Blood squirted out over his friends’ designer labels. Now cool was fast being replaced by panic among the Italians. Where were their front-line boys? Those that hit the floor were kicked with real venom and then stamped on. Now it was Stanley’s turn to slice salami. The Italian ultras on the front line weren’t so tough now it was unarmed combat, eyeball to eyeball, fist on face – so they ran.


‘RUN! RUN! RUN!’ Panic in the Italian voices. Italian, an emotive language where panicky words come out faster than Anglo-Saxon. Now the hunters were the hunted. In their fear they pushed those in front of them out of the way as they desperately tried to escape. Huge gaps appeared on a previously packed terrace. Some Italians were caught by the Scousers, but the surge to get away created a wave of panic.


When a terrace crowd runs, it creates a rumble sound as those fleeing utter a noise which comes from within. Guttural and instinctive, an avalanche of sound, the rumble of hell on the move. Fearful air rapidly exits lungs trying to shout for help while 30,000 feet stamp at the same time, trying to keep upright against the uneven surface beneath their feet. Arms in front pushing, shoving – move, move, move, faster, faster, head half-turned to see how close behind the pursuers are, the eyes giving a manic full-moon madman look, the mouth twisted. Who or what is in front of them becomes unimportant, everything must just be pushed out of the way as fast as possible. Behind them is the terror of the unknown. When it’s a few on the move, it’s easy to stop. When the terrace is packed with thousands then the collective kinetic energy propelling that crowd forward is immense. Cattle stampeding towards a barbed wire fence springs to mind. In the case of a football terrace, the edge is a brick or concrete wall. The crowd propels itself forward until the mass of bodies squashes into a smaller space at the edge of the stadium, preventing the crowd progressing any further. An unstoppable force meets an immovable object but when thousands go forward in a human wave, something has to give. Usually among the squash of flesh the crunch of bone is heard, then the panic relents and calm is restored.


In Heysel’s case, frightened Italian flesh and bones met crumbling concrete, brick and mortar. Those near the edge of the terrace ran away from an unseen foe and were crushed up against a wall, which collapsed. Over and down they went, with the momentum of those behind still coming forward on top of them. In the chaos that ensued, 39 Italians were crushed to death while hundreds more were injured. The whole world watched as the event unfolded on prime time television, myself included. Back in England the watching masses recoiled in shock. Like the Vietnam war when it was broadcast into American living rooms, this was drama of a different kind.


And something or somebody had to be blamed.


Plenty of people saw it clearly. It was the English hooligans. Parliament the next day demanded retribution.


An empire had been built on the need to have someone be seen to walk down the road for a crime. At the helm of this English principle this clear May morning was Margaret Thatcher. In the Guardian, Eric Heffer, an MP representing Liverpool constituents, tried to shout above the parapet that the deaths had been caused by a wall collapsing and that there should not be a lynch mob as there might be reasons other than pure hooligan blood lust for the outbreak of trouble. But this voice was drowned out. This was England in full vengeful mode. From the Tolpuddle Martyrs onwards, England has never liked those who upset the established order.


Mrs Thatcher immediately set up a Cabinet committee. In England’s wars the first casualty is rational thinking and with Thatcher, propaganda was truth. Authority good, hooligans bad. The TV scenes had made her blood boil, so she would speak for everybody and nobody else had a view that counted. ‘Everything has to be done that needs to be done to bring football hooligans to justice.’ We’d heard it all before. In the dark recesses of power, people nodded because someone would be seen to pay for this. Authority good, hooligans bad. Bad football fan equals hooligan. Get hooligan, any bloody hooligan.


In the reports that followed blame was immediately apportioned.




One British supporter said that the ground was littered with British National Front leaflets, some overprinted by the British National Party with their address. One witness spoke of passengers on the boat crossing the Channel with National Front insignia singing songs of hatred and exhibiting violence.


Mr John Smith of Liverpool Football Club spoke of how six members of Chelsea National Front – skinheads with Cockney accents – had boasted to him of their part in provoking the violence and said that they seemed proud of their handiwork. Ex Liverpool manager Bob Paisley said that a man claiming to be a Chelsea fan had forced his way into the directors’ box. People stated they saw a party they observed as Londoners leaving Brussels North station carrying Union flags and having National Front and swastika tattoos. A contingent of men displaying National Front insignia on flags were supposedly seen moving around the terrace just before the main fighting erupted.





