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Football was first played in China as early as 206 BC. But it was a decorous game played after dinner at court with a ball filled with feathers. It became an altogether more boisterous game in ancient Greece – the Spartans were particularly fond of it when they weren’t actually fighting.


In ancient Rome, football took to the streets. The Roman politician and orator Cicero (104–43 BC) recorded the first known incident of football hooliganism when an air-filled leather ball was kicked through a barber’s window, killing a man having a shave. The Roman Empire and its legions spread the game throughout much of Europe. On holidays, neighbouring towns and villages would play “mob football” – called mellays or mêlées – with unlimited numbers on each sides, the goal being a geographical feature such as the opposing team’s church. Medieval football matches involved hundreds of players, and were essentially pitched battles between the young men of rival settlements. Matches were often used as opportunities to settle old feuds, personal arguments and land disputes.


Such untamed free-for-alls inevitably led to violence. In Newcastle, County Down, in 1308, a spectator was charged with accidentally stabbing a player named William Bernard. Another man was wounded in Shouldham, Norfolk in 1321.


The game had got so out of hand that, in 1314, the Lord Mayor of the City of London tried to ban it. In 1363, King Edward III tried to prohibit “such idle games” as football. Richard II also tried to ban the game in 1389 because it took young men away from archery practice. There were other attempts to outlaw the game to preserve public order. They too were unsuccessful.


From the seventeenth century, the public schools began playing more orderly versions of the game. Eventually the self-styled gentlemen took over with the foundation of the Football Association in 1863. But while the FA laid down the rules for what happened on the pitch, what happened beyond the touchline remained a law unto itself.


In 1885, Preston North End beat Aston Villa 5–0 in a friendly. According to the newspapers of the time, this sent the crowd into a frenzy. “Howling roughs” pelted the players with stones, spat at them, punched and kicked them and attacked them with sticks. The following year, there was the first reported incidence of soccer violence away from the ground when Preston supporters took on Queens Park fans at a railway station. Preston supporters were in the headlines again in 1905 when they were tried for hooliganism following a match against Blackburn. One of the defendants was a seventy-year-old woman accused of being drunk and disorderly.


Later Millwall came into the picture. In 1920, 1934 and 1950, their ground, The Den, was closed due to crowd disturbances. Then in the sixties, when the game began to be televised, there was an upsurge in pitch invasions, riots and violence. This was seen in the anarchic spirit of the time as an attempt to reclaim the game for the working class.


By the mid-sixties ad hoc match-day alliances had formed between young men drawn largely from housing estates and working-class areas. These supporters staked out the goal-end terraces of football grounds as their territory, ousting older spectators and rival fans. The gangs formed on these terraces sought to intimidate or overcome rival “firms”. Maintaining the firm’s reputation became as important as the performance of the team they had come to watch. By the late eighties and early nineties, there were around five thousand arrests at League matches each season.


Firms began kitting themselves out in designer clothes, and organized confrontations away from the stadium. They were also seen as fertile recruiting grounds for Fascist organizations such as Combat 18, due to their endemic racism. However, black hooligans have now integrated themselves into some firms.


International matches stirred up old national rivalries. Hooliganism – especially in confrontations between England and Scotland – led to the cancellation of the British Home Championship in 1984. At least one tabloid newspaper portrayed the England–Germany match in Euro ’96 as a resumption of World War II.


At the time, football hooliganism was dubbed the “English disease”. However, it has spread right across Europe, and nowhere where the game is played is unaffected. There have even been incidents of violence in the US, where soccer is considered a family game. In 2008, some thirty West Ham fans took on over a hundred supporters of the Columbus Crew in Columbus, Ohio, marring an international friendly.


Many attempts have been made to stamp out hooliganism. In 1973, crowds were segregated to prevent fighting on the terraces, though this may have been counter-productive, strengthening the grip rival firms had on their team’s supporters. Attempts were made to improve stadiums and, in 1989, the Football Spectators Act aimed to prevent known hooligans travelling abroad for international matches.


The Heysel Stadium disaster in 1985, where thirty-nine fans were killed at a match between Liverpool and Juventus in Brussels, and the Hillsborough disaster, where ninety-six Liverpool fans were crushed to death during a match against Sheffield Wednesday in 1989, led to the conversion to all-seater stadiums. In 1998, there were further limits on overseas travel for troublemakers, restrictions on ticket touting and bans on alcohol. Marketing men sought to alter the image of football, promoting it to a family audience, like sporting events in the US. There have been improvements, but these measures have not quelled the violence completely. In December 2010, after a local derby between Birmingham City and Aston Villa, there was a running battle on the pitch between fans and the police.


