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			Foreword By Harry Redknapp

			Les Sealey was one of football’s great characters. He was fearless as a goalkeeper and fearless as a person. 

			Les was also one of life’s eccentrics. In 1994, I took him to West Ham to be the reserve keeper and then the goalkeeping coach. At the training ground, when he went in goal against the first team, he would put one hand over his eye and hop on one leg whenever he faced a free kick or a penalty. He would psyche the player out and the ball would nearly always go sailing over the bar.

			Goalkeepers are a breed apart. They train away from the rest of the team; they tend to stick together among their own kind. There has to be a kind of madness in goalkeepers. Who wants to dive at people’s feet? Who wants to go on to the pitch knowing that any error they make can cost a game? They are not the full shilling. Les was mad but in a lovely way. He was great to have in the dressing room. He was a team man who would forever be geeing the players up or getting stuck into them. I cannot tell you how much I loved him. 

			The first Sealey I got to know was Les’s cousin Alan, whose two goals won West Ham the Cup-Winners’ Cup in 1965. He was a few years older than me but ‘Sammy’, as we used to call him, was a great mate of mine at the club. His goals at Wembley had made him a hero among the fans. We had come back for pre-season and one time after training had a game of cricket for a laugh. Unfortunately, it had been press day at West Ham and the benches we had sat on for the team photos were still by the side of the pitch. As Sammy ran after a high ball, he didn’t notice one of the benches and, despite us all shouting at him to watch out, ran straight into one of them. He broke his leg. It was one of the worst injuries I have ever seen on a training ground. It finished him. He would still come to the training ground for a cup of tea. We would talk about horse racing or go to see the greyhounds race at Romford, or visit the old West Ham track on Fridays.

			Les was from the East End of London, which had produced so many footballers like Bobby Moore and Jimmy Greaves. For boys like us, for boys like Les, football was all there was. You played until it was dark and then under any light you could find. There was little to keep you at home. All we had was a nine-inch black-and-white television with a three-inch magnifying glass. We only watched one channel. When BBC Two came in, my dad said: ‘How are you supposed to make a choice?’ But, if you had a football, you were a king in those streets.

			Les’s great moment came with Manchester United at Wembley when Alex Ferguson dropped his regular keeper, Jim Leighton, for Les at the FA Cup final replay against Crystal Palace in 1990. Football management is all about making big decisions. As Ferguson was under so much pressure at Manchester United, this choice was very brave. It gives you some idea of why Ferguson went on to become the greatest football manager there has ever been. He was never afraid to make the big call.

			After Manchester United, Les came back to work with me at West Ham. My favourite memory of him is from one night when we played Aston Villa at home in the quarter-final of the League Cup. I’d invited two mates of mine up from Bournemouth to watch the game. Frank Lampard gave us the lead, but Villa equalised later on and then won in extra time. Afterwards, my mates came into my office for a drink. We were supposed to go out and then they would stay with me but I told them I couldn’t. I was gutted we had lost and I would now need to be at the training ground early the next morning. 

			They were wondering how they were going to get back to Bournemouth. The last train had already gone but then Les volunteered to drive them home. It would have been five in the morning by the time he returned from the south coast but that was the kind of man he was. An absolute diamond.

		

	
		
			An Audience

			It was nearly a decade since the old king abdicated but you could still feel his presence. A brain haemorrhage had slowed his movement and speech but had not dulled his presence. You knew he had entered the room even if you had your back to the door.

			He was eighty now, sitting at the far end of the table, dressed in a grey suit. There was a glass of red wine in front of him and a small court around him, one of whom would go off to place his bets. Beside him was a great, glass window overlooking Aintree. It was the first day of the 2022 Grand National meeting. His horse, Clan des Obeaux, had already won. Joe’s decision to back it had earned him £700.

			‘Do you want to meet him? Do you want to meet Alex Ferguson?’

			Ged Mason was Sir Alex Ferguson’s racing partner. Joe knew his son. There was a connection.

			‘I wouldn’t mind. He signed my dad.’

			‘Les Sealey was your dad? He’ll definitely want to meet you then.’

			Joe was ushered over. 

			‘So, you’re Les’s son? You know, your dad saved my career.’

			‘And you saved his.’

		

	
		
			On Days Like These

			Sunday, 19 August 2001

			 

			He had always loved cars. He would die in one. It was parked outside, a silver Bentley Arnage.