In Britain, there had to be an Official Enquiry, chaired by a learned judge, in this instance Lord Justice Popplewell. Britain’s great system of justice and order meant that the pronouncement of and apportionment of blame were seen to be fair and equitable. Now, at long last, the buck passing would stop because the Prime Minister had decided that the football hooligan gangs had gone too far. And those given the task of removing football hooliganism would be granted proper resources to get to the heart of this depravity. Priorities established, no more the operational inspector who regularly lost his men on a Saturday to some other task. No, this was right from number one, so nobody would touch this budget or cut men from this duty for something more vital. These hooligans had been cutting a swathe across the continent for years now destroying the country’s reputation, but England was powerless because the police had no authority to stop them. Now the order had been megaphoned through from Number 10, the Prime Minister who had used the law and the police to break the power of the unions. Maggie had defeated the miners when everybody said it was impossible; Maggie had shown the world that she alone would make a stand against everything that was wrong and corrupt in England and the world. Trades unions, Argie dictators. So a few football hooligans held no problems for her. Off-the-record lobby briefings to the newspapers told us what the establishment was thinking: ‘The tragedy at Heysel has hurt our standing in Europe. Never again do we want to see this on the TV. These people are not above the law because they are in a foreign country. These actions must be terminated. People want some action from this moment on – bodies brought before the courts.’


Very soon the initial clarion call to arms by Mrs Thatcher was translated into action. Some saw it as an intelligence matter, but the Chelsea boys were part of the Metropolitan Police jurisdiction so the Met would get first bite at the cherry. The Met Police had achieved results before, but the culture of football hooligans was new so there was no precedent.


Perhaps the briefing for the Fulham police was a formal one, or it may have had other ways of going down the chain of command. Whatever, they had picked good lads, the sort that England has always relied upon to help her through a crisis. These were good old British bobbies, the kind that Americans loved to be pictured next to as they patrolled the King’s Road. Somewhere in this highly charged rhetoric and Thatcher-driven results culture, Operation Own Goal was born. Exactly what went on during this period is unclear, but the pressure was on to gain a result. The orders were coming from the highest level and they demanded it. Results will be achieved.


Young police constables would be in the terrace front line, grimy station backstreets, or wherever the main protagonists did their worst. They would be gathering evidence against people they saw flouting the law every Saturday right in front of their eyes. They didn’t mind football fans having a good time, but these people were taking the piss. There was a determination to eliminate the vermin that had planned and executed the violent acts which had culminated in Heysel.


History would be the judge of who was really to blame for Heysel, but many a legend started out as an apocryphal story which gained a special life of its own as fact met fiction and intermingled in the course of time. Someone always knew of someone who’d told someone else the truth. And every football fan knows how much Scousers love a story. At the opening match of the 1985–86 season, following Heysel, the Liverpool programme featured numerous pictures of people whom the police wanted to trace, with an anonymous contact number. There was a rumour floating around that when one group of Liverpool lads were questioned by the police, they had stated firmly: ‘Aye, it were Chelsea. They were the Chelsea NF boys – they caused it. I saw them getting the boys fired up in and around Brussels North station. Them Chelsea boys that are always around when it goes ballistic with England. Right tasty cases, they are, carry shooters sometimes. Plus they know all the main racist geezers on the Continent, you know, Combat number crew.’


‘Combat 18.’


‘Yeah, that’s them. Really well organised. They were there waiting to have it with the Eyeties. Some of ’em don’t drink, just organise, point here and there. They rallied the boys inside near the fence then led the charge, they did. It was that Hickey and his mob. Everybody saw them.’
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IN THE SHED


Rejoice, O young man, in thy youth …


Ecclesiastes


In 1993, Bruce Springsteen was playing in Oslo at the end of May. Bruce, at the time, was a big earner for me. Unfortunately, England were playing in Oslo shortly after on 2 June. No worries, I’d move a few T-shirts then probably have a beer with the Chelsea boys over for the match, and perhaps catch the game on TV before moving on to Stockholm for the next concert. After all, business comes first. I was following Bruce, not England.


