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Prologue


It was on a spring evening in March 2016, in a pub on Horseferry Road after a House of Commons vote, when we finally shook hands on something we had been mulling over for months: to leave Westminster together, head north and build something different from the outside.


For us it was a momentous decision. When we were growing up, if someone had told us we would one day become Members of Parliament, we would have struggled to believe it. If they had followed it up by saying we would one day throw it all away and walk out of Parliament, it would have blown our minds.


This is the story of why we did it.


Although we were born just three miles apart on the outskirts of Liverpool, and had similar family backgrounds and formative influences, the paths that took us to Parliament were very different. One ran through the Falklands and the building sites of the North West; the other through the cloisters of Cambridge University and the connected world of London. Two completely different journeys reflecting the two worlds of Britain and the parallel lives people here lead. But they had the same starting point: a sense of injustice about the way our part of the country and its people are treated. Those paths eventually crossed in 2008, when Liverpool celebrated its year as European Capital of Culture. Having never met before, we ended up bumping into each other almost every week at the many events taking place across the city. It was a hushed conversation in Liverpool Anglican Cathedral in early 2009, as we waited for a delayed funeral to start, which was to change everything.


‘Just giving you the heads up,’ whispered Lord Mayor Steve Rotheram into the ear of Culture Secretary Andy Burnham. ‘You’re about to get an invite to the twentieth anniversary memorial service of the Hillsborough disaster at Anfield.’


From then on, two paths were one. We became utterly focused on what had brought us into politics in the first place: securing justice for our people and our place. Perhaps because of our different life journeys, we became quite an effective double act. However, it was the experience of taking our fight into the heart of the establishment, and the lid we lifted on the running of the country, which gave us clarity: the Westminster system was our problem and, in its current form, could never be our solution. It had created the conditions for injustices to go uncovered and the North–South divide to become so entrenched.


Head North is half-memoir, half-manifesto: the first part very much informs the second. We want to take you on our journey up to that 2016 handshake in the pub and through the eight years beyond, so that you can understand why we think and feel as we do and why, in the second half, we propose our ten changes for the country with the conviction that we do. You really do need to know that, if Peter Hain had not made a mistake with his election expenses, none of this would have happened and this book would never have been written. That is how random Westminster is. It is neither programmed nor structured to deliver the social change the country needs.


But Head North is also an invitation to join us. It is a prompt to anyone, in any part of the UK, who feels frustrated about the position the country is in, to do what we did: to move away from the mindset that Westminster is the only show in town and start thinking about what a different political system could look like; one built with the interests of your region or nation at its heart. Westminster remains an antiquated world into which degrees of democracy were introduced as the franchise was extended. But, fundamentally, it remains the same: a system built to concentrate power in the hands of the already-powerful and that much has not changed through the centuries. This over-concentration of political power in one place in too few hands is the main reason why Britain is one of the most politically centralised and economically unbalanced countries in the developed world. In our view, it is also the underlying explanation for more widespread failure.


As we write this, we can see evidence of a country that doesn’t work for most people all around us. Raw sewage in our rivers and on our beaches. Chaos on our railways. Energy bills beyond the means of ordinary people. We watch the dramatisation of the Post Office scandal on our TV screens; we read about the Infected Blood Inquiry – and all we hear are echoes of Hillsborough and a pattern that keeps on repeating.


Infrastructure that doesn’t work for anyone.


Injustices left standing for decades.


Inequality between people and places.


These things are no accident. They are the product of a political system that allows itself to be manipulated by powerful vested interests. It begs the question: how has it stood for so long?


One answer is divide and rule. As you will read, the government tried, without success, to separate Liverpool and Manchester in the middle of the Covid-19 pandemic. It is a time-honoured tactic with the establishment prepared to play public opinion against parts of the North of England, Northern Ireland, Wales or Scotland whenever it has suited them. They do it because they fear nothing more than the regions and nations uniting in common cause against a system that doesn’t have their interests at heart. So why don’t we do that?


Head North is a rallying cry for a more equal Britain. It proposes a ten-point plan to rewire the country, taking power out of the Westminster system and putting it into the hands of people and places across our islands. We hope it provides a platform around which people who vote for all parties, but feel the same as us, can coalesce, campaign and build a unifying movement for change. While we are aligned in our vision for the North and the country as a whole, our individual stories are of course very different. From this point on, the text will be split into two distinct voices. Steve’s voice will be set in bold text, while Andy’s voice will be set in non-bold text. Where we are speaking together, those sections will appear in italics, like this Prologue.
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Our Journey
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The Day That Changed Everything


I can remember exactly where I was, who I was with and what I was doing on the night of Friday, 14 April 1989. I was in the smoke-filled back room of the Cherry Tree in Culcheth with my brother, Nick, and friends John Hunt and Stephen Turner, drinking pints of Tetley’s bitter and Castlemaine XXXX and listening to ‘Panic’ by The Smiths, which always seemed to be playing on the jukebox. The Cherry is more of a gastropub these days but, back then, it had pool tables, a dartboard and a bloke who came around selling seafood out of a basket. Cockles always seemed like a good idea on a Friday night but never with a spinning head in the early hours of Saturday. On that particular night, I can remember how good it felt to be in the Cherry’s warm embrace. I was nineteen years old, home from university and enjoying some brief respite from a severe case of imposter syndrome which had been afflicting me during my first two terms at Cambridge University.