			He was inside, working on the house, trying to get it into shape so it could be rented out. He’d start by getting rid of that wallpaper. He would pop into Southend later to see about a new kitchen. 

			This would be a nice house for somebody. Rayleigh was a commuter town really. On the line to Liverpool Street. Steadily rising house prices. It would be a better investment than the pub. Why he had bought a pub, God only knows. It was such a cliché. He had sunk all the money he had made from Manchester United into the Double L in Woodford. What was extraordinary about that was he had always been so careful with property. His houses were never typical footballers’ houses with Greek columns or stone lions at the end of the drive. They were places he could afford. Comfortably.

			He knew what had happened to Peter Shilton. In 1989, Shilton had been playing for the media baron Robert Maxwell at Derby. He was one of the highest-­paid players in the game and owned five houses as investment properties. Then came the housing crash and a phrase nobody had heard before: negative equity. Suddenly, Shilton was as exposed as if Maxwell had ordered his managers not to bother with centre-­halves. It was a mistake Les Sealey had not made. Well, not until the pub came along. 

			It didn’t even have a proper pub name. It wasn’t a Royal Oak, a Red Lion or even a Green Man. The Double L sounded like a ranch in Texas that John Wayne might head for in The Searchers. 

			Everybody had been surprised when a cousin of his successfully persuaded him it could be a decent investment. He barely drank and would never set foot in a pub if he could help it. Elaine had tried white wine once when she was sixteen and hated it. In all the years they’d been married she would only ever order a Pepsi Max on a night out. They were hardly Den and Angie Watts. 

			Once, on holiday, he had ordered a brandy and Coke. Joe had been shocked. He was fifteen then, a goalkeeper like his dad. He’d never seen his father order anything alcoholic. Didn’t he know what alcohol did to your body?

			Les could remember being drunk only twice. Once was at Paul Ince’s marriage to Claire. The other time was at another wedding, Dion Dublin’s.

			When they bought the Double L, there were jokes along the lines of ‘At least you won’t drink the profits.’ Profits might have been quite nice. A rental property was altogether better value. Safer.

			The Double L was near Woodford Town football club, where Jimmy Greaves’ career had come to its drink-­sodden close, with the greatest natural striker England would ever produce employed as a midfielder at the age of forty. The clientele was decent. They were a long way from the Glasgow dockers and gangland characters Alex Ferguson had entertained when he bought a pub after his playing days were done. But the real trouble was that Les wasn’t the man people thought he was. 

			He’d done some publicity in the local paper when he bought it, and some punters might have come to the Double L for the Les Sealey they’d seen on television, clowning around in goal for Manchester United, running after the referee, egging on the crowd. However, once the dressing-­room door had closed, he was a different person. He became ordinary. He wanted to go home, be with his family. He enjoyed reading about the men who ruled the East End, where he grew up: the Krays and the Richardsons. He liked military history. If someone wanted a discussion about whether the Hurricane or the Spitfire had really won the Battle of Britain, he could contribute. But he could never be ‘mine host’.

			It was the opening weekend of the Premier League season. He wasn’t involved. He’d work on the house and then listen to Manchester United play Fulham at Old Trafford. 

			Yesterday, West Ham had lost 2–1 at Liverpool. Since they hadn’t won at Anfield since Bobby Moore’s day, this wasn’t a bad result. It would have been nice to have been there. Three months on from his dismissal, he couldn’t quite understand why he wasn’t. He’d been the goalkeeping coach. He’d been brought in by Harry Redknapp as cover for Luděk Mikloško and to do some coaching. He had played in a couple of games.

			Once, at Highbury, Harry had brought him on as a striker with seven minutes left. West Ham were one down and reduced to ten men. At the training ground at Chadwell Heath, he’d sometimes play up front in the five-­a-­sides. ‘Go on, Les,’ Harry had said. ‘Run around in their area and cause a bit of havoc.’ He had run around, but Adams, Dixon, Winterburn and Bould were not the sort of defenders you panicked, especially when you were a goalkeeper pretending to be a centre-­forward.

			His last game had been at Old Trafford. May 1997. He’d come on for the final minute. Manchester United had already won the title, and they were winning this game too. Peter Schmeichel had asked to play as a striker, and Albert Morgan, United’s kit man, had got hold of a red shirt with ‘Schmeichel’ on the back. Alex Ferguson had told his keeper that the match might be a celebration, but it was not a circus. 