Having a few beers in Oslo demands millionaire status, so Saturday evening around 6pm found me sitting quietly in my hotel room when from nowhere came an almighty crash. Wood splinters flew everywhere. I looked up to see heavily armed police falling through the door wearing bullet-proof vests, then one blue-eyed boy with a fresh complexion in black fatigues and full body armour standing over me, pointing a sub-machine gun and shouting.


‘You are a very dangerous man. I will not shoot you there,’ he shouted, pointing the gun at my chest. ‘No, I will shoot you here to finish you,’ pointing at my head. Very polite, very Norwegian, I thought.


‘You’ve been watching too many Sly Stallone movies, mate,’ I said to him. Then one of them hit me with the butt of his gun on the side of the head, knocking me to the floor. They piled in.


‘Get down on the floor, you bad man!’


I remember lying face down, laughing that I hadn’t got this type of beating at any matches I had attended. Now the Norwegian special forces were giving me a kicking for watching Saturday evening Norwegian TV. They got the cuffs on me and dragged me to my feet, shouting at me all the while. As we burst on to the street, a small crowd had gathered.


‘Police brutality,’ I shouted before they threw me in the back of the van.


The van shot through Oslo surrounded by other police cars, sirens blaring. The noise was incredible.


‘Shit, these cuffs are tight.’


‘Shut up or else we will make you suffer.’


Down at the station, the senior officer informed me that they had received information from the British government that I was a violent football hooligan and I was in Norway to cause violence at the World Cup qualifier. (‘You are the most dangerous football hooligan in the whole world,’ was how they explained it.) Behind him stood a number of clean-shaven men with crisp green shirts. They all looked like Morten Harket from A-Ha. I tried to think of one of their hit records so I could hum it to wind them up.


‘You are here to cause serious trouble and disorder. What have you got to say?’


‘I am not here to watch the football. I am an amiable tourist and you are holding me illegally. Get some information, you fools.’


That shocked them, so they put me in the cells naked – but being Norway, they ensured that the temperature in the cell was correct. After all, they could not have a very bad, dangerous man catching a cold while in their custody. After two days and much talking, I was told I was being deported. Around two hours later, after a doctor’s examination of my wrists, I was summoned back to the desk to be informed that I was in Norway selling illegal merchandise which I was not paying Norwegian tax on. I was being deported for breaking Norwegian trading and tax laws. I told them that I wished to use the Norwegian judicial system to appeal. In the end they took me to the airport on the Tuesday afternoon and threw me out without stamping ‘DEPORTED’ on my passport.


Coincidentally, they decided to deport me in full view of the world’s media the morning after trouble in a bar involving some England fans. Amazingly, the world’s media had been tipped off about the time I was due to arrive in handcuffs at the airport. ‘Vicious hooligan deported for causing trouble before an England football match’ was flashed all over the world. Once I knew what flight I was travelling on I was allowed one telephone call, so I phoned Martin Lindley in Tunbridge Wells and told him to meet me at the airport with £300 in cash. At the departure gate, the world’s press were waiting to see this terrible hooligan.


‘I am an innocent businessman being victimised for trying to earn an honest crust. Steve Hickmott is innocent. Free Steve Hickmott,’ I shouted to the perplexed Norwegian reporters. I arrived at Heathrow, took the money from Martin and purchased a flight to Stockholm. Back to work. The press back in England were horrified, even more so when they telephoned my mother to be told that I had gone back to Scandinavia.


The headlines screamed out the following day, next to a picture of me at Oslo airport in handcuffs: ‘SUPERTHUG DEPORTED’. They wanted me hung, drawn and quartered. How could this man be allowed to get back on an aeroplane? Stephen Hickmott is a violent hooligan with a string of past offences, yet mocks police attempts to contain him by returning abroad immediately he is deported.


When the lads read that I’d been deported from Norway for non-payment of income tax, they called me Al Capone for the next six months.


September, 1998. From the King’s Head, Fulham Road, to the bars and jet-set surroundings of the Monaco seafront. Myself, Blackie, Sam, Mugsey and other assorted fans who’d travelled the long road with me. Only a few years ago, everybody was sitting in some grotty pub in Stoke-on-Trent where the courtyard outside the toilets had forty separate piles of dog turds. I know that for a fact because Kenny counted them all then came back into the bar with one tastefully arranged on a piece of paper to ask the landlord if he felt his dogshit was a candidate for the Turner prize. His logic was that some artist had made a wad of money from an old pile of bricks so perhaps this was art, because it certainly wasn’t hygiene.