Over the years, football hooliganism has been portrayed in films, though many critics condemn them for glamorizing violence. A number of books have also been written on the subject of hooliganism, some by the hooligans themselves. A selection of extracts from these books has been reprinted here. Our aim is not to encourage hooliganism, nor to praise it. But it is a social phenomenon worthy of study, and its exponents, like everyone else, have a right to be heard, no matter how much we disapprove of what they do. These men, and they are largely men, tend to be tough guys from the streets. Some may find their language offensive. Be warned.
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The Way In


Dougie and Eddy Brimson


Dougie Brimson is a fanatical football fan who has written extensively about soccer hooliganism and the social issues that surround it. He has written thirteen books on the subject over the last fourteen years and also penned the screenplay for the Hollywood film Green Street, starring Elijah Wood, which won numerous awards. Some people call him the “Yob Laureate”. After spending almost twenty years in the Royal Air Force, including tours in the Falklands War and the first Gulf War, he co-wrote his first book Everywhere We Go in 1996 with his brother Eddy Brimson. This extract comes from that book.


Eddy Brimson, who has also written several books on football hooliganism, is a critically acclaimed stand-up comedian. The brothers are both lifelong Watford fans.


 


This chapter is an account, sent to us anonymously, which explains how a supporter became involved in violence. His life is, we believe, typical of many others. We reproduce it in full in order to show how one man’s participation in hooliganism can evolve, and what it is that motivates him:


This is the story of how I became involved as a member of one of the most respected firms in the country and how, basically, I became addicted to football violence.


I come from a small Home Counties town, have a managerial job and live with my girlfriend and our two children. My father was a professional gentleman who ran his own business and I was brought up in a beautiful house with my younger sister and never really wanted for anything. I led a sheltered life away from the gang warfare of the local council estates, which was big news around our town at the time, so I was not a “face” and could, if I wanted to, travel to any part of the town without any hint of trouble.


Since I was eleven, my father and an uncle had taken me on occasions to watch Watford, our local team, and I loved it. But they only took me about five times a year and I began longing for more. One Saturday, when I was about fourteen, I did what most boys end up doing and went to Vicarage Road on my own without telling my mum where I was going. The thrill of that day is still with me – the thought that I might get seen and that my parents would find out made it all the more exciting, and when I got home afterwards, no one even asked where I had been. I had got away with it.


This started to become a regular thing as I attended almost every home game while my mum, happy that I was building a social life for myself, sometimes wondered why she never met any of my new friends. After about six or seven matches, I started to recognize some of the faces on the way to the game and one day one of the other lads of about my age came over and asked if I wanted to go with them as they all lived in my town and went up every week. That felt fantastic. I was no longer on my own but going to the game as part of a group of lads. Little did I know it, but these lads were to change my life.


When we got to the ground, we went to the opposite end from where I usually stood, and for the first time I found myself standing quite near to the visiting supporters. I will never forget that feeling in my stomach, looking across at about a hundred and fifty Newport County supporters who were doing their utmost to out-sing us. The lads I was with seemed to know everyone around us and introduced me to loads of people, and I really began to feel a part of something. It was quite an amazing feeling for a fourteen-year-old. The atmosphere was different from anything I had ever experienced – everyone was singing and shouting and when we scored, it wasn’t the refined applause I was used to with my father and uncle, it was total chaos, absolutely brilliant!


At half-time, one of the lads told me they were going over to stand near the away fans and wind them up a bit for the older lads. He explained that this happened at every home game. Towards the end of the match, the older lads would drift over one by one, and once they had sufficient numbers in that part of the ground they would probably attack. I could not believe what I was hearing, there seemed to be no sense at all to it. I mean, “why?” was the obvious question. I had never been to a fight in my life.


I have looked back on the moment many times because it was a major turning point in my life. I have often wondered what would have happened to me had I not gone with them, but I was with a group of lads who had invited me into their little circle and there was no way I was going to look soft in front of them, so I followed. I remember thinking that, close up, Newport County fans were huge and quickly realized that any one of them could do me permanent damage, but the other lads were hurling abuse at them and they were getting very aggressive. I was getting very close to the point where I was about to run when the cry went up and I realized that all of the older lads had made their way over. Suddenly, all hell broke loose as people ran in every direction. Within seconds, the police appeared out of nowhere and I soon realized that we were standing in the spot the Newport fans has occupied only minutes before and they were standing down in the corner by the tea bar. The police rounded us all up and moved us back to our original place while the rest of the crowd cheered as if we had won a great victory. As our group moved back, all the older lads patted us on the back for our part in their victory. We were part of it all. What a feeling!


The same thing happened over and over again at home games. We never got turned over and I never received anything more than the odd shove, but things took a very different turn in my first away game, which happened to be a midweek match at Brentford. There was always trouble at our place when we played them, and it was well known that this continued at their place, but the chance actually to go there and take them on was too good to miss. In those days, the silk scarf was the height of fashion and my friends and I had ours hanging round our necks to let everyone know who we were, something we quickly realized was not such a good idea as we were well and truly outnumbered and were on our own. We turned into a road and found a load of the older lads drinking outside a pub. Suddenly we felt more confident and a lot safer. This was more like it.