Culcheth is located halfway between Liverpool and Manchester. It became home because, a year after I was born in Old Roan near Aintree, my dad’s promotion within the old Post Office took him to Dial House in Manchester city centre. Not wanting to live all the way over there, mum Eileen and dad Roy randomly decided on Culcheth because Roy had once spent the day there working at the little telephone exchange over the road from the Cherry and liked the feel of the place.


Although Culcheth leant more towards Manchester than Liverpool, the back room was full, as usual, of people in Liverpool shirts. John’s uncle Roger, hero of the Kop and World Cup winner in 1966, had been born in nearby Glazebury and lived a couple of streets away from the Cherry, as did former Liverpool goalkeeper Tommy Lawrence, whose daughter Jayne I had once taken home to meet the family. To this day, they have never let me live it down. The Burnhams were the only match-going Everton family in an otherwise Liverpool-affiliated village.


On that warm April night, there was only one topic of conversation: the two FA Cup semi-finals to be played the next day with a simultaneous 3 p.m. kick-off. We would be travelling to Villa Park in Birmingham to watch Everton take on Norwich, while my friend Stephen (or Ste, as we all called him) was off to Sheffield to watch Liverpool play Nottingham Forest at Hillsborough, an exact repeat of the same semi-final from 1988. Among the excitement, there was already a note of anxiety.


‘I can’t believe they’ve put you in there again,’ I remember saying to Ste. ‘They’ meaning the FA and ‘there’ meaning the Leppings Lane end. You would often feel unsafe at football matches in the 80s but Hillsborough was the worst and we all knew it. ‘I know,’ he replied. He was nervous about it.


I had been going to watch Liverpool FC play since the age of eleven. Incredibly, I used to make my own way to Anfield at that age; nothing could stop me. I will never forget the smell as the ground neared. It was a heady blend of fried onions, hotdogs, Higson’s ale, cigarette smoke and flatulence. Then came the anticipation of climbing upstairs, and the excitement of walking out into the stadium, leaving behind the greyness of the gritty streets to be met with the vivid green of the hallowed Anfield turf. As a youngster, I would watch matches in the legendary Boys’ Pen, a section of the ground where lots of young lads would congregate before they were old enough to transition into other parts of the stadium, although some of them would find clever ways to climb up into the adult sections. The kids in there were tough and the cage had fencing and barbed wire all around it. But it was cheap at about 30p a ticket, with a great atmosphere. This is where I fell in love with the beautiful game.


As I got older, I started to follow the team home and away. I was fortunate enough to witness some of the greatest moments in our rich and storied history. I watched us win our first European Cup and an array of domestic silverware. I saw legends like Kevin Keegan and Kenny Dalglish at their magisterial best. I visited grounds across the country and abroad I’d only ever seen on TV. It was a hell of a ride. By the time I was a young man, going to watch Liverpool home and away was a huge part of my life. Even my meagre weekly income of £16.50 didn’t stop me.


At the time, I was working on building sites. I had to make sure I had earned enough money each week to help my mum out, go for a night out with my mates and go to the match at the weekend. If a new Jam record was due for release, then it was essential I had enough to purchase it on the very day it was out. And, of course, I had to be able to buy the right clothes because matchday fashion was a big deal, particularly in Liverpool. Even though me and my friends didn’t have a lot of money, we would save up to make sure we had the latest T-shirts made by Fred Perry, Sergio Tacchini, Lacoste and Fila, smart jeans and the obligatory Adidas trainers. You wanted to look good at the match. It was as important as the bands you followed. Because Liverpool were perennially in European competition, those that travelled abroad would return with the latest European fashions. They were the real stand-outs on the terraces.


In April 1988, a year before the disaster, some friends and I went to watch Liverpool play Nottingham Forest in the semi-final of the FA Cup at Hillsborough Stadium, the home of Sheffield Wednesday. The same cup competition, the same stage and the same stadium. It was a horrible experience. We had made our way into the Leppings Lane end of the ground, through the infamous tunnel and into the central pens. It quickly became uncomfortably packed full of Liverpool supporters. With me on the terraces that day was a friend called Donnie. He was a strapping bloke from the Royal Navy who was covered in tattoos. I had been working on building sites for a decade at this point so I was pretty fit and strong myself. Despite that, both of us were regularly lifted off our feet during the match, unable to control our own movements. Occasionally, we pinned our knees painfully against a metal barrier to try to avoid the pressure from the crowd behind us. It was grim and dangerous.


I had been in the central pens of the Leppings Lane end the year before to watch Everton play Sheffield Wednesday in a third round FA Cup game. It was two days after my eighteenth birthday and a surprise second interview at Cambridge, having spectacularly failed the first at St Catharine’s College and been scooped up out of ‘the pool’ by Fitzwilliam College.


The afternoon of 9 January 1988 remains the worst I have ever spent at a football match. I don’t remember much of the action. I spent the entirety of the second half with my eyes fixed on the back of my dad’s and younger brother John’s heads, desperate not to lose sight of them in the crush. I had my chest pressed up against people, struggling to breathe at points, just desperate for it to be over. Peter Reid’s eighty-first-minute equaliser only made matters worse. As we walked out of the ground, my dad did something that day that I had never seen him do before and never have since: he sat down on the kerbside to recover his breath.


