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About the Author


Although not an East Ender by birth, Julian Dicks became an honorary 'Iron' courtesy of two memorable spells with West Ham in the eighties and nineties. Eleven of his fourteen years of professional football were spent with the Hammers: his legacy there embraced 326 appearances and 65 goals, and he was voted 'Hammer of the Year' in 1990, 1992, 1996 and 1997.


Dicks could certainly play, but it was his presence on the field as a tough-tackling talisman which endeared him to the West Ham faithful. Affectionately nicknamed 'The Terminator', his unstinting aggression, energy and never-say-die attitude embodied the spirit of the club and the pride of its fans.


Dicks also played for Birmingham City, Liverpool and Canvey Island, served on the coaching staff at West Ham, West Bromwich Albion and Watford, and managed Wivenhoe Town, Grays Athletic, West Ham United Ladies and Heybridge Swifts.









About the Book


Where have football’s ‘cult figures’ gone? In the sterile and corporate modern game, is there room for the mercurial midfielder or the tough-tackling defender or the pot-bellied goal poacher?


Rewind two or three decades. Footballers had no media training, no filter, no 5% body fat, no cryotherapy chambers, and no quiet nights in with a curly kale salad and a glass of carrot juice.


Meet Julian Dicks: undoubtedly one of the greatest ‘cult figures’ to play for West Ham United.


Hammer Time is Dicks' hugely entertaining romp through his career with West Ham (and elsewhere), shot through with all the great anecdotes of life as a pro back then, and peppered with all the marvellous characters who crossed his path in those halcyon days. This book beautifully evokes memories of muddy pitches, intimidating away crowds, no-nonsense tackling, card schools on the bus, big nights out after matches, and the special camaraderie that was forged between players of that era.


Hammer Time is also an open love letter to the unique character and atmosphere of West Ham United and East London, conjuring up - with great warmth and nostalgia - a fast disappearing world of proper East End boozers, iconic pie and mash shops and strong working-class communities.









To my late dad










PART ONE











THE BATH



A wee nip before kick-off


The water’s warm, never too hot, and I’m lying in here, stark bollock naked, apart from my football boots.


Outside, the atmosphere is also warming up nicely. Green Street is teeming with people. The Boleyn Tavern can’t pull the pints quick enough as the thirsty patrons knock them back, many with whisky chasers. Fans are eating pies quicker than the cafes can bake them. The smell of fried onions and burgers on the mini food stalls alongside the market fills the air.


Not long ago, I was wading my way through that scene, half desperate for a pie and a pint myself, but not today. Or not right now, anyway.


It’s 2.40 p.m., and kick-off is only 20 minutes away. And I’m still in the bath.


On the side of the tub are two cans of Coke, and a Mars bar. Or at least they were there a few minutes ago.


Now, the Mars bar and most of the Coke is making its way through my system, hopefully soon to be converted into that endless energy I seem to find when I’m on the pitch. And the other Mars is not long for this world.


As I bite into the chocolate, the sound of the fans coming into Upton Park is getting buzzier and louder.


They’re watching the boys warming up, being put through their paces, running, turning, shooting, crossing, all that stuff.


You’ve probably watched the players do that week in, week out for more years than you can even remember. Ever wondered why they’re doing that particular drill? Why they’re jumping and jogging, using up all that energy just before a game? Me too.


I’ve never done a pre-match warm-up, and I never will. They’re not for me. At least not on the pitch. On the pitch, I play football. I don’t warm up. My warm-up is right here, in the bath with my Coke and Mars.


And as I lie here, I can actually try to chill out, even though the game is just minutes away. You try chilling out in front of thousands of people while doing keepie-uppies or whatever they’re doing out there. It’s not going to happen.


This is my sanctuary. My place of peace. Until the boys come back in, and the noisy bastards ruin all that, and I have to get out, and get my kit on.


But I don’t have to get up for it. I’ve never understood all that bollocks. The dressing room music, head-butting the walls, screaming in each other’s faces. There’s no fake way of getting me in the mood to play football. I’m always in the mood to play football. It’s all I’ve ever done, and all I’ll ever do.