They were all on good form after a few beers and we began talking about Brentford supporters and past trouble with them when someone told us that they had heard that a mob from Chelsea were supposed to be coming up to fight with the Brentford mob, but they had bottled it. This was a standard rumour in those days, and even I didn’t really believe it. But as we left the lads and made our way up the road we heard an almighty noise. When we turned, we saw the pub being attacked with bottles and bricks and our lot getting a bit of a hiding and being run up the road towards us. I could hear the odd shout of “Chelsea!” and ran for my life. This was a different game altogether. I could get hurt and I was scared.


Once we made it into the game, the atmosphere was very different from our place, much more intense, but our mob was much bigger than the usual one, which was probably something to do with us all being in the same part of the ground. All through the game we were attacking their fans and then they would run at us. I remember seeing one of our lads being taken out with blood streaming down his face after being hit – with a brick, I think – but as the St John’s led him round the pitch, he turned and ran at the Brentford mob and dived in on his own. When he came back out, he just walked across the pitch and waved at us. What a hero!


When the game finished, all the Brentford supporters from the other end came streaming across the pitch towards us, but someone was shouting at us all to get up the back to the exits. As the first Brentford supporters came over the wall, a shout went up and all our lot turned and steamed down at them. Those they caught took a right hiding while the rest just ran – it was an amazing thing to see. As we left the ground we were so excited. We turned a corner to find a huge mob of Brentford coming up the road from the side stand. These were the people we had been fighting during the game. My scarf was off and down my trousers in a flash and I quickly ducked down behind a car. Once again the roar went up and the Brentford mob came running past; then we saw the familiar faces chasing up the road after them. We were now running after them. The scarves were out and off we went, running with the mob, not knowing where we were going or why, but what a buzz. The police finally caught up with us and after a while escorted us back to the tube station and away. We had been in another town and had been taking liberties: the feeling of power was incredible – we could have taken anyone that night. I was hooked.


Later that season we drew West Ham in the FA Cup down at Upton Park, and we knew that this would be the biggest test we had ever faced. This was the big time we had all wanted, but deep down we all knew that they would waste no time in trying to put us firmly in our place. Make no bones about it, that game was scary, mostly because we were travelling by tube and were well and truly sussed out long before we arrived in East London. The walk down the road to the ground was one of the most scary moments of my life. I saw a chip-shop window that had been put through and this bloke came up to me and told me that they had just thrown a Watford fan through it, and that he would be looking for me after the game as there were loads of other windows to aim at. At that point I would rather have slept on the terrace for the night than leave the ground and walk back down the road at full-time.


During the game it was going off all the time, and to be honest we did all right. At the end we felt that if anything our reputation had been boosted because we had gone to West Ham in good numbers and we had a go back.


Away games became the focus for us. Pitch invasions at Torquay, Scunthorpe and Bournemouth; taking the home end at Northampton and Crewe, where the wall collapsed and the match was held up for twenty minutes – all of these helped us to gain the reputation we were after. Promotion in that season meant that there were new challenges and we continued to travel and take people on whenever we could. Going to Old Trafford and beating them 2–1 in the League Cup and then getting mobbed up and taking the piss out of the “Mancs” all the way to the station was for me one of the highlights of the season. Taking a mob of four hundred up to Carlisle for a night game and setting fire to the programme stall was another, but we also came up against some bigger firms, such as Blackpool, who were more than up for it, and Plymouth.


The real turning point for us as a mob was the trip to Sheffield Wednesday. This was a big match – it was near the end of the season and we were both up for promotion, and it was estimated that we would be taking about six thousand supporters. We knew full well that Wednesday would give us a reception to remember. As we entered Sheffield, we saw loads of Watford supporters heading back to the motorway. We stopped at some lights and this guy opposite us got out of his car and came over to us. He told us that he was a Watford fan and that the Sheffield supporters had been turning cars over, the club coaches had been wrecked and more of their fans were running riot and throwing small steel bars at anyone they suspected of being a Watford fan. We had travelled in a small convoy of minibuses with some other people from our town, and as some of them had never been involved in any trouble, we pulled over to decide what to do. It was decided that one bus would turn straight round and anyone who wanted to could just leave while the rest of us would go to the game, but would wait where we were until the last possible moment. When we got to the ground, there couldn’t have been more than seven hundred of our lot there. We felt gutted – our reputation had been completely shattered in just one game. I remember seeing the coaches as we left the ground and they had been well and truly hit. We had been turned over big-time.


That summer, I was to get my revenge on Wednesday. Myself and a friend who had been at that game went on holiday to Great Yarmouth and one night we were in this nightclub called Tiffany’s. Also inside this club was a large group of West Ham supporters and a group of Wednesday fans. When we left the club, the West Ham lads had mobbed up outside. Once they realized that we were southern football fans they asked us if we wanted to help them out because they were about to turn over the Wednesday lot. Lovely. When the Wednesday supporters came out, they walked straight through the West Ham mob and we started to follow them. But when we got to the street corner, they turned and ran straight back at us. The West Ham lot were off like a rocket, leaving the two of us facing about twenty Yorkshire intent on beating the shit out of us. Now, there was no way I was going to take a hiding on the pretence of being a West Ham fan, so we also did the off, but the problem was that the Wednesday fans seemed more interested in the two of us than they did in the rest of them. I remember this big, fat northern bloke chasing up the road after me long after the others had given up. I was giving him loads of verbal while running just fast enough to be out of reach until he nearly had a heart attack and had to stop.