So, nobody in the Cherry Tree on the evening of Friday, 14 April 1989 could understand why this stadium had again been chosen by the FA, with Liverpool supporters in the same section of the ground where they had experienced problems the year before and which we all knew to be dangerous.


It was a lovely spring morning on the 15th and a group of us met at the Carters Arms pub in Kirkby, not far from where I lived, ready to get on the coach to Sheffield. There were about fifty of us and the atmosphere was great. I was twenty-seven years old. On that day, we were all full of optimism. Everyone was having a beer, playing cards, telling jokes and singing songs. We were buzzing for the match and knew we had a very good chance of beating a strong Nottingham Forest side, with the potential of then meeting Everton in an all-Merseyside FA Cup Final.


Liverpool were frequent visitors to the twin towers of Wembley for finals so travelling to big football matches, surrounded by friends, was about as good as it got. I loved every second of it. The weather continued to improve as we travelled, turning from a bright morning into a balmy afternoon as we arrived in Sheffield. We got off the coach and walked up the road towards the stadium. We had visited just the year before when we’d beaten Nottingham Forest in that year’s semi-final, so we knew what to expect. We were in a celebratory mood, contrary to what others would later claim. The previous year we had been stopped by stewards and had our tickets checked. But that didn’t happen this time. No one checked anything.


It was bright and breezy as I set off with my dad, Roy, and brothers, Nick and John, for the M6 junction at the Thelwall Viaduct and the straightforward drive down to Villa Park, a ground you can see from the motorway. We had beaten Sheffield Wednesday there three years before and had spent the journey listening to an obscure indie band called The June Brides on the car stereo. When it came to Everton, we were a superstitious lot and insisted on a repeat performance, despite my dad’s protestations of not wanting to listen to ‘that shite’ again.


In the mid-80s, Everton were arguably the best team in Europe and, although we had dropped off a little by 1989, we still had good players like Pat Nevin and Tony Cottee. On the journey down, we were unusually optimistic about our chances. We were facing a weaker team in Norwich and were confident of getting a chance to take our revenge in a second all-Merseyside FA Cup Final.


We met my uncle Roger, who lived in the Midlands, in a pub on the outskirts of Birmingham. We stood outside in the fresh spring air, enjoyed a quick pint of Banks’s in a plastic glass and then started our walk to Villa Park – a classic semi-final ground whose playing surface, I reminded everyone, I had invaded with joy three years before when a Graeme Sharp volley hit the net.


As we approached the stadium, things didn’t feel right. I had been to a lot of football matches but this was different. Usually, queues formed feeding the turnstiles with a steady flow of fans, but people were just milling about without any recognisable organisation from South Yorkshire Police. We were standing in the area outside the stadium and not moving at all. As other supporters joined behind us, it became crowded, tight and claustrophobic. Occasionally, a police officer on horseback would bark out instructions to try to get people into some sort of order. But it was difficult to hear anything with the huge numbers now congregated and impossible to move freely. It was getting close to kick-off and people were asking what on earth was going on. The few mounted police officers in black coats were forcing us in one direction or another but we couldn’t move. The turnstiles weren’t coping with the throng and were processing just a trickle of the thousands stuck outside. We were about twenty yards from the turnstiles but pinned into position. People’s reactions started to turn from just being annoyed to getting quite anxious.


I struck up a conversation with some lads who were standing near to me about the chaos. I asked them which part of the ground they were in. They had two tickets for the Leppings Lane end and one for the West Stand Upper. My own ticket was for the Leppings Lane and, having experienced that place the year before, I wasn’t thrilled about being in there again. I asked the lads if they wanted to swap tickets so they could all be together and they agreed. I took the one ticket for the stand. At least I’ll have a seat, I thought.


The intense claustrophobia we were feeling then suddenly lifted. The concertina gate at the side of the stadium had been opened and people started to flock through it. It was such a relief as I felt fresh air and space. I walked in with a few minutes to go until kick-off and saw the tunnel that took people down to pens three and four. I found my way upstairs to my seat in the West Stand Upper, where I was about sixteen rows back from the front. Everything appeared to be back to normal: fans were finding their seats to get the best possible view, as the noise levels, pre-match atmosphere and anticipation grew. There was a wall at the front of the upper tier and I instantly started to notice a few people being pulled up from the terrace below. I thought nothing of it. This used to happen on occasions at matches as people climbed up to be with their mates. But then I noticed more and more people being helped up. Something was different.


The match at Villa Park was going to plan. Everton were 1–0 up at half-time after a scrappy goal from Pat Nevin. We were comfortably in control and the blue half of the Holte End was in good voice. But within minutes of the second half starting, it fell eerily silent. A message had flashed up suddenly on the old scoreboard: ‘Six dead at Hillsborough’. It makes me shiver to think of it now. A chill whipped around the stadium and I felt a sickness in my stomach, instantly recalling our own experiences in the Leppings Lane end the year before. My thoughts turned to the lads I had been with in the Cherry Tree the night before, particularly my close mate Ste. The second half of the match became something of a blur, as rumours circulated of rising casualty numbers. We just wanted to get out and find out if our friends at Hillsborough were still alive.