So never mind the motivational messages from the gaffer, or anyone else, I’m ready to play. I’m ready to die for the claret and blue. I was ready when I was walking down Green Street before my Coke and Mars bars, and I’ll be ready at full-time as well.


Give me a ball, and I’ll play football. That’s what I know, and it’s who I am.


It’s not like the Mars and Coke is even that bad. There’s been plenty of brandy knocking around the home changing room for years, and I may even have a nip myself before kick-off.


Go back a few years when Billy Bonds was playing here, and he had his own way of doing things. Billy would be in the gym before a game, block-tackling the wall in there. He’d finish off his routine by head-butting the door a couple of times as well.


I finish the Mars bar, and drain the rest of the Coke, as I think about Billy doing his thing. I have a smile on my face. Those were very different times.


•


At that time, in the late eighties and early nineties, the club physio was Rob Jenkins. I’m not sure what qualifications physios at football clubs required back in the day. His dad had been the physio before him: the Jenkins must have been like some kind of Royal Family for physios where Rob was the next in line.


Not that he would have needed that many qualifications. His physio kit at that time consisted of the magic sponge, a bucket of cold water and a bit of spray. That was it. Oh, and there was also the special brown medicine bottle, the contents of which remained a bit of a mystery.


Rob wasn’t shy about passing the bottle around before a game, or even at half-time. On a freezing cold and wet Saturday afternoon, loads of us would have a swig.


That’s how it was then. These were the days before the Premier League. Before the branding. Before the razzmatazz, the glitz and the glamour. Before anyone was paid unbelievable amounts of money to play football.


I don’t want to sound like an old fart, but they were more simple times. And they were absolutely fucking brilliant.


They were the days when the physio somehow didn’t really need any qualifications. It was much more a case of feeling what was required, rather than consulting with any kind of medical authority for the appropriate course of action.


A case in point, was the fantastic night in the 1988/89 season when we played the mighty Liverpool side, boasting John Barnes, Ian Rush and Peter Beardsley to name a few, some of whom would go on to become my team-mates, but that’s another story for another chapter.


Upton Park was rocking that evening, and we found something that we could never find in the league that year to beat them 4–1. And this was a season which saw us relegated, and our legendary manager John Lyall sacked.


At 3–1, I got a kick in the head and there was blood everywhere, running into my eye and down my face. Rob came on with his bucket and magic sponge, and did his best to try to patch me up, but there wasn’t much he could do. He told me I’d have to come off as it was a deep cut that kept bleeding, so it might need stitches.


‘Fuck off!’ I told him, as there was absolutely no way I was leaving the pitch and missing any of this game. Alvin Martin double checked that I wasn’t going to go off, but he needn’t have bothered.


Rob had to think on his feet, so he shoved a load of Vaseline on the cut and gave me a slug from the brown bottle. Job done. And I don’t think you’d find any medical professional who would have prescribed that particular course of treatment.


He left the pitch, Tony Gale stepped up to take the free-kick that I’d won and curled it into the corner for number four.


Rob was an unbelievable character, to say the least.


He was also someone who had your back – as long as you had his. He had some pretty unusual approaches to rehabbing injured players.


If we were ever crocked, we obviously couldn’t play on a Saturday, but we would certainly be expected to come in for treatment on a Sunday. Except if you’d been out on the piss until 4 a.m. on Saturday night, like we had been pretty much 99 per cent of the time, there was absolutely no way in hell that you were going to make it to the training ground on Sunday morning.


I’d often call Rob to explain that I couldn’t make it in on a Sunday because I was too worse for wear after a heavy night. ‘No problem Julian,’ would be his response, followed by: ‘I won’t tell the gaffer.’


If we kept Rob sweet, on a Monday morning when the manager came in and asked if I’d been in for treatment the day before, he’d tell him we’d been there, working hard on getting fit again.


Not that I’ve ever been against working hard to get fit, because I have no problem with that. Ask anyone who I’ve shared a dressing room with, and they’ll tell you that I play five-a-side in training like I play a first-team game on a Saturday – and they’ve probably got the scars to prove it too.


My issue with training is when we don’t play with a football – which is exactly why I always warm up in the bath before a game, and not on the pitch. And don’t even get me started on running in training, because I utterly detest that particular type of torture. In the early days of my career, I went along with it, because I was too young and too green to know any better.