My friend and I were well and truly pissed off with this West Ham lot and decided that we would put on a show for the Watford. When we found the Wednesday mob, they had got back together and were on a roundabout making loads of noise. We quickly went through every garden we could find and collected about a dozen milk bottles and lined them up. We shouted down the road to them and started singing “The Watford”. When they saw us, they came steaming up the road after us. When they got close enough, we let fly with the bottles and they went in every direction, although one got a direct hit and put this bloke flat on his arse. It was now time to leave, but we felt we had paid them back a little for the hiding they had dished out to us earlier that season.


By now, our club was doing all it could to drive us out. The ground had become much better segregated and then chances to get at the away fans were almost zero. After the Sheffield incident, many of the lads had dropped out of the group and although we were still having the odd big one, it wasn’t at the same level as before. I wanted more action, and so I began to follow the England team.


Going to Wembley was a real eye-opener. The first match I attended was in 1979 against Bulgaria in the build-up to the European Championships to be held in Italy the following year. I remember walking around Wembley thinking that this was the biggest mob I had ever seen in my life (there weren’t that many Bulgarians!), and the feeling of being proud to be English overwhelmed me. England qualified for the finals and some friends and I decided to take our first holiday abroad in Italy to follow the national side. Everybody was fully aware of the English reputation, but for me this only added to the excitement. We were going to Italy with the intention of giving them a good hiding in their own country.


When we arrived, we stayed on one of the campsites that the Italians had provided, which was right next to a bridge. Every night the locals threw bricks and bottles down on to us. As the police seemed determined to do nothing about it, the English fans were well and truly worked up by the time we went off to Turin for the first game. At the match the police gave us constant grief, along with the locals, who continually threw missiles at us. When the police moved in to take someone out, we had had enough and started to fight back, hitting out at anything that wasn’t English. The police steamed back in and when they failed to gain control, they fired tear gas at us, which was really a bit over the top. But what struck me above all else was that the English supporters stood firm and fought it out as best they could. We were immediately branded as scum all over Europe, but of course no one was interested in the treatment we had been receiving, which was the main reason why it had gone off in the first place. All they were interested in was that we were animals. During the next few days, we started to knock about with some of the other groups of supporters on the site, mainly for safety reasons, and among those was a mob from one of the bigger London clubs, a group I was to meet up with again a few years later.


Later in the tournament we had to play the Italians, and you can imagine the hostility that had built up against us. Many of the English supporters decided to return home or move to another part of Italy and watch it on television. Along with some of the other lads, we decided to brave it, because this was an experience we would never forget and we didn’t want to be seen to have bottled out. That game was frightening. Getting to the ground was a nightmare and rumours of stabbings were flying around, while the police were busy making it obvious that they were not there to help us out in any way at all. One of our lot was attacked on the way to the stadium because we were waving a huge Union Jack fixed to a wooden pole. This mob of Italians surrounded him and were trying to steal it, but he ripped it off the pole and stuffed it as best he could up his shirt and started to run. This mob grabbed the pole and went after him, one of them catching him across the back of the head. He went down but luckily managed to get up and away. The police didn’t give a shit, despite the blood pouring down his face, and just pushed him, and us, into the ground as fast as they could.


During the game we were pissed on, spat on and had firecrackers thrown down on us, but the most frightening thing was when someone threw a small petrol-bomb into the area where we were standing. Thankfully, not many English fans had turned up and we had room to move away from the flames, because if the terrace had been full, a great many people could have got badly burned. Italy won the game, which seemed to calm things down a bit, and the police finally gave us protection but England were out of the competition and we decided to return home early. I still felt proud of myself for putting up a show, but the whole experience changed my way of thinking. If we were going to be treated like scum whenever we travelled abroad, we would behave like scum, and anyone who came to Wembley would be fair game, no matter where they came from. That view was shared by everyone who endured that trip.


Over the next couple of seasons, I continued to fight for Watford. We were on the up and support was growing, and those who had left the mob were being replaced by new blood. Promotion was firing people up again and it meant more derby games against London clubs. We had some great battles at QPR and Crystal Palace as well as at Norwich and Cardiff, but the one that sticks in my mind is Derby County on the last day of the season. We were already promoted and the First Division loomed for the first time in our history. Derby needed to win to stay up, and at a ground renowned for its atmosphere anyway, you can imagine what it was like. We had one of the biggest mobs I’d ever seen us take anywhere that day, and we were going for it big-time – opening the perimeter gates in an attempt to get on the pitch, the full works. The police were really pissed off with us and kicked the gravel from around the pitch into our faces and hit out with their truncheons whenever we got up on the fences. As it happened, Derby won the game and at the end invaded the pitch and came across to give us the biggie. We finally managed to get one of the gates open, about a hundred Watford managed to get on the pitch and Derby did a runner.


