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‘The best pieces in this collection have a real whiff of the obsessional about them . . . there is much humour here, much of the deadpan and the rapturous’


Time Out


‘Fascinatingly varied . . . a wonderfully readable collection’


Daily Mirror


‘A whole different ball game’


Melvyn Bragg, Mail on Sunday


‘An original and engaging anthology of football writing’


Esquire


‘A blinder’


Sports Magazine


‘Amazing reading for the general reader since about half the essays it contains are funny, clever [and] sad . . . the best writers in Hornby’s collection aren’t really writing about football at all – they are writing about nostalgia. Their evocations of vanished boy-hoods . . . short-trousers, dirty knees, school bullies and Texaco stickers . . . lodge in the reader’s mind long after the litanies of goals and fixtures fade into a blur’


Susannah Herbert, Sunday Telegraph


‘This is a book about the excitement and the drama of football . . . it offers a wholly different, and long overdue, perspective on our national game. A great and curiously reassuring read for those who regularly support a team and equally regularly wonder why’


UK Press Gazette


‘Football fans will like this book, but it will also help others to understand why football can be so addictive’


TLS


‘The characters are enchanting, and the writing, almost throughout, is a joy’


Daily Telegraph


‘A melancholic and witty depiction of the frissons of passion and despair familiar to many’


The Absolute Game


‘If you only buy one football book this year, make it this one!’


Middlesbrough Evening Gazette


‘My Favourite Year contains enough laughter and pain on its pages to keep any normally insane football fan happy’


Terence Blacker, Sunday Times
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‘A new kind of football writing developed – passionate, disrespectful, self-mocking yet steeped in personal bias. In book form, young writers such as Nick Hornby and Pete Davies became to the New Football Writing what Tom Wolfe and Hunter S. Thompson had been to the New Journalism’


Terence Blacker, Sunday Times




Roddy Doyle


Republic Is a Beautiful Word


REPUBLIC OF IRELAND 1990


1990 started on 4 June 1989. Ayatollah Khomeini died and Ireland beat Hungary in a World Cup qualifying game at Lansdowne Road in Dublin. We went to Toner’s on Baggot Street after the match. It was well packed, hard to get near the bar. We didn’t say much; we grinned a lot. The news came on. We pushed up to the corner, to the telly. I got into a position that allowed me to see most of the screen between shoulders and heads and inflated bananas and waited for the sports news, to see if Paul McGrath’s goal had been as good as it had looked in the flesh and maybe, if there was loads of hush, to hear Jack Charlton at the post-match press conference – and just to cheer with everyone else. I clutched my pint into my shoulder – where babies fit when they’re being winded or walked – and watched.


First the picture of Khomeini.


We cheered.


Then thousands of people grieving in Tehran.


–They must’ve lost their match.


–Ah, God love them.


Then Salman Rushdie,


We cheered again.


–ONE SALMAN RUSHDIE –


THERE’S ONLY ONE SALMAN RUSHDIE –


We had already beaten Spain and Malta at home, and now Hungary.


–ONE SALMAN RUSH-DIEEE –


That left just Northern Ireland at Lansdowne.


–No sweat.


And Malta, in Malta.


–Easy.


Beating Spain at Lansdowne had been a brilliant agony. I’d spent most of the match watching the clock after Michel’s own goal in the first half. It had felt good after that game but this was better. I was becoming brave enough to let the thought take shape: we were going to qualify. After years of close things, bad football, rain, short-sighted refs and fascist bastard linesmen, we were going to do it. I could tell: everyone else was thinking the same thing. And Paul McGrath’s goal was as good as it had looked.


We beat Northern Ireland in October, three–nil, after a hairy first half.


Now for Malta.


The fog at Dublin Airport became the main news story in the days before the Malta match. The fans were stuck. Half of the country’s journalists and RTE’s cameras were at the airport, watching the fans. It was Ireland’s boy-trapped-down-a-well story. The camera caught a woman in tears.


–I want to go to Malta, she cried.


Behind her, in the crowd somewhere, a male voice.


–Where’s the national airline representative?


There was a travel agency rep standing up on a table, looking like a man getting ready for his crucifixion. There was a cameraman up there with him. A man on the ground spoke up to them and tried hard to remain reasonable.


–We paid our money, he said. – Three hundred and seventy pound cash it cost me, and we haven’t even got off the island!


–Where’s the national airline representative?


It was dreadful to watch. These were the Ireland fans, the loudest and best humoured in the world. Many of these people had followed Ireland all over the place they’d seen them being beaten by Trinidad and Tobago and they’d watched example after example of the poxy refereeing that had made playing anywhere more than ten miles away from Dublin an inevitable misery. All that had been in the bad old days and now, when their loyalty was about to be rewarded, they couldn’t get out of the country, and there wasn’t even anyone they could blame properly.