In fact, when I’d just signed professional forms for Birmingham, we had a unique approach to pre-season training which, thinking about it now, was absolutely insane.


I’d arrived in Birmingham as a spotty 14-year-old, signed as a schoolboy by the great Ron Saunders, who saw something in me despite the fact that I was as skinny as a rake, and not particularly tall. At the time, Ron was the Aston Villa manager, but he soon headed across the city to manage the Blues, and I followed him to St Andrew’s, where the likes of Noel Blake, Mick Harford, Tony Coton, Robert Hopkins and Billy Wright were first-team regulars. Ron was way ahead of his time, in so many respects, and he had a ground-breaking attitude to sports nutrition.


I was living in digs and his orders to my landlady were to make sure I had steak twice a week, and a bottle of Guinness every day. I could hardly believe my luck.


I don’t know if it was all those steaks and bottles of Guinness, or just my natural development, but it wasn’t long before my tiny frame gave way to a slightly bigger physique, and I was rubbing shoulders with those hard nuts in first-team training.


In my first proper pre-season as a pro at Birmingham, we would spend the mornings running in Elmdon Park, which was full of hills. We’d have to run up those hills again and again for around an hour, and by the end of it, we were absolutely battered, with many of us puking at the top of the hill. I hated every second of it.


Then it was back to the training ground where we had an hour for lunch, rest and recovery, before repeating all that running in the afternoon. So you would imagine that precious hour would be spent refuelling, taking plenty of water on board and putting our feet up.


Not in a million years.


In fact, what would happen on a daily basis, was that we’d all pile into the minibus and the kitman would drive us to the nearest pub, where we’d all sink four or five pints, then head back to the training ground.


Those afternoon runs would largely follow the pattern of the morning, as we struggled up the hills, puked at the top, except this time we were throwing up all the beer that was inside us. It’s hard to believe that was pre-season in the eighties, but that’s how it was. Ron Saunders had no idea where we’d spent our lunchtimes. So many of the players lived locally in Solihull, that he assumed they’d gone home for lunch.


Maybe we could have prepared better for a tough season ahead – ok, we definitely could have done better – but what that did create was an incredible togetherness about us as a team.


It’s hard to explain it, but it was so good being part of that team, knowing that we all cared about each other. Yes, we went out and got rat-arsed regularly, but we were putting the spirit into team spirit, and that definitely helped us play better together too.


Even when I was just 14 or 15, those senior players looked after me. I was a fish out of water, having moved from Bristol on my own, only returning home every weekend. So, it was important that I would be treated with love, care and respect from the senior players in the dressing room – perhaps Noel Blake and Mick Harford taking me out to Faces nightclub in Birmingham at the age of 15 was not the best idea, but it showed me I was a part of something, even at that age.


I didn’t drink at that point, and it felt great to be out with those lads – the landlord of my digs, Brian, was the manager of the club which is why we always went there – and there was never any trouble. Mind you, someone would’ve had to be insane to pick a fight with either of those two.


As a Birmingham apprentice, I had to learn fast, especially when it came to cleaning boots. It’s an old cliché, but as a youngster that was one of my most important jobs, and if the boots that were my responsibility weren’t considered clean enough, I’d know about it.


Wayne Clarke, and the goalkeeper Jim Blyth, would give me a friendly slap across the head if they didn’t like the state of the boots I returned to them. But they also had my back. On a baking hot August day, we were in the training ground dressing room, and Ron Saunders was speaking to the team, and got me to wave the door forwards and backwards in order to create a bit of a breeze for everyone.


I must have been going for about 15 minutes, when the boys complained to the gaffer that it wasn’t really on making me do that. Which was very considerate of them, but they might have spoken up earlier than 15 minutes in.


Those Birmingham boys kept me grounded, but they also looked after me. If I hadn’t grown up so quickly with those players, it’s possible I would never have made it as a pro myself.


I certainly don’t think I would have settled in at West Ham as quickly. That exact same Birmingham dressing room culture was also present at West Ham, both in terms of the team spirit, and in how much I hated running, especially in pre-season.


That problem got worse for me when my former team-mate Billy Bonds eventually became manager because he absolutely bloody loved running.