Now, as we looked out across the harbour with the hundreds of gleaming yachts, we realised that Chelsea and ourselves had come a long way in the past decade. Once it had looked like we would be playing Hartlepool at Victoria Park in front of a few thousand die-hards. Now here we were sitting on the most famous waterfront in Europe waiting to go and watch Chelsea play Real Madrid in the final of the European Super Cup. Only last May we’d seen Chelsea win the Cup-Winners’ Cup in Stockholm. Now we wouldn’t have to listen to the fan class of 1971 telling us they were the best. We laughed as we drank the beer, which we topped up with supermarket takeaways – damn these south of France bar prices. Sam announced loudly to the bar that he was going for a meal in La Rascasse restaurant, because he’d seen it before during the Monaco Grand Prix and he’d heard that famous people frequented it. A chant went up as fans walked past. We raised our glasses to it.




We are the famous


The famous Chelsea.





‘Hickey! Oi, Hickey!’ shouted two guys as they walked past.


‘Oh, no!’ exclaimed Kenny.


‘Don’t look up, it’s Long Tall Dave and Crille,’ said Sam.


Too late. Over they bounded.


‘Oi, Hickey! Nice to be out and among the action, eh mate?’ enthused Dave, swaying like a pine tree in the wind, much the worse for drink.


‘Guess what happened to us last season?’ exclaimed Crille, like we were supposed to be excited.


‘Pray tell us, Crille, but don’t make the story last all day, the bars shut here at 4am,’ said Sam in a bored voice.


‘Well, we was in this cafe bar in Blackpool late last season after the match against Liverpool when we decided to send your pals at Fulham police station a postcard. As we were writing it, two undercovers came over and confronted us. “Don’t bother to send us silly postcards from Blackpool. Hickey sends us postcards from exotic places like Ko Samui, Thailand and Peru.” Top drawer, Hickey,’ slurred Long Tall Dave, then they staggered off, chanting.


I sniggered to myself. The postcard game had been going on for some time now. Usually I informed them that my stocks and shares were really flying. I always send them a reminder whenever the Footsie index breaks new heights. Many of the Chelsea lads had got involved in this game. One of the lads, Chubby Chris – a survivor and financial beneficiary of the Headhunters trial – owns a bar in Pattaya Beach, Thailand, and many people who come into the bar are introduced to the game by him. He requests they send a postcard from their travels mocking the Fulham police. I realised that I hadn’t sent them a card from Monaco. As I stood up to walk across the road to buy one, two men got up at the same time. Blackie immediately recognised them.


‘They’re from Fulham police station, I’ve seen them at matches hanging around the Swan. Look at that ugly, shifty bastard with the long hair, like he’s a trend setter.’


As I walked across the road they did their undercover following act, pretending they were in the movies.


‘Watch this, lads. See you in a few minutes.’


With that, I sprinted down a side street and up the road fifty yards and sat down outside a bar. Within thirty seconds, the two English police and four French had sprinted up the road after me. As they turned the corner, they were face to face with me.


‘Hello, boys, enjoying the sea air?’


Within seconds, in hot pursuit behind them were the waiters from the bar they had been drinking at, who thought these police were fans doing a runner. It was a pure French farce as the exasperated waiters berated the French police for not paying, while they shouted back, trying to explain what had happened without blowing their cover. The bar owners had been told to expect Chelsea fans to do a runner. For their trouble, they got two nations’ finest police recruits sprinting off without paying l’addition. That’s justice for you.


‘Rather undignified, don’t you think?’ I remarked to the other Chelsea fans who were laughing at the burlesque unfolding outside the bar. It was my turn to laugh because today I was in the ascendancy, not like Hong Kong in 1996 when the ruling British authority held me with the boat people, then deported me to Bangkok for conspiracy to start gangs. As if they didn’t have enough gangs of their own without pinning that on me.


The lads joined me then wandered over to the two English police.


‘What are you lot on? Didn’t you learn your lesson last time? Clear off and leave us alone,’ said Kenny. ‘Now I suggest that you walk up the road and make yourself scarce or else you might have a nasty accident.’