			Les had come on to a huge ovation from the Stretford End. They still remembered the Cup final, the game that had changed everything at Manchester United. Even when he became understudy to Schmeichel, he was still popular, still signed every autograph book and piece of paper that was put in front of him.

			He was a good coach, and West Ham had some good keepers – Shaka Hislop, Craig Forrest, Stephen Bywater. There was also Joe. He was hard on his son. Maybe too hard, but you had to remember that as a goalkeeper Les thought you had to be better than anyone else on the team sheet. Your mistakes are always remembered. DVDs full of them are sold as Christmas presents.

			It was hard coaching your own son. The Lampards worked together at West Ham, and young Frankie really seemed to dislike his father when it got too much. They would go to the gym at the training ground in Chadwell Heath, and Frankie would stand in the middle while Frank kicked a football on to the wall behind him. On hearing the ball bounce, his son would turn and trap it. If he missed his cue, you could feel the tensions ramp up.

			West Ham had finished fifteenth in May. In 2000, they had ended the season ninth, but after Rio Ferdinand had been sold to Leeds for £18 million in November, the results had started to slide. Even so, Harry’s sacking had come out of nowhere. It had been the end of the season. There had been rows about money and transfer budgets. Harry had given an interview to a West Ham fanzine called Over Land and Sea, in which he said that the West Ham chairman, Terry Brown, ‘didn’t know how to add up’. Given that Brown was an accountant, that was quite an accusation. Brown was an avid reader of Over Land and Sea, and it stung him more than if it had been in the Daily Mail. Very soon it was in the Daily Mail. There was another row. Harry was sacked. 

			Les was fired a few days later. It was the day he picked up Joe from the airport after a holiday in Kos. 

			‘How you doing, Dad? Everything all right?’ 

			‘I got sacked today, son.’

			Stephen Bywater seemed especially upset. Harry would get himself another job and, when he did, he might take Les with him. But it wouldn’t be like at West Ham, where the training ground was just a few miles from Les’s home. Harry lived in Dorset. Les might have to move. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad. He might have been fired by the club he grew up supporting, but they had paid him off – £96,000. It must not be frittered away as the Manchester United money had been frittered away.

			Most of the day had been spent removing the old brown paintwork from the doors. The air hung heavy with dust. It had been a good idea to hire the sander, but it was hard work. Les’s left arm ached, which was odd because he had been holding the sander with his right. So did his jaw, which tingled like he had bitten down hard on an ice cube.

			It had been his cousin, Alan, who had got him the job at West Ham. Alan was fifteen years older than Les. He’d played for West Ham as a midfielder when Harry Redknapp was starting out at Upton Park. He and Les had both won the Cup Winners’ Cup – Alan in 1965, and Les twenty-­six years later with Manchester United. That would be something for A Question of Sport: ‘Name the two members of the same family who have won the Cup Winners’ Cup with different clubs.’

			Alan had died five years ago. A heart attack at the age of fifty-­three. He’d been working at Romford Greyhound Stadium. He loved the dogs and had a greyhound of his own, which Les then had to look after. Unlike his cousin, he had no interest in dogs and kept the greyhound in kennels at Romford until it could be sold. He had also sold Alan’s car, which would have been easier had it not had a hole in the exhaust that made a racket as the vehicle clattered up Loughton High Street.

			Actually, Les had been the answer once on A Question of Sport. It was a few years ago. David Coleman had asked: ‘Who is the only man to have won the FA Cup having only played in the final?’ That was him. Les Sealey, 1990. 

			It nearly wasn’t him. In the replay of the 1970 Cup final between Chelsea and Leeds, Don Revie had done what Alex Ferguson would do twenty years later: he dropped his goalkeeper. Gary Sprake had made way for David Harvey. Nobody really remembered it because Leeds had lost, and in any case Revie’s job had not depended on the result. Ferguson’s had. 

			Sometimes, Les allowed himself to wonder what would have happened had Manchester United lost. His name wouldn’t have appeared on A Question of Sport, obviously. Ferguson would have gone. Equally obviously. It was supposedly the win over Nottingham Forest in the third round that had saved him. It was a nice story, made better by the fact that Ferguson and Brian Clough disliked each other, but it wasn’t true. The FA Cup had been the last thread holding Alex Ferguson in place. Once it snapped, it would have been over. Not even Bobby Charlton would have been able to keep him in office.