I could now see people climbing over the fences that caged them into the pens below us but still didn’t appreciate the unfolding tragedy just yards away due to our elevated position. The next thing we saw was the referee calling both teams off the pitch. I was still a bit confused as to the extent of the situation. Then a child who had managed to climb onto the pitch suddenly collapsed in front of us. This is when I knew something terrible was happening beneath us. More and more people started to get onto the pitch or were being lifted up into our section from below. We could see Liverpool fans using the advertising hoardings to carry fans who were injured across the pitch, while many of those charged with crowd safety stood idly by.


There was an announcement from the managers of the two teams, Kenny Dalglish and Brian Clough, that the match had been abandoned. By now, the whole pitch was a sea of frantic activity as Liverpool fans fought to assist the injured and the dying. It was so surreal. People started to leave the ground. The next thing I knew, as we made our way down the stairs, was merging with those that had been in the Leppings Lane. I could see their faces were contorted with pain and horror at what they had experienced or witnessed. Some were saying: ‘There are people dead in there.’ Somebody outside the ground had a transistor radio and there were reports that people inside the ground had in fact died. A cloud of collective gloom overcame us. I was having conversations with people I had never met before about an unimaginable tragedy.


There were no mobile phones in those days so everyone was relying on people with small transistor radios for information. It came in fragments and it was agonising. When the referee blew the final whistle, there were no scenes of jubilation like we had seen at other Everton semi-finals in the 80s. Instead, we silently streamed out of the stadium and headed back to our car. I remember crossing paths on our way out with ITV commentator Jim Rosenthal. He was saying in some distress to a colleague: ‘I can’t believe it, I can’t believe what’s happened, it’s terrible.’ If our mood wasn’t sombre enough, it was completely black by that point.


As we exited the Hillsborough Stadium, there was a road full of terraced houses and already they had queues forming outside them. The people of Sheffield had thrown their doors open and were allowing the Liverpool fans to call loved ones back home to let them know they were safe. The fans were leaving a bit of money in their homes to say thank you, but the woman whose phone I used wouldn’t take it from me. She just wanted to help. I phoned my mum. ‘Mum, I’m fine, but something terrible has happened at the footy.’ I also told her that I had just bumped into two brothers, Darryl and Scott, who lived near us. ‘Can you tell Doreen [their mum] that I’ve seen them and that they are safe?’ To the day she died, Doreen thanked me every time she saw me for passing on the message that her kids were alive. She said it was the greatest news she had ever received in her life.


We travelled back from Birmingham in silence listening to BBC Sports Report as, slowly but surely, the full horror of what had happened became clear. We felt powerless; there was nothing we could do to help. We just sat and listened. I can remember feeling utterly despondent on that journey back to Culcheth and a million miles from the Cambridge I had left weeks before. In those days, after a big win, you would expect to see a lot of fellow supporters on the motorway, hanging out of car windows and sounding their horns. There was none of that on this journey home. There was just a pall of gloom over the car and radio reports getting worse by the minute. I can recall hanging onto every word of broadcasters John Motson and Pat Murphy. They were already reporting some confusion about the circumstances in which a gate had been opened, with police sources claiming it had been forced and supporters saying it had been opened by police. Even at this early stage, the battle for the truth was well underway.


By this point of the 80s, we had become used to people thinking the worst of us. It felt like the city of Liverpool was under siege for most of the decade. When Liverpool played Everton in the first all-Merseyside FA Cup Final in 1986, and the second in 1989, I can remember the profound emotion I felt when both ends of the old Wembley Stadium joined in a chorus of ‘Merseyside, Merseyside’. They were unforgettable acts of defiance towards an establishment, represented by those in the Royal Box, which had viciously turned against the people of one of England’s biggest cities.


When we finally got home, the first thing I did was phone the house of my friend Ste. His mum answered in a desperate voice: ‘Stephen, Stephen, is that you, are you OK?’ I hung up straight away, ashamed that I hadn’t thought it through properly and added to her distress. I shuddered as I thought of all the parents sitting by the phone like Ste’s mum.


My brothers and I didn’t know what to do with ourselves so we headed back to the Cherry Tree and holed up there, waiting for our friends to come back. They arrived in dribs and drabs, like lost souls, dead behind the eyes.


The journey home to Merseyside was the polar opposite of what we had experienced on the way out to Sheffield. We sat quietly on our coach, listening to the radio as reports were coming through about what had happened at the match we had just attended. Every time someone came on the radio with an update, the number of dead had increased and it just kept going up. It started in single figures and grew and grew. We couldn’t process it all. Never in our worst nightmares would we have believed that the number would eventually rise to ninety-six, and now ninety-seven.


I kept thinking about the lads I had swapped my tickets with. I didn’t know their names and I will probably never know if they got out of that stadium alive. It is a very hard thing to think about. I understand what people mean when they talk about survivor’s guilt.


We got back to the Carters Arms and it was one of the first times I ever remember seeing lads hugging each other and showing real emotion. It just wasn’t something that Northern men did in those days. That day was an exception. Others who had seen the horrors of the Leppings Lane end up close were recounting what they had witnessed in agonising detail. I remember eventually getting home and seeing my mum for the first time. She just gave me a massive hug. My dad – who was not big on emotional displays – hugged me too when he next saw me. He died shortly after the Hillsborough disaster. It is a day that will always be with me.