Outside we ran them everywhere. The police sent the horses in to sort us out and charged us down the alley that runs behind the end. Even though it was packed, the horses still came through and the police were hitting out at anyone. One guy got trampled on and was badly hurt and, as you can imagine, we were starting to get really pissed off. Something made one of the horses rear up and a copper got pulled off. He had his foot or something caught in the stirrups and the horse started to drag him along as it tried to get out. He took probably the worst kicking I have ever seen anyone take in my life. The poor bastard had blood coming out of his eyes.


Since the battles in Italy, I had kept in touch with many of the lads I had met there. We had even been to an England game together, and they kept asking me to go to a League match with them to see a real firm in action. Club loyalties forced me to decline their offer, but promotion meant that we would indeed meet on the terraces – only this time we would be on opposing sides. We knew they would come to our place and put on a show. It was one of those fixtures you dream about at a small club but dread when it arrives, and my mates kept ringing me up and taking the piss, telling me what they were going to do to our place and everything else that went with it, including me. Come the big day, they took over the town and I remember thinking that it must be so fantastic a club with a following that big. They were in every pub and every street, and the Watford fans were nowhere to be seen – though in our case it was because we had decided to split up and get to the ground, where we would form up inside to repel the attack on our end that we knew would come.


When I got inside, it was clear that most people had been thinking along the same lines – we had gathered quite a decent mob together. We waited by the turnstiles to spot them as they came in and there were plenty of them to see, including some familiar faces. It was obvious that they were going for it in a big way. There was no way we could let them walk all over us like this, and when one of them spotted me, I decided to make a stand before they were all inside. I went for this bloke while the rest of my group saw me go and followed. The police were over in a flash and got them away and into a corner, from where they were led out. I looked across at my mate and waved goodbye to him as he made his exit. He was not best pleased, but when I rang him the next day we were creasing up about it all; it was respect all round. During the game, the rest of their lot who had managed to make it in kicked everything off, but they were expecting to have bigger numbers and were surprised at the size of the mob we had ready for them, so things ended up pretty even on the day.


I continued to hook up with these lads at England games and eventually took them up on their offer of an away League trip. I had always wondered what it would be like [running with a top firm] and there was only one way to find out. It was an eye-opener. We travelled up by train and stopped at the first pub we came to. By 11.30 we were beginning a serious session; by one o’clock, the place was packed with blokes who had formed into a serious mob. The time had come for them to introduce themselves to the locals and let them know we had arrived. The feeling was fantastic – this was more like it. It had been a long time since Watford had gone on the offensive at an away game (other than at derbies and the Derby match), and it was interesting to see things from a different perspective – there but not involved, if you understand what I mean. The police were on us immediately, but it didn’t really matter to anyone. We just went where we wanted and they just shadowed. As we made our way through the town, we could see the local firm up ahead. They started to give us loads of verbal and threw the odd milk bottle while the police just blocked our way and stopped us moving.


It was just like the old days, only better, and I could appreciate what was happening much more now than I had before. The police thought they had it sussed, but some of our lot had slipped round them and let out the signal for us to run at them. Before they realized what was happening most of the group had got past them and were up the road after their firm. After a minor ruck, the police managed to get everyone else rounded up and herded us to the ground and inside. Although the match went off without trouble, the day wasn’t over for this lot. There had been talk all day of stopping off at a mainline station on the way back and ambushing the Leeds fans – Leeds had been playing in London that day. Everyone seemed up for it. It was all new to me and really got me buzzing.


When we arrived at the station, we all got off and made our way to the buffet and waiting rooms. If the Leeds fans had a special coming out of London at the usual time, it would stop here in about thirty minutes’ time. We sat and waited while some of the others went to get themselves tooled up. In all there must have been about a hundred and fifty of us waiting for them. When it came, the noise was deafening: we just let fly with everything we had. We could see that some of the Leeds supporters were getting off and coming for us, but most of them didn’t have a clue what was going on and were shitting it. We steamed up the stairs to meet them on the bridge but they turned and ran because we had them well outnumbered. We followed them across the bridge, picking the odd one off, but not down on to the platform because there we would have been outnumbered ourselves. The train pulled out quite quickly after that and, luckily for them, they all managed to get on board before it went. After about ten minutes the police turned up in force, gathered us together and got us on the first train back to London without arresting anyone. What a great day and a great introduction to running with a top firm.


Over the next few seasons I ran with that firm more and more, particularly at the games where we knew the opposition had a serious reputation. I still went to Watford, but the buzz of going on the offensive had got hold of me and it wasn’t really the same any more. By the start of 1989–90 season, I was more committed to this firm than any other, including the Hornets. They soon introduced me to members of one of the top Scottish firms and we went north of the border several times for big derby and grudge matches.


Much of the connection with the Scottish clubs is political, and our firm do have a number of members with right-wing beliefs. But for me the politics don’t come into it: I go for the “offs”, pure and simple. Many of the lads from our firm go to England games and get accused of being racist and all that stuff, but to me that’s not correct. Personally, I consider myself to be nationalistic and will fight to defend our flag – that stems from the Italian experience – but I won’t boo black players or refuse to cheer when a black player scores, the “black goals don’t count” mentality. There are still a few racists about, although there are fewer and fewer these days, thankfully.