When Billy moved into the Hammers hotseat, he was determined to make sure that all his players were as fit as he was. Another difficulty for me was that Billy was the fittest player I’ve ever played with. Even into his 40s, he would run and run and run. I can’t tell you how much he loved running, but I can tell you how much I hated it. It was fucking horrendous.


As I always used to say to Billy, ‘Let the players play, and let the runners run’ because I never understood why footballers like me couldn’t just get on with playing football. It pissed me off that I could easily play for 90 minutes, or 120 if necessary, but there were super-fit players who couldn’t kick a ball from A to B.


But my protests fell on deaf ears. I was the club captain by that stage, and Billy wanted to see me setting an example to the younger players, which is why he always got right on my case when I was about half a mile off the pace on those pre-season runs. And that was within the first mile.


One morning we’d set off from the training ground in Chadwell Heath, from where we were running a few miles to Hainault Forest then looping back to where we started. From the off, I was at the back with Frank McAvennie. So much so, that by the time we went through the training ground gates, the rest of the players were already about 400 yards up the road. I told you I was off the pace.


Billy Bonds was at the very front, of course, and suddenly we could see him sprinting back towards us. He quickly reached us – which wasn’t very hard given how slowly we were moving – and said, ‘Fuck me, boys, what are you doing? Come on!’ and then he sprinted back to the front, almost effortlessly.


On any run we did, this would happen all the time, as Billy regularly pegged it to the back and yelled at me to get a shift on. ‘Let the players play!’ would be my comeback, to which the gaffer would respond with something along the lines of ‘Fuck off, I can’t run this slow!’ before jetting back to the front again.


On this particular day, me and Frank had made it to Hainault Forest and were about to begin the long, hot, slog back to the training ground, when a milk float drove past us, and the driver recognised us, calling out, ‘Hello lads!’


This was not an opportunity to be missed, so we flagged him down. ‘Can you give us a lift back to Chadwell Heath please?’ I asked.


‘You could run back there faster than this milk float,’ he replied.


‘Listen, your milk float is faster than me and Frank!’ I said as we jumped on board.


As we cruised back towards the training ground, we noticed that Billy had placed some of his coaching staff at strategic points along the way to make sure nobody was cutting corners – or getting lifts on milk floats. So, every time we approached one of the gaffer’s spies, Frank and I ducked down into the empty milk crates, like a couple of schoolboys hiding from their teacher. It was unbelievably funny.


We jumped off close to the training ground, before trotting back in, and putting on our best exhausted faces as we went past Billy and headed for a shower.


‘Well done boys, fucking great!’ he called out, and I couldn’t believe we’d got away with it. Showered and dressed, we headed home, feeling like we’d won that particular battle.


Except, shortly after we left the training ground, the coaches returned to raise the alarm to the gaffer that they couldn’t find either myself or Frank anywhere, which really confused Billy who had only just seen us leave.


The following morning, Billy called the pair of us into his office to face the music.


‘What did you do yesterday?’ he asked us. ‘How did you get back to the training ground?’


‘We fucking ran!’ I said.


‘Don’t lie to me, how did you get back?’


‘Ok, we jumped on a milk float,’ I confessed, realising that the game was up for us.


‘I know you did, do you know why I know?’


‘No.’


‘Because the milk float you jumped on was our fucking milkman’s milk float, and he told me!’


We could see that Billy had a smile on his face, so we couldn’t help but laugh ourselves. As rigid and serious as he could be, he also had a good sense of humour and he definitely saw the funny side of our antics.


‘Don’t let it happen again!’ he warned us, as we left his office, relieved not to get too much of a ticking off, although given that it was pre-season, another day of sodding running awaited us.


Billy was totally obsessed by running for fitness. As far as he was concerned, there was no other way to get fit, not even playing football, which was always my preferred method.


He had us doing those bleep tests where you have to run between two points before a bleep sounds. Each time you complete a few runs, the period between the bleeps gets shorter, so it becomes progressively harder. What a load of absolute bollocks. My first reaction to the bleep test was typical of my first reaction to most fitness drills – ‘What the fuck is this about? I’m here to play football.’