For Andy and me, everything leads to and from Hillsborough. It was an event that shaped us both as people and as politicians. The disaster was not just an appalling tragedy. It was entirely man-made and one which the powers-that-be, the establishment, fought tooth and nail to cover up. The treatment of those fans and their families on that day, and in the decades since, represents a pivotal example of how the structures of power in this country do not work for ordinary people. In some cases, like this one, they actively and shamefully work against them.


It was our first taste of an indisputable reality: that not every life in our country is equal and some are worth much more than others. Our experiences on that terrible day and in the years that followed played an enormous role in our lives, our careers, our friendship and our eventual decision to leave Westminster and try to shape something better from the outside. For us both, it all comes back to Hillsborough and it always will.
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Growing Up in Granadaland


I am one of eight siblings. My mum always used to say I was the middle one because I’ve got twins older than me, so was the fourth of seven pregnancies. Growing up in Kirkby on Merseyside, I don’t think I realised at the time the level of the poverty around us. My family were from Anfield but our house was knocked down as part of the slum clearance programme taking place in Liverpool at the time. We were moved to a new town on the outskirts, which is now part of the Knowsley borough. We were promised some sort of new utopia, with houses that had an inside toilet and front and back gardens. But it wasn’t quite the case. We were raised in a bottom maisonette with just three bedrooms. We didn’t have a lot and I would never go to bed with a full stomach. I was often hungry, but I wouldn’t say I was ever starving. There was usually some bread and jam or bread and dripping to tide me over. Another favourite were sugar butties, although they are not recommended for healthy teeth.


My mother Dorothy was a very intelligent woman. When she was at school, she and her brother both had the opportunity to get a scholarship to continue their education. But, because she was the woman and he was the man, he got to take it and she didn’t finish her schooling. That always rankled with her. When she was in her late sixties and early seventies, she went back to college to do A levels. I think she just wanted to prove she could do it.


We didn’t have much money but one thing we did have in our house in abundance was unconditional love. My mother had limitless reserves of love and my siblings and I were brought up in a home where we were always treated as the most important people in the world. Mum dedicated her life to the eight of us and I think it is down to her that we went on in our diverse careers and all did well for ourselves. We are the people we are today because of the values she espoused. Those principles she instilled in all of us were genuine socialist values and they have stayed with us all to this day. All eight siblings have always stayed close-knit and we regularly get together and still get on well. We’re really lucky in that respect.


My parents got divorced and I think politics had a significant part to play in the marriage breakdown. My dad, Harry, was a forklift truck driver and a local Labour councillor for the Kirkby area. He was out at the local Labour club every night of the week as he was the master of ceremonies there. If he got paid £10, half would go to my mum and the other half would go over the bar to the club. Obviously, he would end up having a few pints every night he was there. It was one of the reasons I think eventually they didn’t stay together, but there were a multitude of other factors.


We have always been a close-knit family. My childhood, while fairly ordinary by the standards of the 70s and 80s, was also wonderful in every way. Our lifestyle was modest, and we never had a family holiday abroad, but we didn’t want for anything.


Neither my dad, Roy, nor my mum, Eileen, went to university. But both could have done if they had grown up in a different time and in a different place. Their knowledge of that fact seemed to make them all the more determined that their three sons would go. But that did not make them pushy parents in any way. Their approach was one of quiet encouragement and confidence-building. Our family home in Culcheth was always full of music, life, laughter, love and support. Perhaps you would expect nothing less if your mother was an original early-60s ‘Cavern Girl’ like ours.


Our home needed to be a fortress given what was going on outside of it. Growing up in the 70s and 80s in ‘Granadaland’, a nickname given to the North West because of our strangely named ITV region, it was hard not to pick up the subliminal message that we couldn’t aspire to be very much. All around us, industry was in decline and jobs were going at an alarming rate.


Alan Bleasdale’s television show Boys from the Blackstuff caught the mood of the times. I can’t tell you what an impact it had on us. We used to watch it every week as a family and my brother, Nick, and I would ask whether things were really like that for people in Liverpool. The rawness of it all, and the injustices it captured, planted the first political seeds in my mind. It was the first TV programme to portray the decline of the North of England under the Thatcher government – a theme that would grow over the decade – and remains one of the most powerful depictions ever made of the desperation and loss of dignity that comes with unemployment. One episode sticks in my mind. ‘George’s Last Ride’ followed an old docker living out his last days and, as he was pushed in his wheelchair around a derelict Albert Dock, he reminisced about the past grandeur of the Liverpool waterfront. I remember turning away from the screen to see the tears streaming down my mum’s face. Her dad, Jimmy, had worked on those docks as a lorry driver for Tate & Lyle, as had our Irish ancestors before him. It was painfully close to home.


I left school at sixteen. I wasn’t forced to but maybe it was expected. At that stage, with eight mouths to feed, there was just the unwritten understanding that, when you were old enough, you would go out and earn some money to bring home. I wanted to play football for a living but wasn’t ever good enough, although I did play a decent standard and formed friendships with teammates that have lasted until this day. I distinctly recall my careers adviser telling me rather plainly that my options at the age of sixteen were to go into the army or onto building sites. My brother had served in the army, so I didn’t fancy following in his footsteps. In any case, I had always been good with my hands, so I opted for the latter.