The fog cleared on Wednesday morning. Most of the fans made it on time to see Ireland beat Malta two–nil. We watched the match in a pub on Dame Street. We cheered in all the right places and stood up and punched the air above us at the end of the game but it wasn’t a great afternoon. We’d had that last June, after Hungary.


–WE’RE GOING TO ITAL-EEE –


QUE SERA SERA –


In June 1970 I was just twelve, in fifth class in primary school. The World Cup was on and I was full of it. Chelsea had won the FA Cup. Two of the Chelsea team, Peter Bonetti and Peter Osgood, were in the England squad. They were the two Texaco medals I wanted most. I got them. My parents fed my habit. My father, I suspect now, filled his Volkswagen with Texaco petrol, siphoned it, dumped it and went back for more. By the end of the Mexico World Cup I had the full squad. I had seven Alan Mullerys and four Bobby Moores. My mother bought me a World Cup kit, containing a wall chart fixture list and dossiers on all the teams. I knew all about El Salvador’s short war with Honduras over a disputed match result, crazy now but it made perfect sense then. In the second round of the Community Games Cup my team, Kilbarrack, got trounced nine–nil, I think, by a team from Finglas wearing brand-new El Salvador jerseys; I recognized them, three weeks before the World Cup started. My sisters got me ‘Back Home’ by the England World Cup Squad, my first record. I was allowed to stay up till all hours to watch the matches. I pretended I was knackered the next morning in school.


–I didn’t go to bed till midnight.


–Huh, that’s nothin’; I didn’t go till after midnight.


I read and watched and never shut my mouth for the whole month.


–Uwe Seeler’s balder than Charlton.


–He is not.


–He is so.


I never, not even once, wondered why Ireland weren’t in Mexico, why there wasn’t a dossier on Ireland, why there weren’t any Ireland Texaco medals. I didn’t miss them in 1974 either. In 1978 I watched a qualifying match in the student bar in UCD; I can’t remember the opposition. The day was not Ireland’s; neither was the ref. The bar was quiet. Then RTE’s commentator, Jimmy McGee, spoke.


–And it looks like a case of Don’t Cry for Me Argentina.


A stool rose out of the crowd and hit the wall beside the television.


In 1982 I watched Northern Ireland milling everything around them in Spain and I cheered them and hated them. I remember nothing about the ’86 qualifying games even though I went to all the home ones.


In 1990 there were Ireland Texaco medals.


–I’m going. Are you?


–Yeah; definitely.


I said one or other of those things virtually every day in the second half of 1989.


–I’m definitely going.


Italy was no distance away; it was only down the road.


–Definitely.


Then came the draw on 16 December; England again, Holland again – the same as the European Championship – and Egypt. It was very disappointing – no Brazil, no Argentina, not even Colombia.


–I’m still going; are you?


–Probably; yeah. I’ll have to talk to the wife.


It’s-very-dear-in-Italy rumours pinged off the walls of every pub in the last weeks of ’89.


–Seven quid a pint, I’m tellin’ yis.


–Sixteen pound for a burger and chips, and he said it was shite.


Sardinia was miles from the mainland; it wasn’t really a part of Italy at all. Getting from Sardinia to Sicily would cost a packet. Sicily wasn’t really part of Italy either; it was nearly Africa. It was Mafia country; they’d knife you if you looked crooked at them; they weren’t like the real Italians at all. Fun was illegal down there.


–It’ll be as good on the telly.


I stayed at home. I was always going to. I was ashamed of myself. I’d never gone further than five stops south on the DART to Lansdowne Road to watch Ireland. The match and a few pints after, that had been the limit of my loyalty. Here was my chance now to really follow the team and I wasn’t taking it. I’d been to Italy before; I loved it. But I wouldn’t go. I looked around for a good excuse, and found one: I bought a house.


–Are you going?


–No, I can’t; we’re just after buying a house.


–Ah, no –


–I’d love to – but –


I’d shrug here. It was out of my hands.


June came. School closed. The opening match, Cameroon beat Argentina. The next day Arnotts on Henry Street sold all their Cameroon jerseys and the dry cleaners on Kilbarrack Road started a World Cup special offer – all your curtains cleaned for thirty-five pounds. It was looking good.


The Bayside Inn was packed but not loud on the night of the Ireland–England game. There were people in green but not that many. There were a few tricolours but they weren’t being waved. There was no one singing. I was excited, but I always was when Ireland were playing. I was nervous, but I was always that as well. I’d expected more. Maybe I was too old. We got a table, one of those tall round ones, parked our pints and waited, and tried not to let our anxiety suck up too much Guinness. The national anthems; a few booed theirs, no one sang ours.


We heard George Hamilton, RTE’s commentator.


–The moment of truth is almost upon us.


The game started; Lineker kicked off.


–Yeow!