As well as his bleep test, Billy also used to make us do five-and-a-half laps of the football pitch, which he’d worked out as being a mile. There were people like Martin Allen and Matthew Rush flying round in five or six minutes, much to Billy’s delight.


Me? I did it in 17 minutes. It might have been quicker to walk. In fact, I must have been walking. The gaffer came up to me, looking distinctly unimpressed.


‘That is not acceptable!’


‘Billy, when do you ever run a mile straight off on a football pitch?’ I replied.


It just made no sense to me. Here I was, a player who had been substituted literally once in my entire career when I was a youngster at Birmingham, who played every minute of every game for West Ham. And there was a good reason for that – they all knew what they’d get from me on a Saturday.


I could outlast even the fittest players when it came to actually playing football. And, despite all the running, we had plenty of training that did feature football, which massively helped my fitness.


We used to play one-on-one games on a full-size pitch. Seriously. There would be a goalkeeper at either end, and then just two of us going hell for leather against each other. I would be up against Mark Ward, as there weren’t any others who could tackle me. When the two of us were on opposing sides in any contest, there were feathers everywhere, as we’d kick the shit out of each other.


And it was exhausting. If I had a shot, the keeper would then throw it out to Wardy who was already on the other side of me, meaning I had to turn and run full sprint to try to catch him. That’s how I got my fitness. If Billy had given me a ball to run to Hainault with, I would have been ok.


Five-a-side in training was the same. I didn’t hold back, but to be fair, nobody did. We would kick lumps out of each other because that’s just the way it was. We were all competitive and trained like we meant it. The mantra was ‘you play as you train, and you train as you play’.


At one point, John Lyall called me and Wardy into his office and explained to us that under no circumstances were we ever to be on opposing teams in training. He was concerned that one of us was going to end up with a serious injury as we were flying into tackles on each other without a care in the world.


‘Well, it won’t be me,’ I told him, half-joking. I loved Wardy. He was a funny Scouser, and we were very similar characters in terms of our competitive spirit. Neither of us could tolerate losing, whether it was playing football, cards or tiddlywinks – not that we ever played that. I don’t even know what it is.


When David Speedie joined the club on loan in 1993, the same rule was implemented, this time by Billy Bonds. He was a similar kind of character to Wardy, and me and him on opposing sides just didn’t work. We just didn’t know any way, other than kicking the shit out of each other, so it was quickly decided that we’d have to be on the same team.


Unfortunately, sometimes there were bad training ground injuries, like when I accidentally broke poor Simon Webster’s leg.


Simon had come to West Ham from Charlton, and he hadn’t been there that long. A summer signing, he never made it through pre-season. During a game in training, I won the ball off him with a block tackle, and I carried on up the pitch and scored a goal.


I celebrated the strike too, because I think there was a fiver per player riding on the game, but when I looked round, Simon was still on the ground. It was a freak accident, as the block tackle had broken his leg really badly and, sadly, his career was extremely limited after that.


There was nothing I could have done about what happened to poor Simon, it was just one of those things that can occasionally happen on a football pitch. I found out that he had previously broken his leg while at Sheffield United, and that the tackle had somehow shattered his leg in the same place again.


Fortunately, although I felt bad about what happened, it didn’t dampen my enthusiasm or willingness to play the way I’d always played. And that was the case, whether it was out on the pitch, or a kick-about in the gym. But perhaps I should have been a bit more careful with Tony Gale’s little boy, who found out about my competitive spirit the hard way.


Tony was the Hammers centre-back and a good mate, and one Saturday we’d all showered and changed after a match, and some of the lads’ families were hanging around in the gym which was not far from the changing rooms at Upton Park.


And when I say families, I mean their kids. The gym was full of kids playing football, but it looked like they were having a lot of fun and I couldn’t resist joining in, so I had a quick drink in the Players’ Lounge next door, then joined them.


It wasn’t long before I was smashing the ball around the gym, in my smart matchday suit, and working up a sweat again, despite just having played 90 minutes of a top-flight game.


Tony’s son was eight years old at the time, and clearly a brave lad as he went in goal while I was firing in pot-shots from all over the gym. But he was probably a bit too brave, as he tried to save one of those shots, and started crying because his wrist was hurting.