Being a young man in Liverpool during the late 70s was very difficult. The city’s docks and manufacturing industries had gone into a rapid decline and work was scarce. It was a tough time to be on building sites too, with scant regard for health and safety, and bosses who would sack you if you put one foot wrong. At one point, I was working on a huge project in St Helens and there was a dispute with the electricians over pay. They all went on strike. Obviously, no one would cross the picket lines but, as a young apprentice, I was expected to go in and work. I said there was no chance as I would never cross a picket line. The company threatened to sack me. We had a mass meeting on the building site where, unbelievably, management were present. They told me and this other lad that we weren’t allowed to vote on the proposed industrial action because we were apprentices. Inevitably I ignored it and put my hand up to vote for strike action right in front of company spies. I knew I would be targeted by the bosses, but I felt I had to do it; it was in my blood from an early age.


It was a terrible time. The decline of the once prosperous docks in Liverpool, partly because they weren’t designed for the rise in larger container ships, and the soaring unemployment in the city meant that I had to travel anywhere there was work. I would jump on the train to head off to London and places all over the country because there was literally no work in Liverpool – nothing. On one occasion my mum gave me one pound to put petrol in the car so that I could drive to St Helens, Widnes and other nearby towns asking if any sites were looking for bricklayers. We couldn’t find anything. It was all pretty desperate. Andy has already mentioned the seminal television series Boys from the Blackstuff about the impact of unemployment on Northern communities. Well, it was very true to life at that time for us. I do, however, hate the Giz-a-job references … In London there was work everywhere. Every building site I would turn up at would be full of Scousers, Mancunians and Geordies. People had to migrate away from their cities just to make a few quid. Just to try and survive. At one point my search for work – and maybe my search for something a bit different – took me as far away as the Falkland Islands. In 1981, I found myself working close to where the riots had taken place in Toxteth on a civil engineering project to widen the arterial road as far as the Albert Dock, which at that time was derelict and being used as a compound to store plant and machinery. One day, in 1982, the foreman came to speak with me while I was down a manhole repointing the brickwork. He said that the company was looking for tradesmen to work in the Falklands and, if I was interested, to let him know. The Argentinians had recently surrendered and there was the need to reconstruct the roads in Port Stanley due to war damage. Despite now being on a full wage as a time-served bricklayer, I thought it could be an opportunity to save some money as I’d always fancied starting my own business. That weekend, I was playing football and was telling some of the lads in the changing rooms that I was thinking of working away in the Falklands. One of my mates, John, said: ‘Ask if they are looking for plumbers.’ So on the Monday when I was back in work, I spoke with the foreman and he confirmed that they were. Within weeks, we had completed the application process, medicals and all sorts of administrative faff and found ourselves at RAF Brize Norton bound for the Ascension Islands in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean.


We flew on a VC10 with the seats facing backwards. So it was an interesting take-off to say the least. From there, we were transported by helicopter to the SS Uganda, which had served as a hospital ship throughout the conflict. It took ten days until we eventually docked in Port William and Port Stanley. Tensions between the UK and Argentina were still heightened so everything had to be blacked out. We lived aboard a freight ship in the bay for a few weeks until our temporary accommodation could be transported by barge close to where we were to construct a workers’ village on the outskirts of Stanley. We lived under the threat that there might be an Exocet missile attack on shipping in the harbour, much of which was whipped up by the many friends we were now making in the armed forces who thought it was a good idea to scare the shit out of us.


I was there for eight months in total. I was twenty-one, and thought of it as an adventure, but it turned into a hard slog with little to do for entertainment and constant work demands. A few of us borrowed a Land Rover and visited famous landmarks where fierce battles had taken place, such as Mount Tumbledown and Two Sisters, although we had to be careful where we went as there were fenced-off sections due to landmines. I saw first-hand the Argentinian positions that British forces had taken. There were uniforms, toothbrushes and shaving equipment placed exactly where they had been left by the Argentinian troops who had fled or surrendered. There were lots of bullets, guns and armaments abandoned during the battles that ensued. The weather was extreme, and sometimes it was too cold to lay bricks, so I ended up helping my mate John to unfreeze pipes to get the water running on site. We could experience four seasons in one day. While I was being updated about how sunny things were back home, the long hot summer just passed me by.


There was no television and the only radio stations were the Falkland Islands Broadcasting Station or the British Forces Broadcasting Station. There were three pubs that non-locals could frequent and not much else to do, although they did have a football pitch which we were able to use once. If you wanted to call home, you had to book a telephone slot in advance with a company called Cable & Wireless, who not only charged a fortune for the call but also listened to it as they were all monitored. It was a miserable existence. I couldn’t wait to return home to the place and the people I loved.


Looking back, I think it was impossible not to become political then if you lived in the North. In Liverpool, we thought that the Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, was the devil incarnate. The city was facing huge economic and social challenges in terms of mass unemployment and social unrest, and the government’s policies were a big part of those problems. I would say many of Liverpool’s issues could be traced back to the doorstep of 10 Downing Street. It felt contrived. Thatcher knew that the policies she was pursuing, and the decimation of certain industries, would see Northern areas suffer most. She was happy for our city, and places like ours, to be collateral damage in her pursuit of right-wing dogma. In some areas, she wiped out the miners and their communities. Liverpool became a particular target for her and her egregious government.