We watched. We ooohed, aaahed, clapped but it wasn’t much of a game till England scored. It looked like a dreadful goal then; the ball went over Mick McCarthy’s head and Lineker seemed to whack it in with his gooter and crawl after it into the net. The pub went quiet.


–Fuck.


The replays showed Waddle’s work and Lineker’s triumph, a good beginning and end, but the goal in the middle still looked stupid.


Then a shout.


–Come on, Ireland!


And more shouts.


–Come on, lads!


No one condemned Mick McCarthy. It was early days yet. This was what we really loved, being one down with plenty of time to get back. It was kind of relaxing. We began to enjoy ourselves. The noise went up and people began to sweat. We shouted at the television.


–Good man, Steve Staunton!


The second half was more worrying. Time was running out. There was no sign of the equalizer. Paul McGrath gave it a ging; the ball shaved the bar on its way over. The pub groaned. The time had come to intervene.


–I’m going to the jacks, I said.


We’d discovered this years ago. When one of us went to the toilet a goal was scored; not always, but it was frightening how often it happened. There was a risk: the goal might not be for the right side. I didn’t need to visit the toilet. I was the only one in there. It was pleasant; cool. The shouts from outside sounded less desperate. I suddenly felt lonely. I stayed, though. I unbuttoned my fly.


–Ah, lads; for fuck sake! – Come on!


I was pressing my forehead against the tiles and trying to remember the second half of the Hail Mary when it happened: the rush of human noise pushed open the Gents door. Either we’d scored or Lineker had run into the goalpost. My vigil was over. I didn’t wash my hands.


I ran back into a sea of jumping and dancing people. They were up on tables, under tables, going wild. It was like I’d come out the wrong door. Kissing, hugging, skipping, there were men virtually having sex with each other in front of their wives and girlfriends. I got over to my friends. They queued up to hug me. I’d done my bit.


–Great goal.


–Thanks.


I watched the replay. A great goal, a wonderful goal; Kevin Sheedy, the man with the mammy’s boy haircut. And the first of the great World Cup images, Packie Bonner gritting his teeth.


–ONE KEVIN SHEEDY –


–Go for another one, lads!


I remember nothing else about the match. I sang, hissed, laughed, groaned but I can’t remember why. The crowd never quite settled down after the Sheedy goal. Nobody cared about the commentary. Our noise was blocking the Irish goal; we were there. Suddenly the pub was full of flags.


–Get your flag out of the fuckin’ way!


Then the final whistle, and the place went madder. The roof stayed on but the foundations were definitely damaged. We jumped, dived, skidded, waltzed. I hugged people I hadn’t seen in years. I hugged people I hated. I hugged the table.


–YOU’LL NEVER BEAT THE IRISH –


YOU’LL NEVER BEAT THE IRISH –


When I got my breath back I realized that I was drunk.


–LA LA LA LA


LA LA LA LA –


I walked through Donaghmede in north Dublin on Sunday morning, before our second match, against Egypt. There were tricolours hanging from bedroom windows, a teddy bear in an Ireland jersey, sitting on a tricycle, on top of a porch. I was going to Paul’s house. We were going on to the airport to collect his brother, Eugene, who was flying up from Cork for the day because he wanted to see the match live in a Dublin pub. It was an all-ticket affair; the pub, apparently, had been dangerously full for the England game. On the way to the airport Paul’s three-year-old son, Ian, sat in the back of the car and sang ‘Give It a Lash, Jack’ over and over. The whole country was waiting for the match.


It was dreadful. I don’t want to write about it; nil–all, the worst competitive game the Republic had played in years. Half-time wasn’t too bad; it was only a matter of time before we scored. Frustration really got stuck in during the second half and by the final whistle I felt bruised and depressed. No cheers, no flags, no singing.


–The beautiful game, me bollix.


True, Egypt had drawn nil–all with the Dutch as well; maybe the result wasn’t all that woeful. Still, it was disappointing, very annoying. Before the game we’d been about to qualify for the last sixteen of the World Cup, now we were on the verge of getting knocked out. The lovely spirit and atmosphere of the past week, the excitement that had been growing for two years, were gone; it was terrible – such a poxy game.


Then Eamon Dunphy said something. Dunphy and John Giles were RTE’s panellists. They wiped the floor with the BBC and ITV opposition. They were brilliant, often funny; Giles wise, Dunphy passionate. I didn’t see or hear what Dunphy said after the Egypt match. I read about it and was told about it the day after, and the days after that. Dunphy had said that he was ashamed to be Irish; he’d thrown his pen across the studio. He hadn’t said that at all; what he’d said was that if Ireland were going to play like that all the time then he’d be ashamed to be Irish; he’d only thrown his pen on to the desk, hadn’t really thrown it. I never found out what had really happened. It depended on who you were listening to; it depended on whether they liked Dunphy or not. Dunphy went to Palermo. Jack Charlton refused to be interviewed with Dunphy in the room. I read that Dunphy had warned English journalists to be there, that something like this was going to happen. Dunphy’s presence was defended by some other Irish journalists; a fight broke out. Again, I never really found out what exactly happened in Palermo. I didn’t like Dunphy much but he was entitled to be at the press conference. Charlton had always said that the way to play was to stop the other team from playing, and Egypt had done exactly that against us and now he seemed to be whingeing.