They looked embarrassed and stupid, not knowing what to do. Eventually they decamped two bars up and got on their mobiles, looking for instructions. The rest of their day was spent watching me have a great time sending every Chelsea fan across the road to introduce themselves to them. Their faces reminded me of the time when a vanload of them pulled up before a Spurs v Chelsea match while we were sitting at a pavement table. The smallest policeman we’d ever seen – just exactly how did you pass the height entry requirements? – jumped out.


‘You’re that Hickey, aren’t you? If you think you’re so hard, come and have a go at me!’ he shouted, holding his arms out like Tom Jones doing a cabaret act.


‘Grow up,’ I replied. ‘I’m far too rich to be scuffling around on the pavement with the likes of you.’


The police had to slink away to a cacophony of catcalls and wolf whistles. As I left for the match, I shouted over to them: ‘Go back and tell Fulham police that I’m here in my helicopter and my investments are riding high!’


As they watched us stride away towards the stadium, we tunelessly whistled and chanted the ‘Colonel Bogey’ theme at them. We could have been back in the Shed in 1970.


The careers teacher looked over the top of his glasses in an exasperated manner and summoned up every last bit of expression he could. So what had the careers teacher offered me? Working in a chicken factory or being a grave digger. Well, in life you sure do get offered some great choices.


‘Mr Hickmott, what exactly are your aspirations aside from that of being the number one Chelsea fan?’


‘What, like you mean aspiring to be somebody in Tunbridge Wells, Mr Disgusted writing to The Times? Or aspiring to own a three-bedroom semi, or perhaps to become a pillar of society like an estate agent and learn to lie to people so that I can sell them houses which need underpinning? Or perhaps a policeman and tell lies and get people hung for a crime they never committed?’


‘Hickmott, you are a bloody fool who will never make anything of himself. English society has created judicial systems and order in almost every part of the world. The history of the English-speaking peoples is one of glory and honour. Academically, you could be a contender – you know, A levels, university and all that, but what is the point in beating myself up? Now please leave my office.’


At least he was right about one thing. My aspirations at school were never much more than seeing Chelsea win the Football League. I was born in 1955, the year Chelsea last won the League. Now, along with the rest of the Shed, I sang that song with pride.




We’re gonna fight, fight, fight for Chelsea


Till we win the Football League


To hell with Liverpool


To hell with Man City


We’re gonna fight, fight, fight for Chelsea


Till we win the Football League





English middle- and upper-class people love to tell us that Klosters is good in winter and the Maldives or Monserrat is the summer location. We told the world that the best place to be at any time Chelsea played was our terrace.


Chelsea FC played at Stamford Bridge – even the ground was named after a famous battle when King Harold’s good old English boys whupped the Vikings. Like all grounds in England, there were terraces at each end behind the goals. Empty and soulless with metal crowd barriers – lifeless grey statues in a sea of tranquility, but on a Saturday afternoon barriers in a raging typhoon of emotive energy. One end usually covered to protect people from the elements.


Someone once described Chelsea’s covered end as looking like a shed and so the Chelsea Shed, especially the centre of it, became a mythical place for young Chelsea fans, like the centre of a wave for surfers. To an outsider it was just steel girders set in concrete, with an asbestos roof which didn’t even cover the whole of the terrace expanse, unlike other famous terrace areas. What the heck, get there early to get under the covered area so that your chanting echoed. The loudest sound in London. Two hours before kick-off, a seething mass of swaying youth and excitement. Pushing, shoving, cheering. Nothing made you prouder than to go into school on Monday and have somebody tell you that they had been in the seats with their dad and had heard the singing and, more importantly, it was the loudest singing they had ever heard. Last night of the Proms with attitude. All those twits at the Royal Albert Hall waving Union Jacks and singing ‘Land of Hope and Glory’. No pain, no gain, just singing for Britain and Empire, but with the Shed there was that hard outline of violence and the threat of working-class power in the air. The edge of the working class – the smell of sweat and toil, with the chance that there would be a confrontation at some time, something working-class boys liked. Twelve thousand geezers packed together, singing and shouting. Royalty in the Shed. We were kings for a day every Saturday afternoon we clicked through the Shed turnstile.




Reggae Reggae Reggae


Here comes Johnny Reggae


Johnny Reggae Reggae, lay it on me.