In the last couple of seasons, we have continued to be active and have fought all over the country on our travels. We’ve also planned some great hits – one in particular on a pub in Oxford where one of our lot had a pitchfork stuck up his arse – but it has not always gone to plan. We had planned to do a return visit to Leeds to turn one of their pubs over, but we were followed, and when we turned up, they were ready and waiting for us. Fair play to them, though, they had us well and truly sussed, but I’m sure we’ll meet again.


During this last season [1991–92], it has become clear to me, and the rest of us, that the violence is beginning to creep back into the game on a wider scale, but, as a member of one of the worst firms around, I can’t really say I’m sorry, can I? The English clubs abroad and events in Dublin are testament to this, while the treat of CCTV has worn off and all-seater stadiums never had any effect anyway. Over the years our club (I still feel uncomfortable saying that) has tried everything to get rid of the hooligan element, but it just will not work because there are thousands of people like me who just live for that buzz. The feeling you get when you’re out with a load of blokes and actively looking for trouble is what keeps it all going. And it’s not just at football: go down the tube on any Saturday and you’ll see it. I’ve even been to a rock concert for a pre-arranged “meeting” with two other firms. The game won’t stop us, it has to accept that; it may make things difficult for a while, but we’ll change our tactics, which will make it easier to hit other mobs until they catch up with what we are doing. Trust me, we’re here to stay until we decide to give it up on our own – and, personally, I can’t see that happening for a good while yet.
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Man U


Bill Buford


Among the Thugs is probably the most famous book about football violence. It was written by an American journalist, Bill Buford, who became obsessed with football violence and British hooligans. He spent eight years going to football matches, befriending supporters and witnessing riots in order to document football hooliganism.


Here we get an account of a match he attended between Manchester United and West Ham, and all the violence that ensued. He sets the scene with a quote from The Observer.


 


“The Stretford End . . . is a kind of academy of violence, where promising young fans can study the arts of intimidation. This season the club installed a metal barrier between the fans and the ground. It resembles the sort of cage, formidable and expensive, that is put up by a zoo to contain the animals it needs but slightly fears. Its effect has been to make the Stretford terraces even more exclusive and to turn the occupants into an elite.”


The Observer, 1 December 1974


The weekend after my visit to Turin, I took the train to Manchester. Manchester United was at home to West Ham, the East London team, and I had been told to come up for the match. I had been accepted. I had been accepted for the simple reason that I had travelled with the supporters to Italy and had been with them when it had “gone off”. I had witnessed an experience of great intensity and – like the other supporter returning to tell stories to the friends who had remained behind – I was among the privileged who could say that he had been there.


I was told to show up around mid-morning at the Brunswick, a pub near Manchester’s Piccadilly station, but if I was late then I was to go on to Yates’s Wine Lodge on the High Street. By one, everyone would be at Yates’s.


I arrived just before noon and got to the Brunswick in time to meet some of the people I had heard about. There was Teapot and Berlin Red and One-Eyed Billy and Daft Donald. Daft Donald was the one who had tried to reach Turin but never got past Nice. Daft Donald showed me a canister of CS gas. He said that he always travelled with a canister of CS gas. It stuns them, he said, so that you can then take out their teeth without any resistance.


I spotted a lad named Richard, whom I recognized from Turin. He was flicking through an envelope of photographs that he had picked up that morning from Boots, surrounded by four or five of his friends. They had stayed home; Richard had gone, although he told me later that, because he had gone without first getting permission from his boss, he had probably lost his job – assembly-line work at a machine factory. The reason he could say only that he had “probably” lost his job was because, three days later, he still hadn’t showed up for it. But for the moment it didn’t matter; he was a celebrity: he had been in Italy when it had “gone off”.


For Richard, being one of the lads was the best thing a person could be. He became serious and a little sentimental when he spoke about it. The shape of his face changed; it seemed to soften and round out, and his eyebrows knitted up with feeling. “We look forward to Saturdays,” he said, “all week long. It’s the most meaningful thing in our lives. It’s a religion, really. That’s how important it is to us. Saturday is our day of worship.”


Richard wanted to explain to me what it meant to be a supporter of Manchester United. I didn’t know why at first – whether it was because I was an American and was thus ignorant about these things, or because I was a journalist who might put the record straight, or because I was the most recent member to be admitted into the group – but Richard wasn’t the only one. Other people went out of their way to do the same; they wanted me to understand. All day long people stopped me to illustrate, to define, to comment upon the condition of being one of the lads. I cannot remember meeting people so self-conscious about their status and so interested in how it was seen by others. They were members of something exclusive – a club, cult, firm, cultural phenomenon, whatever it might be called – and they valued its exclusivity. They were used to the fact that the world was interested in them and were accustomed to dealing with television and newspaper journalists in a way that few people, however educated in media matters, could hope to be. It was a perverse notion, but they believed that they were involved in an historical moment, that they were making history. And now that they didn’t have to hide from me that their thing was violence – now that the pretence of being a good supporter could be abandoned – they all wanted to talk about it.