It was simple but ugly: you were either pro-Charlton and anti-Dunphy, or the other way round. Neutrality wasn’t acceptable; no interest in football wasn’t an excuse. The football didn’t matter; you had to be for one or the other, him versus him. I was a Charlton man. I liked him; I loved the team – McGrath, Houghton, Bonner – they were all marvellous. They’d been dreadful on Sunday against Egypt, but so what? They’d been great many times before that and they’d be great again, possibly on Thursday against Holland. If they lost on Thursday it would all be ruined. There was always a gang of miserable little fuckers waiting for things to go wrong.


–None of them are really Irish, that’s the problem.


–He’s only in it for the money.


–Any nigger with an Irish granny can get on to that team.


For me, Dunphy represented those miserable little fuckers. That wasn’t fair on Dunphy, but tough. I’d waited all my life to see Ireland in the World Cup. As far as I was concerned Jack Charlton had got them there. He had style, humour; he was honest. Dunphy hated Charlton; Dunphy hated lots of things.


–He’s right.


–He’s only a bollix.


Thursday night, the Bayside Inn again.


We needed a win; we needed a draw; we could still get through if we lost two–one. We needed England to beat Egypt; they’d be doing us a favour.


–When did that shower ever do us a favour?


The atmosphere was wonderful. Everybody was determined to go down screaming. Eugene had gone back to Cork and Paul had gone to Palermo, so there was just myself and Frank. It didn’t matter; it was like being on a packed terrace, the only place I’ve ever felt at home with total strangers. A packed terrace with a bar running down the middle of it.


I’d been worried but not now; the game hadn’t started yet but the result didn’t matter that much any more. The memory would be safe.


Again, we went one–nil down in the first half. Gullit’s goal was a good one, a one–two and a great shot; again, the Irish defence was snared.


–Come on, Ireland!


I spent the rest of the game roaring encouragement at the television, urging, pushing the team on to the equalizer. I wasn’t just watching the game; I was on the sideline – fuck it, I was playing. I screamed and oohed and clapped. I bawled my approval when Ronnie Whelan came on in the second half; I clapped Kevin Sheedy as he came off. I was helping. I believed that then and I don’t think I was the only one.


I didn’t go to the jacks this time. I didn’t have to. Packie Bonner gritted his teeth instead. He gave the ball an almighty boot up the field. Van Something sent a bad pass back to the keeper, Van Breukelen. He made a mess of it (– Serves the cunt right for looking like Howard Jones) and Niall Quinn was in like – eh, Flynn. Quick, clumsy and deadly; it was everything a good equalizer should be. I watched it again. A slide along the ground; even better.


I saw a past pupil of the school I worked in. We grabbed each other in mid-air. I hadn’t seen him in years.


–Brilliant.


–Yeah; brilliant.


We let go; we had other men to hug.


–EAMON DUNPHY –


IS A WANKER –


IS A WANKER –


We got back to the match but it had stopped. They were still kicking the ball around but that was all; they were just messing. The players had heard that England were beating Egypt. Mick McCarthy and Gullit had got together and decided to take it easy. It was all over; we’d qualified, into the last sixteen.


–EAMON DUNPHY –


IS A WANKER –


IS A WANKER –


More flags than had ever been seen in a pub before, noise that condensated when it hit the windows, a woman with her hair dyed green, a guy on a table leading his pals through ‘Ghost Riders In The Sky’; these are the things I remember about that night, and a feeling of utter, utter happiness.


A middle-aged man roared it twice.


–I love Ireland!


So did I. I was glad I was Irish, proud of it. I’d never felt that way before; I’d have been embarrassed to. Not now, though. I was Irish and it was a fuckin’ wonderful thing to be. I can’t remember how I got home.


The fans headed for Genoa. All sorts of stories went around: weddings and funerals postponed till after the next match; phonecalls home begging for more money; second mortgages; mammies posting tin-foiled ham sandwiches and flasks of soup to Italy. Men and women who were supposed to be back at work on Monday morning were walking to Genoa. Ireland were playing Romania on Monday. The real World Cup; the last sixteen.


It was the best Monday of my life.


The country closed and squashed into the pubs. I went to the Bayside Inn again. There were as many women now as men. The clothes were getting more and more lively; Ireland was becoming Brazil. Dyed hair, painted faces, flags, flags, flags. We watched the Romanian names on the screen.


–Are any of them orphans?


–That’s not nice.