It later became known that Thatcher’s Chancellor, Geoffrey Howe, had urged the Prime Minister to abandon Liverpool to a fate of ‘managed decline’ after the Toxteth riots in 1981. He said the government shouldn’t spend money on the ‘stony ground’ of Merseyside. Thankfully, Michael Heseltine stepped in and started to champion the city. But those words were incredibly damaging and show how the most senior members of Thatcher’s government felt about Liverpool. They weren’t just indifferent to its suffering; they’d actively considered a policy that would inflict increased suffering.


By the mid-80s, the North West was in pretty steep decline. In Liverpool, the docks were a diminished force; over in Manchester, once the epicentre of global industry, 207,000 manufacturing jobs were lost between 1972 and 1984. In between the two big cities, close to where I grew up and went to school, lay the old Lancashire coalfield. The Miners’ Strike of 1984, and the fears for the long-term prospects of the pits, started to spread the feeling of impending doom down the A580 East Lancashire Road.


It seems hard to believe now but, in this period, ITV News at Ten used to put up a weekly job loss counter every Friday night. Trevor McDonald would read out the grim toll of job casualties, mainly in the North and Midlands, and the ticker behind him would keep on racking up the cumulative numbers. Unsurprisingly, hope was in short supply.


And yet, around the same time, those same TV screens began to show images of what appeared to us to be a foreign land. Some of the big privatisations of the 80s always seemed to be greeted by pictures of people in braces popping champagne corks somewhere in the City of London. My dad’s job with the old Post Office was privatised with the creation of British Telecom and, although he had the chance to buy a modest number of shares, he didn’t agree with it. As I travelled the country watching Everton away games, I began to feel that England was in fact two different countries. Alan Bleasdale’s political seeds were beginning to germinate.


I was brought up in a house full of noise. There were ten of us sharing a relatively small space so there was a cacophony of chatter, laughter and music. On a Sunday morning, my mum would get up early to do a roast dinner for the multitude and she would have Roy Orbison, Jim Reeves or Mario Lanza blaring out of the radiogram. I especially liked Roy Orbison’s ‘In Dreams’ but I was obsessed with The Beatles. At every chance, I would play one of their albums bought by my elder siblings. I started listening to the early stuff and was then transfixed when they sang about areas like ‘Strawberry Fields’ and ‘Penny Lane’ which were just minutes away from where we lived. I couldn’t believe that four lads from the same streets I was from could produce such musical magic. I am still a massive fan today and devour anything by the fab four.


While life as a young man in 70s and 80s Liverpool was tough, I found real joy through music and football. I’ve written earlier about how important following Liverpool Football Club was for me during this period. They gave me an outlet and provided a city that was in real crisis a source of pride – because they were so successful. I still go to the match religiously and, even after five decades, enjoy everything from the anticipation of the forthcoming fixture to the arrangements of where to meet my mate Fletch and others and whether to grab a quick drink afterwards. Our seats are in the Upper Sir Kenny Dalglish stand and if anyone deserved a stand named after them then it is the King for everything he did for us.


When I was younger, I had a Kenny Dalglish pillow case that my mum bought for me. So, it’s a strange thing that I now know him, his wife Marina and their children so well. At the end of 2023, I was invited to the BBC Sports Personality of the Year awards in Manchester where Kenny was to receive a lifetime achievement award. The evening was televised live so, during the showing of some pre-recorded interviews, his family and friends were ushered on stage. As we proudly lined up awaiting Kenny’s induction, one of the producers of the show, with clipboard in hand, asked whether Steve Rotheram and John Bishop were present. We both gingerly raised our hands. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘You should be on the other side of the stage with the football legends.’ Long overdue recognition and about time, I thought, as I lined up alongside Andy Robertson, Alan Shearer, Tim Sherwood, Ian Rush, John Barnes, Graham Souness and Alan Hansen.


Along with footy, music has always played an essential role in my life. I often say there are two moments when I fell in love and my life changed: meeting my wife Sandra (of course) and seeing The Jam perform for the first time. But it wasn’t just the music of Paul Weller, Bruce Foxton and Rick Buckler that I fell in love with. It was their style, their fashion and their approach to life. I became a mod and still am a mod. As the Modfather himself once famously said: ‘You can bury me a mod.’ Deriving from the word ‘modernist’, Mod Culture began in London and spread around the country from the 50s, 60s and beyond. It is a subculture with a real focus on music and fashion – not to mention motor scooters. I still have a Vespa 125PX, which was immortalised when the Liverpool Echo did a fashion photoshoot of me when I was Lord Mayor with the caption, ‘Mod father of the City’. It’s still my favourite headline to date.


In 1979, I queued around the block with my friend Phil Jones to watch the classic film Quadrophenia. The story revolves around the rivalry between mods and rockers and it just blew my mind. I was fully sold on being a mod. I think what I really connected with was this idea of always wanting to look smart and convey a certain image of yourself. My friends and I were all working class, and didn’t have a lot of money, but it meant a lot to us to try and look good. The mod clothes were all very expensive, but there was a shop called 67A in Liverpool that sold second-hand vintage items. We loved it. You could go there and get original mod suits and shirts for very reasonable prices. The music meant everything to us. I devoured as many gigs as I could afford and spent many a night in raptures at the legendary Eric’s club in Liverpool.