			Les had read Ferguson’s autobiography a couple of years ago, published after United had won the Treble. Then, Ferguson was untouchable, a god in Manchester and friends with Tony Blair – a friendship that would be rewarded with a knighthood and photo opportunities at the Labour Party Conference. He had written that dropping Jim Leighton for Les Sealey had been ‘an animal instinct’. That was true. At the time, Ferguson was a cornered dog with one leap left. 

			Sometimes Les would sit down with a cup of black coffee, which he drank too much of for Elaine’s liking, and mentally sketch out who would have taken over. Bobby Robson, once the World Cup was out of the way? He’d already said yes to PSV Eindhoven, and Bobby wasn’t the kind of man to rip up a contract. Terry Venables and George Graham were too dug in at Tottenham and Arsenal. Howard Kendall had been the favourite to take over at the start of that season, but he’d chosen Manchester City. Impossible now.

			The man who would have taken over was the man who had beaten Ferguson at Wembley. Steve Coppell. Young, good with the press, played attractive football and a former Manchester United player. It was obvious when you thought about it. And Les did think about it. 

			His arm still felt like a deadweight. It was hot and airless in the house. His T-­shirt clung to him. It hadn’t been that warm when he set out for Rayleigh, but now his hair was matted with dirt and sweat. There had been thunderstorms over London for the last few nights. His head began to ache. He opened a window. He’d checked the house, and it didn’t need rewiring. That was a bonus. The electrics and damp were two things that swallowed money if you bought an investment property. Once he’d done the house up, he’d see about the book he’d written. He’d talked into a tape recorder owned by a teacher, a Manchester United supporter who’d said that his story – and particularly that of the Cup final – would make a decent read. People might be interested. 

			He had no idea where the tapes were now. He’d done the recordings six years ago, when he was at Blackpool. The tapes were ancient even then, having previously been used for French lessons; you could hear a boy’s voice reading out irregular verbs. There had also been one that had ‘Greatest Hits 1982’ written on it. You could detect traces of ‘Come on Eileen’ when you played back the interviews. 

			If he went back to the book, he’d say what he really thought of Sam Allardyce. He’d been too kind to him. The training ground at Blackpool had been a shambles. When he’d asked one of the apprentices to make him a cup of tea, he’d been told it was impossible – there was no kettle. He had definitely been too kind to Owen Oyston. The man who had been the club’s chairman had been jailed for rape but had continued to organise everything from prison like Noël Coward had done in The Italian Job. Les especially liked the start of that film, the Mafia boss driving a Ferrari Testarossa through the hairpin bends of an Alpine road while Matt Monro sings ‘On Days Like These’. He tried to remember the name of the Coward character who had taken the applause when the inmates learned that Michael Caine had pulled off the bank job in Turin. Mr Bridger, that was him.

			Suddenly, he was punched in the chest. When he turned to face his assailant, there was nothing but an empty kitchen. There was a churning in the centre of his body. He could hardly breathe. Something was happening to him, inside.

			He was not one for doctors, not one for hospitals, but instinctively he knew he needed a doctor, needed a hospital. He should phone for an ambulance. But what if it were nothing? The siren screeching, the blue light flashing, followed by a mumbled apology for wasting people’s time. A joke about indigestion.

			He would drive to Southend. Go to the hospital. Go up to reception. ‘Sorry to disturb you. It’s probably nothing.’

			God, he could hardly breathe. The dull ache in his head had become sharper and was now stabbing him incessantly above the left eye.

			The Bentley. It would be faster than any ambulance. Nought to sixty in 5.2 seconds. There was no time. No time to wait. No time to waste. 

			Inside the car, it was like a gentlemen’s club. The deep leather seats gave only slightly. The fascia was a wall of polished walnut. There were five small dials, relaying everything from the battery charge to fuel levels. In front of him were the big ones – miles per hour, revolutions per minute. The dials were white. The effect was like driving something impossibly grand from the 1930s around Brooklands. Thankfully, the car was an automatic – his left arm felt too numb to change gear. 

			He drove through the suburban roads, squinting through the glass. Within minutes, he was approaching the Rayleigh Weir underpass. Left on to the A127 – the Southend Arterial. Dual carriageway. Heading east. Sunday afternoon. Almost empty. Just a little bit faster. The engine was huge, insistent, its need for air fed by twin turbochargers, the fuel flooding in through injection lines. She was flying now, holding the outside lane. Her speed, her size, her sheer beauty ensured any other car in her path ducked for cover. 