This put me in an awkward position. What was I meant to do with what people were telling me? I was uncomfortable with the idea of writing in my notebook in front of everybody. I knew that I couldn’t pull out a tape-recorder, that something so blatant would destroy the trust. So what did that make me? Was I the reporter or had I been genuinely admitted to the group? And if I had been admitted should I be explicit about the fact I would be writing about the very people who were befriending me? In retrospect, my confusion, that I was suddenly unsure of my role, was a symptom of the way this sort of group works – the way it takes you in, proffers support and expects loyalty – and I resolved the matter in a simple way: I avoided it. I ended up excusing myself constantly to get into one of the stalls in the lavatory, where I sat down and, secure in my privacy, scrawled down everything I had been told. I was being told so much that day that I was having to disappear with considerable regularity – there is only so much you can hold in your head – and I finally had to own up to having stomach problems.


I re-emerged from one lavatory visit to discover a lad who looked exactly like Keith Richards. The likeness was uncanny. What’s more, it wasn’t Keith Richards at just any time of his life; it was Keith Richards during the worst time. The lad had the same long, leathery, lined face; the druggy offhand manner; the endless cigarettes; the dazed and exhausted appearance of sustained personal abuse. He, too, had been in Italy, but I didn’t remember seeing him there. That, he said, was because, through the whole match, he had sat at the bottom of the stairs with his head between his legs vomiting upon his feet. He showed me his boots, still caked with the dry splatterings of the horrors that, at one time, had been contained in his stomach.


It would be, I offered, such a waste to clean them.


The Keith Richards lookalike was disconcertingly self-aware. He knew what a journalist was hoping to find in him and that he provided it. He worked in a factory, making soap powder. “The perfect profile of a hooligan, isn’t it?” he said. “He works all week at a boring job and can’t wait to get out on a Saturday afternoon.”


I nodded and grinned rather stupidly. He was right: the disenfranchised and all that.


He sneered. It was a wonderful sneer – arrogant, composed, and full of venom. “So what do you think makes us tick?” he asked. “If we,” he said, not waiting for my answer, “did not do it here at football matches then we’d simply end up doing it somewhere else. We’d end up doing it on Saturday night at the pub. It’s what’s in us, innit?” He had an intense, but rather practised, look of contempt.


“What’s that?” I asked. “What is it that’s in us?”


“The violence,” he said. “We’ve all got it in us. It just needs a cause. It needs an acceptable way of coming out. And it doesn’t matter what it is. But something. It’s almost an excuse. But it’s got to come out. Everyone’s got it in them.”


Keith Richards was interrupted by Robert. Robert was the one who arrived in Turin by an expensive taxi from Nice. He was also the one who had been telling people in Italy that I worked for the CIA – such was the threat to international stability that the supporters of Manchester United represented. Robert had concluded, even if only tentatively, that I probably wasn’t CIA – he was not entirely certain – and that, regardless, I was a good geezer.


Robert was tall and Irish and good-looking and could not take too many things too seriously for too long. He had been listening to Keith Richards’s account of the violence and thought it sounded a little too earnest. “All that’s true,” he said, “but you’ve got to see the humour. You can’t have violence without a sense of humour.”


The time was called out – it was one o’clock – and it was agreed that we should all be moving on to Yates’s. Once the move was announced, the pub, although packed, emptied in seconds.


I fell in with Mark, the British Telecom engineer whom I had also met in Italy. Mark was of a philosophic disposition. “I’ve been going to matches for years,” he said, “and I still can’t put a finger on it.” Mark was trying to describe the essence of the thing.


“For most lads,” Mark was saying, “this is all they’ve got.” He nodded, as we were walking out the door, towards a cluster of supporters whose common feature was, I must admit, a look of incredible and possibly even unique stupidity.


“During the week,” Mark continued, “they’re nobody, aren’t they? But then, when they come to the match, that all changes. They feel like Mr Big.” The implication was that Mark – skilled job, career prospects, pension-fund, wife, future family – was different, that he was somebody. Somebody or nobody, the experience wasn’t any less intense for Mark. “Every now and then,” he said, “even for me this is something spectacular, something that makes you feel different afterwards. The Juventus match was like that. That was a once-in-a-lifetime experience.


He described Italy. “You remember the moment we entered the ground? Everybody started throwing things at us – bottles, cans, stones, everything. I’ve got a scar on my forehead from where some Italian jabbed me with a flag-pole. There were only 200 of us. It was us against them, and we had no idea what was going to happen. There was so many different feelings. Fear, anger, excitement. I’ve never felt anything like it. We all felt it and every one of us now knows what we have been through something important – something solid. After an experience like that, we’re not going to split up. We’ll never split up. We’ll be mates for life.