The stadium looked magnificent. Ireland’s home games were played at Lansdowne Road, a rugby pitch, a bumpy disgrace, or at Dalymount, where they had to cut the grass on the roof of the stand at the start of every season. This was something else: pillars and cables, beautiful green grass.


We had a table near the telly. We had enough drink to get us through the first half. We were ready.


–Here goes.


Romania flew at us for the first twenty minutes but it was always going to be a draw; I had a feeling about it. Sheedy came close twice, Quinn, Cascarino; Hagi for them – Bonner made two or three good saves. I remember one thing about extra-time, cheering when David O’Leary came on. We all liked David O’Leary, a great player and a nice man, a link between the old team and the new, the same age as ourselves. We waited for extra-time to end; nothing was going to happen. The penalty shoot-out was certain.


It seemed to take for ever to get going. The players sat and stood in the centre circle and tried to look like they weren’t terrified. Jack Charlton walked among them, smiling. Then, there was Packie in the goal. Hagi placed the ball.


–He’ll score.


He did. So did Kevin Sheedy right after him, walloped it straight in. They scored again, and Ray Houghton scored his, into the right corner. They scored again, and Andy Townsend. They scored again. I have to admit, I was surprised when I saw Tony Cascarino going up to take our fourth one.


–Jesus; he’ll take it with his head.


–Give him a chance, give him a chance.


He buried it.


I was standing on my toes now; I couldn’t stay still. I scratched my neck, I pulled my hair. Packie Bonner dived to the left and saved Romania’s last penalty. He dived to the left and parried the ball and got up quickly and jumped into the air, his arms up, one leg slightly lifted. I was in the air too. It was unbelievable.


–He’s saved it!


Packie’s grin; I could count the teeth from where I was standing. It was marvellous.


We had to score our last one.


David O’Leary.


No one spoke.


He placed the ball. It took him ages. The tension; I was going to have to groan or roar; something was going to snap. He sent the ball up and right and it hit the net in a way that was gorgeous. The Irish squad started running towards him. He stood up, raised his arms and gathered them into him. He disappeared.


I cried. It wasn’t the winning; it was the sight of the squad charging towards David O’Leary; it was David O’Leary standing waiting for them; it was Packie Bonner with his hand covering his eyes, almost afraid to smile; it was the physio Mick Byrne’s tracksuit top flapping as he ran up to David O’Leary; it was the sight of the Irish crowd in Genoa; it was the crowd here in the pub; it was being Irish.


My wife, Belinda, had watched the match in town. She got a taxi out to the Bayside and found me drunk and crying. I ran over and hugged her. We went home. I cried again, watching the penalties again on the news. I tried to explain to Belinda.


–I had all the Texaco medals –


It was hopeless.


–Texaco medals, she said; she was trying to help.


–You don’t understand, I said. – Texaco medals.


It was hopeless. I was too drunk. My tongue wouldn’t work.


–Texaco medals.


She put her arm around me.


–I understand.


We went down to O’Connell Street. Every car horn in the city was being leaned on. We went to Beshoff’s, got cod and chips, sat at a window seat and watched. The pool around the Anna Livia statue was full; people were queueing up to climb in and get drenched. Every car and van that went by had people hanging off it and sitting on it. Lads stood on the street, waiting to grab a car and cling on to it. Every tree and monument along the street was occupied. One guy sat by himself in a tree wearing only tricolour shorts; he seemed to be lost.


The food and the insanity outside sobered me up. Belinda saw this. She knew that all this was important to me.


–What about Texaco medals? she said.


–Ah nothing, I answered.


I’d never have been able to explain about the medals and 1970 and me when I was twelve and me now when I was thirty-two. I’d have started crying again. We looked out at the madness. The cod was good but the chips were shite.


(The day after, on the RTE news, I saw David O’Leary’s wife – I think her name is Joy – being interviewed. She’d gone into the garden during the penalties. Their son had run out to tell her. She wouldn’t believe him. Then she’d believed. I envied her and David and their son. I’d never have anything like that.


–Mammy, Mammy; Da’s after finishing another novel!


–Don’t be ridiculous, love.


–He has, he has.


–Oh my God!)


Italy next, the quarter final in Rome. The Republic squad met the Pope. I am an atheist and I think that the current pope is a bit of a bollix – I don’t like the man at all – but I couldn’t fight down the lump in my throat as the lads in their tracksuits lined up to meet him. They were all Catholics, the reporter told us. Great, I thought; and I wasn’t messing. It was strange.


I didn’t think we’d win. The Italians were brilliant; Schillaci, Baggio, Maldini, and we had Mick McCarthy to stop them. Slaughter was on the cards. Reasonable defeat was what I hoped for but I didn’t tell anyone. It was Saturday night; the same pub, the same friends, Belinda. The game started. My left hand was in my hair, pulling away. McGrath got a great cross over to Niall Quinn and Zenga had to jump and stretch to save the header. I whooped and clapped. I relaxed a bit. We were good. Schillaci came close. But we were good. We weren’t going to be destroyed.