			Southend, eight miles. Then four. Searching for the first A&E sign. He could not move his left arm at all now. His chest churned. His arteries narrowed. His heart pounded. He could not breathe. He held the Bentley steady with his right hand. 

			Southend’s skyline came sweeping into view. The dual carriageway was now policed by speed signs and hemmed in by suburban housing from the 1930s, when Southend was where you went in order to escape the East End. Here, the air tasted of salt rather than sulphur, and you could buy big blocks of pure white Rossi’s ice cream. The double-­fronted concrete tower of the Inland Revenue building, a job-­creation project from the days when nobody went to Southend on holiday, clogged the horizon. He desperately did not want his last view to be that of a tax office. 

			There were signs for the airport; others for the football ground. One turn, one more yank of the arm, was all that was left. Up the ramp. He drove straight towards the red-­and-­white sign that said ‘Accident and Emergency’. The closer the sign, the larger the letters, the more blurred they became. The great V8 engine was still now. She had made it. Good girl.

			He brushed the leather steering wheel with its winged insignia, gently opened the door and pitched forward on to the warm, black tarmac.

		

	
		
			The Self-­Preservation Society

			I am kicking a football in the kingdom of the Krays. It’s 1968. Over there is the most famous address in Bethnal Green, 178 Vallance Road. Or, as we call it, Fort Vallance. Ronnie and Reggie have lived there since they were five. It is the centre of their empire. 

			I think I will always like cars. The ones that pull up by 178 Vallance Road, full of flash oiks, are lovely. Big Fords like a Zephyr or a Galaxie brought over from the United States. Sometimes a grey Mark II Jaguar hisses by in the rain. 

			We don’t see a lot of Ronnie and Reggie – well, not as much as we used to. They have a nightclub up west, and when you pick up the paper, you can see them photographed with Barbara Windsor or Diana Dors. We have no problems with the Krays. My dad said they keep everyone in order. Just so long as you remember who rules the roost, there are no muggings and no burglaries. Kids are safe on the streets of Bethnal Green. My mum is a bit more wary. She always tells me: ‘Leslie, if you see those men in suits, be polite and smile. Oh, and Les, don’t you go kicking a football anywhere near that house.’

			Mum and Dad don’t live together. They used to live in a tenement in Bishop’s Way, not far from the Mile End Road. Dad was much older than Mum. He was a lorry driver for Pickford’s, and all he ever seemed to do was work, eat and sleep. When he’d completed thirty-­five years with Pickford’s, they gave him a gold watch. It had lovely florid writing on the back, and sometimes he would take it from his wrist and show it to me. It would glint in the light. It was a lovely watch, but even as a young boy I’d think: ‘It’s not much for all the driving you’ve done.’

			Even then, when I was spending the weekends with my dad, woken at half-­seven with a big pot of tea and warm rolls he’d brought back from the baker’s, I knew there had to be something better than this. I didn’t know what it was or where, but even when Dad presented me with a pair of adidas 2000 football boots, I knew it wasn’t here. 

			On weekdays, I went deeper into the East End to live with my mum and her mother in Bethnal Green. There weren’t many escape routes. At Mowlem Street Primary School, we had a Venezuelan music teacher. She was the most beautiful woman you could imagine. One day, she called my mother into school and said: ‘Your Leslie’s got the most beautiful voice, Mrs Sealey. You should have it trained.’ It begged the question of where in the middle of the East End were you going to get someone to train your voice, and where would you get the money to pay for it? My mother had enough trouble feeding me porridge.

			By the time I’m eleven, I know there are three ways out of the East End. You can become a thief and steal your way out. You can box and fight your way out. Or there’s football. You can play your way out. A pound will buy you a Frido, a heavyweight plastic football. We can afford a pound. A pound might be the price of your ticket out.

			There are lots of takers for that ticket. There must be five hundred boys in the tenements where Dad lives. In the middle is a big green space, and we play football day and night, until we look up and see our parents leaning over the concrete balconies, a cup of tea or a cigarette in their hands; it is like playing in front of tall, vertical stands. One by one they shout our names, and one by one we leave.

			My dad died of a heart attack when I was eleven. I didn’t go to the funeral. Mum didn’t tell me about it. I never discovered where he was buried. I knew it was in Leyton, and when I was older I would visit the cemeteries there in the hope of stumbling over it, but I never came across one that said: ‘William “Harry” Sealey, 1900–1968’. I certainly never saw the gold watch again.