He ran off to his old man, who wasn’t the most sympathetic, but on closer inspection, it turned out that I’d broken the poor boy’s wrist.


‘Thanks a lot, Dicksy!’ was Tony’s sarcastic response, but I did feel for his boy, and for him, as he would have had to explain to his missus that a First Division left-back had broken her son’s wrist.


It probably wasn’t the only time her boy, and plenty of other kids, were left a bit traumatised by my enthusiasm. We used to do Christmas parties for the kids where we’d have a big bouncy castle with a goal in it, and the children had to chip the ball up into the goal. Except if I was in between the sticks, there was no way the little buggers were going to be getting any free hits. I dived all over the place saving their shots.


Alvin Martin’s son, David, also used to go in goal, and I didn’t hold back, larruping shots in from 20 yards as hard as I could – it must have set him in good stead as he turned pro many years later. I once tied him up and left him on the bouncy castle unable to move, and everyone was looking for him, not realising what I’d done.


Sometimes, a load of other kids joined him in goal and I’d carry on pounding shots at them so there were balls flying all over the place, including at the kids who had been happily jumping on the bouncy castle. We all seemed to be having great fun, until Tony’s wife would tell him to tell me to calm down a little bit.


The funny thing is that I’ve always got on better with kids than adults – they just want to play football and so do I. At heart, I am probably a great big kid. I was never interested in sitting down for a meal with the adults at those Christmas parties. While the adults were eating and talking, I’d be in the gym kicking the shit out of the kids.


I really couldn’t help myself when there was a football involved, just like I couldn’t help but not get involved when there was no ball. It got to the point where I just refused to join in with training if we weren’t using a ball.


When the coaches would start the training warm-up at 10.30 a.m. and all the lads jogged around the perimeter of the pitch, I didn’t join in. Instead, I’d carry a bag of around 20 footballs, and place it down around 30 yards from the goal, then empty out all the balls.


I’d smash every ball into the goal – or close enough to it – go and retrieve every one, stick them back in the bag, then repeat the process all over again. By this point, everyone was stretching, working their groins, hamstrings, calves and lower backs. Not for me.


I thought it was all a load of crap. I would always try to prove to the coaches that there was no point in me doing all that jogging and stretching before a training session, because as soon as we started the five-a-side, I was right in the thick of it, banging in goals, making tackles and leading my team to a handsome victory.


Inevitably, as I walked off the pitch, I’d say, ‘I told you that warm-up was crap,’ to any of the coaching staff within earshot.


It was the same with practising set pieces. I could never see the point in going over how to attack a corner. If whoever was taking the corners drilled it into the space between the six-yard box and the penalty area, I’d head it in. To me, it was as simple as that, and there was no need to get into any more detail. So when the coaches would set up a corner drill, I’d just walk off and do my own thing.


It wasn’t like I was being lazy. The opposite was actually true. I was usually one of the first in at training as I’d get there around an hour before everyone else, so I could smash a ball around in the gym. I loved having that time on my own to hit the ball against targets of my choosing.


There was a clock at one end of the gym, and I once spent some time seeing if I could hit it from the other end of the room. With five balls, I managed to hit it four times, which I was happy about, as it was a fairly small target. I didn’t realise that one of the West Ham fanzine editors was watching the whole thing and ended up writing about it – I definitely preferred to do that kind of thing alone.


After training, I would also stay out for an extra half an hour so that I could practise my free-kicks. I couldn’t do that on my own, so I’d ask Les Sealey or Ludek Miklosko if they wouldn’t mind staying out with me – it wasn’t bad practice for them either, to be fair. Les was a fiery kind of character, you never really knew if he’d be up for it or not, but he’d certainly make it as hard as possible for me to score. Once a keeper, always a keeper.


That kind of training routine was scuppered when I moved to Liverpool as they had an old-fashioned rule in place. I couldn’t believe that there was a tradition at the club which meant we weren’t allowed to play with a ball before or after training. Yes, me, a footballer prevented from using a football, the actual thing that I use for my job. I thought it was absolutely nuts.


At Liverpool’s training ground, Melwood, the great Bill Shankly had introduced the rule that footballs were only allowed during the actual training sessions. Because of his legacy, that custom had been adopted by all subsequent Anfield managers.