Their goal looked great the first time. Something fell through my stomach as I watched Schillaci aim the ball towards the right side of the net. McGrath’s foot almost got there but the ball kept going.


–Good goal.


–Yep.


We watched it again. Donadoni’s shot, the power of it, Packie’s save, the ball bouncing off his fists, Packie falling to the left, Schillaci, the side of his boot, in.


–Great goal.


Again. Schillaci running before Donadoni’s shot, to be in the right place if the save wasn’t perfect, Donadoni’s shot, the save, Schillaci.


It hurt.


–Come on, Ireland!


I was glad that Schillaci had scored it.


–Come on, Ireland!


They tried. They rattled the Italians. They hounded them and bit their arses. They ran and slid after them and got in their way. They never let us think that it was all over. They charged and ran back, and charged again. The second half. Schillaci hit the bar. Schillaci scored but he was offside. But the Irish kept at it, kept running and bullying. They were great and I loved them.


Then it was over.


We said nothing.


The fans in Rome were still waving the flags, still singing. People in the pub were doing the same. I told Belinda I loved her.


It was over.


It was one of the great times of my life, when I loved being from Dublin and I loved being Irish. Three years later, it still fills me. The joy and the fun and the pride. Adults behaving like children. Packie gritting his teeth. Being able to cry in public. Getting drunk in daylight. The T-shirts, the colour. Mick McCarthy’s long throw. The songs. The players. Paul McGrath. The excitement and madness and love. It’s all still in me and I’m starting to cry again.


They came home the next day. Nelson Mandela was in town as well, picking up his freedom of the city.


–OOH AH PAUL McGRATH’S DA –


OOH AH PAUL McGRATH’S DA.


The city was packed. Half a million people waited. We got a spot on O’Connell Bridge. O’Connell Street was smothered in people, every tree, pole and window. The wonderful news zipped through the crowd: Cameroon were beating England.


–ONE ROGER MILLA –


THERE’S ONLY ONE ROGER MILLA –


We waited. We saw the open-topped buses coming off Frederick Street, on to O’Connell Street. From our distance, it looked like they were being carried over the crowd. The road had disappeared. Slowly, slowly the buses came towards us. I could see Jack Charlton, Chris Morris, David Kelly, Frank Stapleton. Then they were passing. I raised my hands over my head and clapped.


–Thank you.


Then we went home.




Harry Pearson


A Season of Mellow Fruitlessness


MIDDLESBROUGH 1990/91


Someone once said that the true living drama of human existence lies not in success, but in failure. Whoever it was (Jean Anouilh? Archie McPherson?) obviously never visited Ayresome Park in the late sixties. Over a period of some five seasons Middlesbrough managed to fail in a way that was neither tragic, mysterious, nor even vaguely farcical. Presided over by Stan Anderson – a smoothie whose teddy was so precisely chipped it must have been the inspiration behind the Brylcreem ‘bounce’ ad – Boro simply cruised along without shock, scare or belly laugh; the post-war drawing-room comedy of British football. These were my formative years. They coloured my judgement.


Boro finished sixth.


Alas, such times couldn’t last. Anderson departed. His replacement, that angular angry young man, Jack Charlton– the John Osborne of Ashington. The pitch at Ayresome (the finest turf in England – and that’s official!) became the stage for gritty realism, passion and commitment; bestrode by anti-heroes with names that sounded like they’d been plucked at random from a textbook on Viking farm management – Boam, Spraggon, Woof, Craggs. It was stimulating, it was provocative, it was thrilling. It was all a bit much, really. To be frank, it was frightful.


Saturday afternoons of genteel amusement and polite laughter were a thing of the past. Now I spent each visit to Ayresome Park in agony. Every game was serious; each was significant. If we went one up in the first minute I spent the next 109 praying for the game to end; for the ref to make some horrendous horological error and blow for time ten, fifteen, forty minutes early.


And then we got promoted.


I just wasn’t prepared for it. Of course I’d thought about promotion in the past, but in the half-hearted, it’ll-never-happen kind of way you plan holidays in Papua New Guinea on freezing February nights when there’s nothing on telly and you’ve just put your last 10p in the gas meter.


I knew the First Division existed. I’d seen it on TV. But it seemed as far removed from my bi-weekly experience of football as those primitive jungle tribes who periodically appeared in documentaries did from my family. Here they were, though, the faces that launched a thousand sticker collections – Willie Carr, Glyn Pardoe, Kevin Keelan – live, in the flesh. I couldn’t have been more disorientated if the aboriginals had suddenly pushed past the camera crew, stepped out of the screen and begun inserting our crockery into their lower lips. I didn’t expect to look out of the kitchen window and see a man in a loin cloth, lurking in the lupins, bringing down our spaniel with a skilfully aimed blow-pipe dart; and I didn’t expect to see Emlyn Hughes at Ayresome Park either. It was an aberration.