We didn’t have a lot of hope at the time, so to hear bands like The Chords playing songs like ‘Maybe Tomorrow’ that we could connect with was huge. There is a Jam song called ‘Saturday’s Kids’ with the lyrics: ‘Saturday’s kids live life with insults, drink lots of beer and wait for half-time results.’ That was us. We were Saturday’s kids. The two-tone genre was also on the rise, combining influences from Jamaican ska and reggae music with punk rock and new wave. It was so exciting. The songs and the lyrics opened my eyes to other cultures and some of the political and social challenges faced by people from different backgrounds. When I first heard Bob Marley’s ‘Redemption Song’, I listened closely to the lyrics – and it awoke something in me. The power of music to educate and inform is often underplayed. The Special AKA song ‘Free Nelson Mandela’ brought the anti-apartheid struggle to millions of people who knew little of what was happening in South Africa at the time.


Perhaps it was all these early influences which would lead me, in later life, to use music as a tool to highlight my own definition of injustice. Following the conclusions of the Hillsborough Independent Panel in September 2012, at their next home game, Everton famously brought out two children onto the pitch: a girl in an Everton kit and a small boy in Liverpool colours. They walked hand in hand towards the centre circle, with numbers ‘9’ and ‘6’ on their backs, to the strains of ‘He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother’ by Manchester band The Hollies. Then Everton Chairman and theatrical impresario Bill Kenwright had personally chosen the tune. I had already been in touch with a loose collection of musicians called The Justice Collective who were supporting our campaigning efforts on Hillsborough. At the time, we had been thinking about whether we could find a piece of music to challenge for the 2012 Christmas No.1, and Mr Kenwright had given us our eureka moment. Working with Guy Chambers, we pulled together a cast of stellar musicians, including Paul McCartney, who did an updated version. It got to the top of the charts in the week before Christmas and brought Hillsborough into the living rooms of millions as they watched Top of the Pops after their Christmas dinners. When Bill sadly passed away towards the end of 2023, Andy and I were at his memorial service in Liverpool Anglican Cathedral and we recalled his incredible support for the Hillsborough families as one of the many things he did for the city.


Music was massive in my formative years and a major escape from the difficulties all around us. Whether it was listening to The Specials singing about the bleak realities in ‘Ghost Town’, The Beat’s anti-Thatcher protest song ‘Stand Down Margaret’ or the upbeat craziness of ‘Baggy Trousers’ by Madness, there was some recognition that we weren’t alone and a sense of escapism from the misery. When following bands to gigs in other parts of the country, the music, the fashion, the culture – and of course the football – gave us something to cling to.


Everything happening around that time, the political atmosphere and the protest songs, helped to crystallise the views that were already developing in me from a young age. Those feelings would only get stronger.


I went to a Catholic comprehensive school in Newton-le-Willows called St Aelred’s. Culcheth had its most famous son Roger Hunt and, while I was at school there, Newton found its own called Rick. Rick Astley didn’t go to our school but instead went to our fierce local rivals, Selwyn Jones. However, he was the drummer in a band called FBI who mainly hailed from St Aelred’s. When he made his way through our school to the music rooms for lunchtime practice, he would draw a few looks from the hard lads. However, when he was discovered a few years later at Earlestown Labour Club by Pete Waterman, we all happily claimed Rick as our own. Rick and Roger, music and football: these have always been the prime sources of North West pride and identity and, same as Steve, they were the twin pillars of my life.


St Aelred’s was close to the old Parkside Colliery and, for that reason, the Miners’ Strike had a big impact on me. My school bus would pass the main entrance to the colliery every day and we would bang on the windows to show our support for those on the picket line. There were lots of kids at my school who had dads out on strike so tins of food were regularly brought in to help them.


The decade had begun with the Toxteth and Moss Side riots. While we knew where those places were, we didn’t know anyone involved. By the middle of the decade, the Miners’ Strike brought the problems of the 80s a step closer to our door. At the end of it, Hillsborough brought them right through it. It involved our friends and could so easily have been us.


And yet it would be wrong to leave the impression that the 80s were relentlessly grim up North. In fact, while we were bottom of the jobs league, the North West of England was bossing the world when it came to music and football. Everton were at their peak in the mid-80s and, as I got older, Nick and I would follow them everywhere. Going to the match was a serious business, particularly the away games. Great care was taken over choice of match gear although, to look at some of the photos now, you wouldn’t believe it. As we didn’t have a great deal of money, I had to start my fashion career with some of the more affordable options available at the market underneath the Arndale Centre, such as a yellow Pierre Sangam jumper and brown bell-bottom cords. In time, my Saturday best would evolve into a combination of Sergio Tacchini trackie bottoms, a Lacoste T-shirt and a Kappa jumper. Adidas trainers – pronounced a-dee-das, never a-di-das – were compulsory. As 1984 turned into 1985, my outfit was supplemented by a hairstyle popularised by the character Damon Grant on Brookside – now known as a mullet – and, worse still, as 85 became 86, it turned into a permed mullet like that of his brother, Barry Grant.
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