My own tradition, which admittedly had not gone as far back as the days of Shankly, was to arrive at West Ham training an hour early, at 9.15 a.m. I’d then spend that hour in the gym, clipping balls, chipping balls, smashing balls, whatever I felt like working on really.


So when I turned up at Melwood and discovered that I wouldn’t be able to do that, I was far from happy. ‘Fuck this,’ I thought to myself, ‘I’m doing what I want.’ So I took a ball and used these boards they had which you could smash balls against, control them, and then hammer them back, like you might do in a game.


The Liverpool manager Graeme Souness had a word and told me it wasn’t on. ‘Look, you just can’t have a ball before training,’ he said. ‘We don’t do that here.’


‘Graeme, I’m a fucking footballer!’ I pleaded with him. And to his credit, he let me have my way, but I know it rubbed a few people up the wrong way there. No football before training? I still can’t believe that was a rule.


Another thing that Souness couldn’t believe was my pre-match routine. Yes, even at Liverpool, I lay in that bath with my Coke and chocolate, which was certainly not something that Shankly would have encouraged either.


There might have been an attempt by the coaches to convince me to get out there with the rest of the lads, but it would have fallen on deaf ears. I think Souness quickly realised I was my own man, which is part of the reason why he signed me to play for him.


It may also have been part of the reason why my spell at Anfield didn’t last too long, and I was soon back at West Ham, feeling the true love of the fans who had taken to me from day one, as they recognised something in the way I played the game that spoke to them.


It was a genuine case of love at first sight – well, for the home fans anyway. My West Ham debut was in 1988, on an Easter Bank Holiday Monday, when we played Everton in the First Division in front of 21,000 hardcore Hammers at Upton Park.


My first game for West Ham had been two days earlier in a 2–1 defeat to Sheffield Wednesday at Hillsborough, where the Owls fans had actually voted me as their man of the match, believe it or not. I must have done something right, unless they were taking the piss.


Back in east London, I probably did the warm-up that day, although I’m sure none of the fans were that interested in seeing me run around some cones. I did my talking on the pitch, and that was never truer than on that day.


I had played at the ground before when I was with Birmingham, as a 17-year-old, and the two experiences couldn’t have been more different. As an away player at Upton Park, and a young one at that, I was shitting myself, especially whenever I went anywhere near the notorious Chicken Run, the old East Stand, where the fans stood so close to the side of the pitch, that they could touch you – which they often did.


It wasn’t the kind of place where you’d have wanted to take a throw-in, as you’d get plenty of abuse as an opposition player. Those fans were working men who paid their hard-earned money to support their team and have a pop at whoever turned up to play against their heroes.


Playing as a Hammer in front of the Chicken Run was a far more pleasant experience. Pats on the back, hugs and plenty of encouragement were normal. Fans there would offer me sweets in the middle of a game, which was lovely but probably a bit too much – I was in the middle of playing.


Why did they love me so much? It started in that game against Everton. Not much happened in the match, which was a goalless draw, but there was one cheer which, if not quite as loud as the noise for a goal, was certainly the most excited the crowd got all afternoon.


It happened when I clashed with Everton’s Trevor Steven near the dugouts on the west side of the ground, opposite the Chicken Run as it happens. I gave him a sly elbow, which left him crumpled in a heap on the ground, and the fans went mad. I’m not sure they’d have loved me more if I’d scored a last-minute winner on my home debut. Instead, it was the elbow on Trevor Steven that started our love affair.


And if that sounds brutal, well it was. But this was 1988, when football was a passionate, working man’s game. There was very little kissing the badge on the shirt. You had to be aggressive, and you had to look out for yourself. I learned that from playing and training alongside Mark Dennis, Noel Blake and Mick Harford at Birmingham.


At that time, there was only one camera filming every game. And that camera only really went wherever the ball went, which meant you could practically get away with murder off the ball. I can’t tell you how many times I got hit by other players, whether it was a punch in the ribs, or a kick on the leg.


That’s how the game was. If I went through someone in a tackle, they’d look to get their own back on me, when the ball was up the other end of the pitch. And they’d usually get away with it because everyone else was watching the ball, including the cameraman.