Disgusted, I took off for Europe where I divided my time between the ski slopes of Gstaad and the gaming tables of Monte Carlo, sparing ne’er a thought for Middlesbrough Football Club.


Some ten years later, I had given up the life of a jet-setting playboy in favour of a job in a Soho off-licence. One summer morning when I came into work the manager, Roy, a Wolves fan, handed me a newspaper and said, ‘Looks like your lot are going the same way as mine.’ There was a headline about Boro going into liquidation. I said, ‘Well, about time too. Bloody useless buggers. Best thing that could happen to them. Never won anything. Hopeless. Good riddance . . . ’


And Roy said, ‘D’you want to borrow a hankie . . .?’


I started going again the next season whenever I had a Saturday off. Which as I only got four weekends off a year was none too often. However, providence was on my side. I got made redundant.


Because I was broke and living in London, I only went to away games. I travelled on my own. This made me a prime target for Lone Lunatics (Teesside Branch). In America a Lone Lunatic would probably come armed with a 9mm automatic and a celebrity’s address. In England he is armed with either: a) a pair of tattooed forearms and a garish necklace of lovebites, or b) a copy of The Big Boy’s Book of Every Football Fact in the World. Ever which he has memorized from cover to cover, and a carrier bag.


Lone Lunatic A stalks his prey on station platforms. He relies on his intimidating appearance to cow you into becoming his companion for the day. As you watch him lurching towards you, you will yourself to escape, but you are powerless to move – mesmerized by the rhythmic swish of his knuckles scraping on the tarmac.


Loonie B prefers to strike when you are cornered in a railway carriage, or window seat. He slips in beside you, sniffing and giving off an odour of burgers and Biactol. He has cut off your line of retreat. You are trapped. Shoving him out of the way is impossible – he is wearing so much man-made fibre the static he produces could power an arc-welder; touching him would be like shoving your finger in a socket. He rummages in his carrier bag and pulls out his packed lunch. This consists of Wonderloaf and meatpaste sandwiches. Meatpaste is made from the off-cuts rejected by dog food manufacturers because they smell too bad.


Once at your destination Lone Lunatic A drags you into the roughest pub he can find within 100 yards of the home end. ‘Lot of Portsmouth fans in here,’ you whisper nervously.


‘Aye,’ the Loonie booms, ‘I had a fucking good barney when I come in last year.’


Lone Lunatic B on the other hand leads you on a five-mile detour so that he can drink cask-conditioned ale so authentic it has splinters in it. Why do you go with him? Why don’t you bolt? Because he has broken your spirit. He has subjected you to the merciless mental torture of interrupting everything you say in order to correct it: actually it was seventeen and a half minutes; actually it was John Mahoney; actually it was St Andrew’s.


The situation was beginning to grate. Then in December 1989 I was at a WSC book launch in Terry Mancini’s pub in Fulham when I was accosted by two blokes in suits who looked like extras from Get Carter. They said, ‘You’re Harry Pearson. You wrote the stuff about Boro.’


I thought, ‘Oh Christ.’ Because some years before someone had told me that one day my big mouth would get me into serious trouble and, though I had dismissed it at the time with a witty cry of ‘Bollocks’, somehow the seed of the idea had taken root in the fertile dung-heap of my imagination and grown and grown like a prize leek. Now it seemed like it might be showtime.


Luckily it wasn’t. It turned out they had liked what I had written. This news came as such a relief to me that I forgot every code of North Riding conduct I’d been inculcated with since childhood. I broke down completely. I got a round of drinks in. (I didn’t, really – that’s just poetic licence.) The blokes were Mike Millet and Geoff Vickers of Middlesbrough Supporters South – an independent supporters club with discounted rail travel, a ticket allocation and a strict no lunatic ruling. It sounded ideal.


Often people who were brought up during the austerity years of the fifties cannot tolerate rich food. Cream is just too much for them. So it is with me and football. Excitement, euphoria, despair, agony; if I wanted that I could stay at home. No, when I go to football I do so for something bland and reassuring – a sort of sporting milk-pudding. And Boro hadn’t dished that up for ages. In the previous five years they had: avoided relegation to the Third on the last day of the season (1985); been relegated to the Third on the last day of the season and gone bankrupt (’86); been promoted to the Second (’87); been promoted to the First via the play-offs (’88); been relegated to the Second and got to Wembley for the first time (ZDS, sadly) (’89); and avoided relegation to the Third on the last day of the season again (’90). Things had got out of hand.