			Afterwards, I lived in Bethnal Green permanently, in a big slab of concrete that was half a dozen storeys high. The flats were like something out of the Soviet Union. During the war, we sent them trucks and tanks on the Arctic convoys. In return, they must have sent us the plans for the flats. There was a pride in them, though. Every week the families would take it in turns to sweep the steps. 

			I always wondered why the doors were left unlocked. It could have been because there was nothing to steal. There would be televisions, but they would be black-­market tellies. One would just turn up; there wouldn’t be a Radio Rentals van about. I thought it might be because of the house opposite: if you committed a crime, someone would be sent to sort you out. I don’t think it worked like that. It wasn’t like the wedding scene from The Godfather, where they queue up to ask Marlon Brando to whack someone who has crossed the line. We didn’t pay protection money; we had nothing to protect. We just knew that the Krays didn’t want the police around for any reason whatsoever. I cannot remember seeing a policeman in Bethnal Green. The place policed itself. The lounge at Fort Vallance was on the top floor, and sometimes the curtains would twitch back and you would see one of the Krays, in his beautiful dark-­blue suit, surveying his subjects.

			The flats were full of people struggling to hold themselves together. Many had seen the tobacco, timber and sugar warehouses along the Surrey and West India Docks burn during the Blitz, and ever since the principal reason for the East End’s existence had been dying out day by day. The London Docks were closed to ships in 1969, the same year the Krays fell. There were still loads of bomb sites. The area around Vallance Road was known as ‘Deserters’ Corner’. It was filled with men who thought fighting Hitler might not be their finest hour. Not when the British army had left all its equipment on the beaches of Dunkirk. 

			I always had a conscious desire to get out of the area. You knew you had to try because, without being able to say it out loud, you were terrified of sinking any lower. One of my mates, Tony Walker, wanted to be a jockey, and although we never said it to each other, we both knew there was something better out there. We got fed and clothed and were always warm, but that was pretty much it.

			In 1964, Tony got himself on television, in a series called 7 Up. You can see me just behind him as he says: ‘I want to be a jockey.’ He was one of fourteen children selected by Granada Television from a whole variety of backgrounds to see if they would break through the class barriers. They would be filmed every seven years to see how their lives were progressing. The fourteen were chosen by a researcher called Michael Apted, who would direct the next series. It began with Apted arguing with Tony’s mother. The film crew needed shilling bits for the meter so they could power the lighting rig and cameras. The Walkers had absolutely no money, so Apted had to go out on to the streets of Bethnal Green and haggle for as much change as he could. Good luck with that. Apted would go on to direct Hollywood movies. He would be nominated for Oscars.

			By the time Apted and his cameras returned in 1971, Tony had achieved his ambition and had joined Tommy Gosling’s yard at Epsom. He would leave school the following year. Gosling had ridden horses for Winston Churchill. To keep fit he had trained with Arsenal and came second to the eighteen-­year-­old Lester Piggott in the 1954 Derby. Tony raced against Piggott at Kempton, which he described as ‘the proudest day of my life’. He was involved in a photo finish at Newbury but recognised he was not quite good enough. By twenty-­one, he was studying the Knowledge and would become a London taxi driver. He was so popular in the series that one day, when he had Buzz Aldrin in the back seat, a cabbie came up wanting an autograph. The signature he wanted was not that of the second man to set foot on the moon but Tony Walker’s. 

		

	
		
			Miracle Men

			One of the reasons I knew you could get out of the East End was because my cousin had done it. He had only got as far as Romford, but Alan Sealey had done so by playing professional football. For West Ham United. He won them their only European trophy: the 1965 Cup Winners’ Cup.

			Alan was fifteen years older than me. He was my dad’s brother’s son. He encouraged me to believe that it is possible to get where you want to be in the game. The highlight of Saturday night was being allowed to stay up to watch Match of the Day. I was in awe of the figures on the black-­and-­white screen. I considered them miracle men.

			Alan was an outside right, signed by West Ham from Leyton Orient in 1961. For a long time he was on the fringes, but it was some side to be on the fringe of: Geoff Hurst, Martin Peters, John Bond, Johnny Byrne. And Bobby. 