I remember playing in a game at Bradford when I was still a youngster and came up against a huge centre-forward called Bobby Campbell, who was a bit of a cult hero up there, as he scored a lot of goals for them.


We got into a tangle after I cleared the ball, and he tried to kick me, so I gave him a kick. He stared right at me and said, ‘I’m gonna get you!’


For the rest of the game, every time they got a goal kick, he would yell at the keeper to ‘put it there’, pointing to wherever I was on the left, so he could have a chance to nail me. Luckily for me, he never did. But that’s exactly how it was. You kick people, you expect to get kicked back.


Or, in my case on my home debut, you elbow people. Trevor Steven never actually got me back, which is just as well or that early reputation I carved out for myself might well have been damaged.


•


I’m thinking about that moment as I lie back on a bed in the medical room. Maybe I’ll get another chance to keep that relationship going with the fans this afternoon?


I’ve moved on from the bath, and the Cokes and Mars bar have now been replaced by a little bit of the contents of Rob’s medicine bottle.


There’s only a few minutes until kick-off, and it’s quite nippy out there today, so I’ve got to make sure that I’m in the best possible shape to play.


I can hear some of the fans trying to get ‘Bubbles’ started. The atmosphere is building, which is why it’s so important I keep calm in here, and don’t get too pumped up and carried away.


From the changing room, I can now hear the noise of the boots on the floor. My team-mates are in there, fresh from their warm-up, disturbing the peace.


I’m glad I’m in here, staying in my own little world, away from all that noise.


It’s time for me to get properly focused now. I need to stay as relaxed as possible, as kick-off is fast approaching.


I hear a few shouts from the dressing room. Someone’s trying to get everyone going. Fair enough, that’s their way.


I can also hear the faint noise of whatever music is being played around the stadium at the moment – it’s only faint because it’s struggling to be heard above the noise of the fans out there.


They must be buzzing with anticipation, and so am I, but I’m doing my best to stay calm.


I’ve known of players drinking pints when the pubs open at noon, before going to play.


Suddenly, something changes. It’s the dressing room. The noise quietens down, the players are silent and I can hear another voice. It’s the gaffer.


They’re all in there together now, listening to a few last-minute instructions before the game.


This is it.


Here we go.


Give it another minute and I’ll go and join them.










THE HOTEL ROOM



Fuck it. I’m buying the dog food


I’m lying on a really comfy bed. I’ve got the TV remote control in my hand, flicking through the channels, trying to find something to watch.


There’s not much noise, either in the corridor or from outside. Unusual for a Friday night, and a far cry from a few years ago, when these nights would usually end in some kind of disorder – and I would always be directly involved.


We were bored then. People like Wardy or Frank McAvennie, my old room-mates, were restless and needed to be occupied.


You couldn’t leave them or me in a hotel room overnight and expect us to get our heads down for an early night. Not when we had all that nervous energy to burn before a game.


It’s different now. First of all, these beds are a lot nicer than the ones we used to sleep on when we first started staying away before a game – and before that, we’d just drive up on the day of the game, so there were no hotels at all.


When I first started playing that’s how it was. Unless we were playing Newcastle or Middlesbrough, or another team at the other end of the country. Otherwise, it was an early start on the team bus, and we’d drive up to the Midlands or wherever, everyone playing cards or watching films all the way there.


We’d get off the coach, completely stiff from the journey and would be on the pitch playing pro football a couple of hours later. Nobody ever thought it wasn’t a great idea, it was just how it was done, mainly because there wasn’t a lot of money in the game, and clubs had to save where they could.


When we started staying overnight for most away games, everything became a lot more fun, certainly in terms of the bond and banter between the team. There was a lot more opportunity to piss about, which I’ve always believed was great for team spirit.


I miss those times, and those characters. You don’t realise at the time what an absolute buzz it is to spend every weekend with your mates, and that it’s also your job.


There are so many memories of those away trips, and almost all of them involve doing stupid things to relieve the boredom.


Some of these memories fly through my mind as I lie here, aimlessly flicking through more TV channels. There’s no end to them these days.


I turn to my bedside table and pick up the bottle of Jack Daniel’s. Never mind American Express, I don’t leave home without this.
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