1970 was the time of the skinhead and nowhere else expressed the skinhead better than the Shed. The Shed was skinhead land, where the boys did the Moonstomp and chanted to the Harry J Allstars’ ‘Liquidator’. Every time the disc jockey announced ‘Liquidator’ on the tannoy, the cheers went up. When they died down, he said it was for Eddie and the boys from Streatham, or Vince and the chaps from Stockwell. Ace faces in the Shed, their leading of the passionate chanting and synchronised clapping silhouetted against the backdrop of Earls Court and Knightsbridge. In this harsh arena these lads were looked on almost as royalty – ironic considering the Royal Palace of Kensington was only two miles down the road, although we might as well have been on a different planet, we were so far apart.


There were better covered ends. The Liverpool Kop had been celebrated for many years for its wit and there was the notorious Stretford End of Manchester United, but the Shed was what people talked about when they mentioned Chelsea, even if the real chaps used to congregate on the section next to the away fans under the North Stand. ‘Come and have a go if you think you’re hard enough,’ we used to sing. Dressed to kill. Boots and braces. Then we’d sing at the North Stand.




North Stand, North Stand, do your job





Yeah, go do it. Get stuck into the away fans. Punch the crap out of them for daring to come and support their team down here.


Ben Sherman shirts. Levis rolled up to reveal the ubiquitous Doc Marten boots, known to the boys as DMs. Real high leg DMs with the bleached jeans. Lads talked about a new pair of DMs the same way those middle-class poofs talked about their new shiny Ford Cortina Mark 2, which had just come on to the market. And while they spent their Sunday mornings washing their cars or leaning over their garden fences talking about their latest perk or washing machine, we relived the excitement of what we’d done on Saturday afternoon. While we were in the Shed, we had real power – the power to change the way professional athletes went about their business. When 12,000 people instinctively know how to chant together at the same time without anybody waving a conductor’s stick, that is real people power. Not for us waiting for the first few lines of ‘Pomp and Circumstance’ before we launch into ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ at the beck and call of an orchestra. No, we were the stars; we called the tune because we made the tunes.


The players waving at us before every match. Talking to the papers about how the Shed spurred them on, even calling us an extra man on the pitch. How proud do you think that made us? Ten feet tall. Us singing their names for 90 minutes as if we had eaten the roof of the Shed and the asbestos had lined our lungs. Our chants, our players, making them acknowledge us with their waves, getting our curtain calls and bows before the match, not afterwards, because this is football and anything can happen in the next 90 minutes. Not like the poncy theatre where every performance is the same. Football wrote a different script every minute of the game. Shakespeare, Pinter, Miller, all of them could be locked in a room for ever but they couldn’t recreate that kind of drama, where dreams died in a second as one of our heroes missed an open goal or gave away a stupid penalty.


Peter Osgood, our centre-forward, a man with attitude in the way he walked, scoring a wonder goal.




Osgood Is Good, Osgood Is Good





Ronnie ‘Chopper’ Harris hacking players over.




Ronnie’s gonna getcha


Ronnie’s gonna getcha





We sang that whenever one of their players did something flash or fouled one of our better players. Then Ronnie would come charging in and crunch the player to the floor before trotting away pretending butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. Dave Webb at the back, waving at us like he’s one of us. Every player had his own song, culled from old standards the codgers listened to after their Sunday chats over the fence or from the new pop music that old people didn’t understand.


Not that the stadium as a whole could really fire up the players like other grounds, because Stamford Bridge was basically a soulless ground for atmosphere with the fans separated from the pitch by a greyhound track. Greyhounds, working men, Friday afternoon pay packets to be signed for, then to the pub or along to watch the dogs running around a track. A fiver on trap 5 to the flat cap bookie and plenty of verbal to the punters. Working men, dogs and football; upper classes, horses and polo. Having the working man’s legacy outside the pitch meant the singing had to be louder, so everybody looked to the Shed for the noise and passion because the roof would echo our songs. Standing in the middle, full-blooded, throat open, teeth-grinding singing, it felt so loud your eardrums would burst. So us working-class boys managed to overcome the lost volume effect from the rest of the ground and cheered louder, because lads together do that. It never loses the thrill for those who come to experience it, because once it’s got you, you’re hooked. Fashions come and go but this drug was all-powerful. Mates, DMs, two-tone suits, Fred Perry shirts, braces and cropped hair that made people frightened of us as we travelled the tube chanting for Chelsea. Later the fashions would change, donkey jackets replaced by designer labels, yet always the fans dictated the fashion because the football was the main focus.