However, I remained hopeful. I felt that the ’90/91 season could see a return to normality. The turbulence couldn’t continue indefinitely and all the signs seemed propitious: Colin Todd, a man renowned for his serenity on the field, was now in charge; the close season had seen the acquisition of perennial nearly-man John Hendrie, the ancient John Wark, and a midfielder from Oxford, Robbie Mustoe, who looked unlikely ever to become the new Ray Houghton. Peter Davenport, £700,000’s worth of well-oiled goal-scoring machine (hem, hem), had been flogged to the Roker scrapyard, and an MSS newsletter report that described Mark Brennan as being reminiscent of Graeme Souness had obviously set the boot room alarm bells ringing – he was off-loaded to Man City before he could seriously undermine team morale.


Things started promisingly enough too. A 0–0 draw at home to West Ham was followed by a pleasant 1–1 away at Plymouth. Even successive victories over Notts County (home) and Swindon (away) were counter-pointed nicely by a 3–1 drubbing at Port Vale and a home defeat at the hands of Oldham. Six goals against Leicester and none against Newcastle seemed to suggest that Boro were finding the requisite inconsistency for mid-table comfort, and so it was with happy heart that I set off for Watford.


Because of its proximity to London, Watford was not an organized MSS trip. This meant I had to travel alone. (Actually, I wasn’t alone. I had my mate Steve with me, but, as a Newcastle fan, he offers only limited protection.) Sure enough, ten minutes out of Euston I saw, swaggering towards us, a youth – red curly hair worn in a savage marine crew, phosphorescent skin and a lovebite so raw and immense the person who administered it could have found gainful employment as a ship’s pump. After brief preliminaries his mission became clear. ‘Give us your train ticket,’ he grunted. I ventured to ask him why. He explained that he had not originally deemed it necessary to purchase one but had since become aware that travelling without a valid ticket was against the law and might result in a £200 fine and a criminal record. He was, therefore, entirely reliant on a fraternal gesture from a fellow fan to save himself and his family from disgrace.


I said, ‘No.’


He said, ‘Well, give us the return half, then. I can hand that in.’


‘And how will I get home?’ I asked.


‘Bunk the fucker,’ he replied logically.


Having reached a temporary impasse in his travel arrangements, the loonie turned to football matters. He’d been to see Hartlepool play Spurs. He thought Joe Allon might be worth a few quid. ‘He scored about twenty goals last season and he – ’


‘Actually,’ I said, ‘it was eighteen.’


The loonie went so pale his lovebite stood out like strawberry jam in semolina.


‘Er, right, lads,’ he stammered. ‘I’m off to mingle.’


The same bloke turned up ticketless on the train to Cambridge some months later. Funnily enough, I couldn’t seem to catch his eye.


For some reason we had trouble finding Vicarage Road. This wasn’t helped by my decision to get there by following a group of people I saw in the street who were wearing Watford scarves. After a brief tour round Boots and ten minutes standing by the continental meat counter in Safeway’s, Steve suggested it might be best simply to ask them where the ground was. He was probably right, though I was kind of hoping that Beattie’s Model Shop might have been next on their agenda.


The approach to the Watford away end is something of a footballing legend. Like one of those optical puzzles that used to appear in kids’ comics, the more you advance towards it the further away you seem to be. You wander through allotments, past balding men in cardigans with spray-guns of phosphrogen cradled in their arms like Uzis, through acres of creosoted larch-lap fencing and tongue-and-grooved pitch-pine sheds, between cabbage patches and rhubarb beds, you lose sight of the ground completely and then, suddenly, there it is, back in front of you again. Unfortunately by that stage the bearers have panicked and run off with all your baggage.


When we finally got inside it was pouring down. We sheltered by the snack bar, amidst a fog of fried onion smells and grumbling: ‘These burgers? Man, they wring the bastards out before they put them in the bun.’ Personally I never eat or drink anything that’s been made in a football ground. Whenever I’m tempted I always remember the words of David Bowie after a visit to the Brunton Park tea hutch: ‘This isn’t sausage roll, this is suicide.’


Watford had survived the season so far without a win. As the game went on it was easy to see why – they were totally unlucky. Every time Rod Thomas got the ball they seemed certain to score, while Paul Wilkinson, sporting a Daryl Oates haircut, was rampant (albeit in the knock-kneed manner that was later to become familiar to us all).


Throughout a torrid first quarter (when you’ve followed football for as long as I have you just pick these clichés up) the only thing that stood between Boro and humiliation was Stephen Pears. Though he lacks the half-man-half-fish physiognomy of Willie Wigham and the dazed detachment of Jim Platt, Pears is far and away the best goalkeeper I’ve seen at Ayresome. Even a zapata moustache and a propensity for falling over whenever anyone in a Newcastle shirt shouts at him can’t alter my opinion of him. Against Watford he produced a string of stunning saves. Then, with just about their only attack of the half, Boro won a corner. Hendrie floated it in, Baird flicked it on and Mowbray steamed in to score.
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