			Between 1964 and 1966, Bobby Moore captained West Ham and England in three Wembley finals and won them all: the FA Cup, the Cup Winners’ Cup and the one the whole country remembers. He was the best footballer in the world. He had such glamour. After a home game at Upton Park, schoolboys would gather round him and he’d throw his keys into the air, and the one who caught them would run to unlock his Jaguar. Everyone wanted a slice of him. He met Sean Connery on the set of You Only Live Twice. They bought a country club in Essex together, Woolston Hall.

			After a home game, particularly if they had won, the team would go to the Blind Beggar on the Whitechapel Road. It was a ten-­minute walk from Fort Vallance, not that the twins ever walked. The doors would swing open, and Reggie would march up to Bobby: ‘We’re the boys. Ain’t we the boys?’ The drinks would no longer need to be paid for. The West Ham lads had such a good time at the Blind Beggar that Bobby bought the pub. 

			One day, Harry Redknapp was buttonholed by a gangster, who said: ‘Tell your mate Bobby Moore that I will cut him from ear to ear.’ Bobby was never cut, but Woolston Hall was mysteriously set on fire. Another one of Bobby’s pubs, the Black Bull in Stratford, also burned down. He was unlucky in that way was Bobby. 

			Alan was unfortunate not to have played in the 1964 FA Cup final against Preston, which West Ham won 3–2, with a goal in the last minute. His glory came the following season. West Ham weren’t expected to make Wembley for the final of the Cup Winners’ Cup; people thought they would lose to Real Zaragoza in the semis. At Upton Park, West Ham won the first leg 2–1. In Spain, it was thought that would not be enough. Zaragoza had five forwards who went by the name of Los Magnificos, but the night of 28 April 1965 would probably count as Bobby Moore’s finest in a West Ham shirt. 

			When I was a goalkeeper, I used to say to my defenders: ‘See that round white thing? Make sure it stays well away from me.’ Bobby made sure the ball stayed well away from Jim Standen in the West Ham goal. Officially, Bobby had just recovered from a serious groin injury; unofficially, he had just recovered from testicular cancer. There were waves of Spanish attacks, but only one Real Zaragoza goal. When John Sissons, who had scored for West Ham in the FA Cup final at the age of eighteen, equalised, that was that – West Ham would play 1860 Munich at Wembley. These days, 1860 Munich are nothing, bobbing around in the shadow of Bayern, but in 1965 they were probably the best team in West Germany. They were a better side than Bayern, and the following year they would win the Bundesliga.

			Alan juggled the ball between his hands as he went on to the pitch at Wembley, which was rammed. About 15,000 had come over from Munich, some dressed in lederhosen. The rest of the stadium was West Ham United. Alan would still have been nervous. He was twenty-­three and this was the biggest night of his life. It would also be the best.

			In the dressing room, Bobby had been extremely confident. It was a very young team. Brian Dear, the striker, was twenty-­one. Bobby had gone over to calm him down.

			‘You should walk behind me when we come out.’

			‘Why, Bobby?’

			‘Because you’ll definitely get your picture taken.’

			West Ham are the better team, and with twenty-­two minutes to go, Alan takes a pass from Ronnie Boyce on the right side of the area. He can see a defender in a white shirt coming over to cover, but he gets in his shot just before the tackle comes in. Alan is leaning back when he strikes the ball and it rifles into the top corner of the net. He celebrates with a forward roll. It is his first goal in four months. Alan’s second is a killer, the ball crossed by Bobby, laid back by Martin Peters and clipped home by Alan. 

			The team go up the thirty-­nine steps. They can hear ‘I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles’ being sung by the crowd above and below them. Their eyes are blinded by the flashbulbs of all the photographers crowding round, but they are still able to see Bobby lifting the only European trophy West Ham United have ever won.

			The photographers are in the dressing room now. The players should be pouring champagne, or at least drinking beer, but instead they are served tea and sandwiches. Ron Greenwood never liked too much fuss. When West Ham won the FA Cup the year before, Greenwood had taken the trophy home with him on the Tube. There is a photograph of West Ham’s manager sitting with it at Tottenham Court Road station. His players are paid a £900 bonus. Brian Dear uses it to buy a house in Hornchurch.

			Alan’s a hero now. West Ham go on tour and play 1860 Munich again, this time at Randall’s Island Stadium in New York. Alan scores. They take another flight to West Germany to play Eintracht Frankfurt. Alan scores again.