British Rail Football Specials were the ultimate day out. Leaving early in the morning and dropping thousands of you in an alien town for next to nothing. No wonder the Tories eventually privatised the trains.


Football and trains stood hand in hand, almost as if the railways’ original strategic aim had been to transport thousands of noisy football fans. Diesel locomotives gently grinding to a halt as we jumped off to start running, or hung out of the doors chanting our team allegiance, looking to see where the locals were or what their station looked like. Bouncing along grey tarmac platforms, mob-handed, thousands of geezers on the main station concourse with sound-reflecting roofs, escalators underground through echoing tunnels and walkways built by Victorian craftsmen for just this moment. Hundreds sounding like thousands. Expectant football fans, worried mothers holding their children closer in the pushing throng. A gust of wind before the underground train whooshed into the station, drowning our shouts. On the front of the train, the end destination – suburbia coming to the Smoke. Wimbledon, Upminster, Cockfosters, the last two West Ham and Arsenal country. The train drivers used to see our joyous faces and always look solemn or worried. Opening doors precipitating a manic surge. Trains packed tight, a precursor to 90 minutes in the Shed, then pulling into Fulham Broadway with people pulling the door roughly open to gain an extra second, dashing out of the doors and bounding up the steps, running because they were so excited that they had to create more pressure. Once on the streets, more worried faces as Saturday shoppers were jostled noisily out of the way by youth. Coppers grabbing us out of the group, telling us to calm down or arresting others and throwing them into vans. On the trains, youth stared at the older generation. Men who’d fought for their country telling us how to behave. Look at those old faces. No energy, their vigour sucked out. Once, some silly old bastard gave us a lecture.


‘You lot wouldn’t have lasted 10 minutes on the parade ground. The Regimental Sergeant-Major would have had you crying for your mum.’


I remember looking at him contemptuously and telling him: ‘You stupid old git. What did you have to show for six bloody years spent slogging around Europe fighting the Krauts? Ten shillings and a demob suit. Then the man told you to get back in line like a good boy, and that’s what you did. Doesn’t that make you proud, eh!’


The old codger thought about it for a while then shut up and returned to his paper, because it was true. The rest of the world was old and inhabited by silly old gits, while we had discovered something that would bind us and make us famous. The rest of society was frightened of us because we had something that they couldn’t comprehend. Nobody could tell us how they used to do it because this was now and we had created it. We were history in the making. Every Saturday, Britain watched in awe while we attended football matches. The Beatles and the Rolling Stones had amused the ruling classes, pretending to be the new revolution, but they could control that by giving the Beatles an MBE or asking the Stones to appear at the London Palladium on a Sunday night, while the adoring masses watched on their television screens. Then at the end they all bowed to the established order. So Mick Jagger and Keith Richards refused to get on a revolving stage and got fined a fiver for pissing on a petrol station forecourt – so bloody what? Collectively, football fans pissed and trampled over front gardens every Saturday afternoon. Make the Beatles stand in line at Buckingham Palace like good little boys to receive a pat on the head from the Queen and a shiny gong. Stand in line, wack, be a good boy and have your badge which says you are now recognised as a Member of the British Empire. We never stood in line and we got our own MBE (More Beer ’Ere) every Saturday.


Trains pulled into stations and we ran the barriers, jumping over the turnstiles. When the silly gits shut the gates, we smashed ’em down.




Chelsea, Chelsea, Chelsea





Fruit and vegetable stands were pulled over in a collective V-sign to the rest of society. It wasn’t just us, it was groups of fans all over the country following their team. Their town, their allegiance. Britain had imposed itself on the rest of the world using the power of allegiance to the regiment. Agincourt, Rourke’s Drift, Waterloo, history was full of it. Now we were the new infantry. The Times said bring back conscription. Bollocks. The News of the World wrote that we should be banned from football grounds. The media idea was that hooligans weren’t real fans. Well, believe it or not, standing on cold, unyielding, loveless concrete in all weathers watching Chelsea go to the dogs week in, week out, marks you out for a Victoria Cross in my book. It wasn’t like we had a choice. Once you went through that gate and felt the power of the terrace, you were signed up for life. Only those who’d never experienced the thrill could say they didn’t understand the attraction. It reminded me of the journalist meeting the surfer and requesting he tell him about surfing.
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