“I will never forget these blokes. I will never forget Sammy. For as long as I live, I will be grateful that I could say I knew him. He is amazing. He’s got this sixth sense that keeps him from getting caught, and he knows, somehow, when something really big is about to go off, and that’s when you find him there at the front. If there was a war, Sammy would be the bloke who’d return with all the medals. He’d be the hero. It’s funny isn’t it? Sammy could be put away for years if they knew even half of what’s he’s done, but if he did the same things in a war you’d see his picture in the papers.”


Yates’s Wine Bar was a pub and café. As we entered it, a supporter was standing on the table, singing, “Manchester, la-la-la, Manchester, la-la-la.” Nobody was joining him; despite his antics, the mood was subdued.


Mark was still explaining. “You see, what it does is this: it gives violence a purpose. It makes you somebody. Because we’re not doing for ourselves. We’re doing it for something greater – for us. The violence is for the lads.”


Mark brought me a pint, but we didn’t end up staying at Yates’s for long and I hadn’t finished my beer before I noticed that people were starting to drift out of the door.


I was greeted by Steve. Mark may have been right, that football provided meaning for supporters whose lives were otherwise empty, but many supporters had their lives remarkably well sorted out – at least financially: they had money and prospects of getting more. Steve was one. At the age of twenty-two he had a colour television, an expensive camera, a video player, a car, a van, CD and stereo equipment. He was married – his wife was a hairdresser – and was about to secure a mortgage for the purchase of his first home. He lived in one of the southern commuter-belt garden cities not far from London. Like Mick, Steve was an electrician, but, unlike him, Steve was self-employed and running his own business, was already fully informed about the rhythms of cash flow, tax fiddles and the tactics needed to deal with the VAT man. He had opinions about most things and a gentle way of expressing them.


Steve had been on that early-morning coach that took me up to Manchester airport. I had spent quite a bit of time with him already. I would spend more. In fact, for a while, I went out of my way to spend time with Steve, if only because, being articulate and intelligent, he was good company and because I always believed that he would be able to reveal something about why he, of all people, was attracted to violence of this kind. If the Daily Mail had been asked to create a twenty-two-year-old with his life sorted out, it could have presented Steve.


There was the language that he used. I mentioned Sammy, and Steve would say, “Ah, yes, Sammy. Me and Sammy go way back.” I mentioned Roy, and Steve would say, “Ah, Roy. I’ve know Roy for years.” Steve was only twenty-two. These phrases were an old man’s; they sounded like his father’s. And when he talked about the violence, he could have been assessing a small business’s marketing problems. “We’ve got one of the best firms in the country – as you carry on with your research you’ll find that very few clubs get the support that Manchester United gets every Saturday – and the last time we played West Ham in London our boys filled three tube trains. There must have been two thousand people. Two thousand people had come to London from all over the country with the sole purpose of routing West Ham. Those are very big numbers. But then nothing happened.”


Extensive preparations had gone into Manchester United’s last meeting with West Ham – coaches had been hired, with complex routes into the city to evade the police, the arrival times staggered so that everyone did not appear en masse. “Our trouble,” he said, “is one of leadership. We have too many leaders, with the result that we have no leaders at all. We’re always getting dispersed or split up. West Ham has Bill Gardiner – I’ve known Bill since I can remember – and you will see him later today. He is always the first man out, flanked on either side by his lieutenants, with everyone else behind. And what he says goes. He is the general. He doesn’t fight much himself any more – when it goes off, he tends to step back and disappear into the crowd – because he can’t afford to get arrested.”


Problems of leadership, organization, “big numbers”, a hierarchical command structure: the technocrat phrasing did not obscure that what Steve was describing was a civil disturbance involving several thousand people. Every now and then, I would butt in with a “why?” or a “how?”, but Steve would simply say something like “It’s human nature, I guess,” or “I don’t know, I never really thought about it,” and then he would be off describing one of the current tactical problems. And in this, he had very developed views.


His essential complaint was that football violence emerged out of such a coherently structured organization that the authorities should just leave it alone. The members of each firm knew those from all the other firms – without a moment’s hesitation, Steve could also run through the leaders of Chelsea, Tottenham, Arsenal, Millwall and Nottingham Forest – and, in their ideal world, they should be allowed to get on with fighting each other without unnecessary impediments: “We know who they are; they know who we are. We know they want it and so do we.” It was a matter of freedom and responsibility: the freedom for them to inflict as much injury on each other as they were prepared to withstand and the responsibility to ensure others were not involved; with some pride Steve mentioned watching a fight on the terraces that was interrupted to allow a woman and child to pass, then promptly resumed.


Steve blamed most of the current troubles on the police. “The police have now got so good,” he said, “that we’re more constrained than before. We just don’t have the time that we used to have. The moment a fight starts we’re immediately surrounded by dogs and horses. That’s why everyone has started using knives. I suppose it might sound stupid but because the policing has got so good we’ve got to the point where we have to inflict the greatest possible damage in the least amount of time, and the knife is the most efficient instrument for a quick injury. In fact these knifings – because there is so little time – have become quite symbolic. When someone gets knifed, it amounts to an important victory to the side that has done the knifing. If the policing was not so good, I’m sure the knifing would stop.”
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