			There is a week to go until the start of the season – away to West Bromwich Albion. Cricket is very popular in the West Ham dressing room. Jim Standen is an opening bowler for Worcestershire and helped them win the County Championship in 1964, Geoff Hurst played as a wicket-­keeper for Essex Second XI, and when he was fifteen Bobby Moore captained The South against The North in youth-­team cricket; he was caught at slip by Colin Milburn.

			The team decide to have a cricket match at the training ground at Chadwell Heath. The ball is struck to the boundary. Alan chases after it and crashes into a wooden bench. He hits it so hard, he breaks his leg. It takes sixteen months before he is fit to return, but he isn’t the same player. The broken leg has drained too much from his game. He drops down a division to play for Plymouth. It doesn’t work out, and he comes back to east London to play non-­league football for Romford and find work at the local greyhound track. He loves the dogs.

			 

			I was seven when Alan won the Cup Winners’ Cup. Our football was tenement football. We would take our ball to another block of flats and play furious matches on red ochre gravel. We would get a dad or an older brother to referee. Your block had to win. There was pride in what we did.

			I would play for anybody. There were loads of teams in Bethnal Green, but the major problem was getting a kit together. Many parents didn’t have the money, so some businessmen who had made good would dip their hands into their pockets and stump up for one. 

			One of my first teams was the Cambridge and Bethnal Green Boys’ Club, which had been founded by Jewish businessmen. At first, you had to be Jewish to play for them, but that requirement was dropped in 1936, when the East End Jews were under attack from Oswald Mosley’s Blackshirts. After I made it as a professional, I went back to Cambridge Green to present some awards, but much of the community spirit had disappeared. The club still had money, but the interest had gone. It closed in 1990.

			At the weekend, I would turn up with my boots at Hackney Marshes, looking for a game. When I saw any sort of match with a ball rolling about, I’d ask if I could play. Most of the time they said no. Well, they didn’t say no. They used to tell me to fuck off. That’s how you say no in the East End.

			I began playing for a team called Interwood, based in Walthamstow. They developed a lot of talented players. Chief among them was Terry Hurlock, who turned out to be one of the hardest men ever to play for Millwall. Terry owned a pub, the Prince of Wales, and one evening, before they played Wimbledon, he invited a few of the lads round. One of them asked him how he would deal with Vinnie Jones. ‘Like this,’ said Terry. He got up and kicked the door until it was hanging off its hinges.

			I became a goalkeeper by chance. I never set out to be Bob Wilson or Pat Jennings, but one afternoon, the Interwood keeper couldn’t make it and our manager, Terry Gibson, asked me to go in goal. I liked it. I was good at it. I stayed there. I was fourteen.

			The person who had the greatest influence on my early football career was the headmaster at Leyton County High School, Mr Piggott. He was always dressed very smartly and had an air about him that instantly commanded respect. I was what they called a ‘wagger’ – in other words, a truant. I never used to go to school, and by the beginning of my final year I was probably a hopeless case. The Education Board sent people round to my mum to ask why I wasn’t at school. I would get clumped by her and then go out and play football all day.

			Mr Piggott did not try and get me to realise the error of my ways. Nor did he have me counselled by a social worker.What clever Mr Piggott did was allow me to stay off school permanently. One day, he called my mother into school and said: ‘I believe your son has got a talent for football, but he hasn’t got a talent for academic qualifications. He doesn’t want to be at school, and by making him come I am forcing him to do something that should be done but which would take him nowhere.

			‘Mrs Sealey, why don’t we do this, with your agreement? Because your boy has got such a talent for football, there is a possibility he will make it. Unfortunately, I don’t think he will make it in any other sphere of life. He is not going to be a stockbroker. To stop all the problems, why don’t I mark him down as being here, but he doesn’t have to come to school?’

			I will always remember standing in his office, listening to this in absolute amazement. Mum was sitting down, and Mr Piggott was sat at his large oak desk. He explained he was there to help each and every child, and the best help he could give me was to let me play football all day long. He was allowing me to go and train with a professional club full-­time while I was still at school. This was ever so slightly illegal and would probably have got him into serious trouble if he had ever been found out. The headmaster did what he believed was the best thing for me at the time. He looked at me and thought: ‘He might just make it.’ 

			I haven’t seen Mr Piggott since I left school officially, but I hope he won a million pounds on the Pools because he provided me with the only opportunity I would ever get to make something of my life.
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