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(Centre) Forward

If one more person tells me that St Johnstone are the only British football league team with a J in their name, I swear, I’m going to stick my head in an oven.

And yes, I know that, of the current 92 English league clubs, there are 21 different endings, namely United, Villa, Athletic, City, Hotspur, Wanderers, Rovers, Albion, North End, Rangers, Palace, Wednesday, County, Argyle, Forest, Town, Dons, Orient, Alexandra, Stanley and Vale.

And no, you can’t include Redbridge, because Redbridge isn’t an ending, it’s part of the place name, Dagenham & Redbridge.

This book will, I hope, breathe new life into your arsenal of pub trivia, through a random collection of lesser-known tales, collated from the history of the beautiful game. That’s not to say that every fact will be a revelation, but my aim was to put together an assortment of stories that should offer up something new to even the most anal football fanatic.

The biggest problem was settling on a title. I eventually plumped for A Random History of Football because the subject matter pings around like some sort of literary pinball, never quite settling in one place long enough to become predictable. So much so that the chapter headings are almost surplus to requirements. After many hours of shuffling paper, I managed to section off the inseparable, but it’s still amusingly tenuous at times.

Most football ‘humour’ books come in point form and are easily dispatched within a few quiet hours on the toilet. I’ve decided to pen stories, rather than lists, so I can confidently  predict that A Random History of Football will transcend the shadow of Thomas Crapper’s greatest invention.

One of the finest comedians in the world, Stewart Lee, recently launched a tirade on the ‘toilet book’: ‘What does it tell us about our civilisation that the notion of the book is held in such low esteem that it is possible to append the word “book” to the word “toilet” and make the compound word “toilet book”?

‘Library book, yes. Children’s book, yes. Poetry book, yes. Toilet book, no. Toilet paper, yes. Toilet brush, yes. Toilet duck, you can have toilet duck. Toilet book, no.’

I’ll always be a football fan more than a sports presenter, and I make no apologies for that. I can’t, for the life of me, understand why some people would rather their commentators had no preferences or passion. That’s the reason why Liverpool and Northern Ireland pop up more often than other sides because I follow both teams. However, I can confidently say that I’ve struck an unbiased balance, as is my job, highlighted most blatantly in one story in which I hail a Manchester United player as the greatest of all time. No, it’s not George Best.

I’d also like to point out that, for better or for worse, every word written is by my own fair fingertips. As for research, I persuaded my mate Joel Miller, a real-life football statto, to help me out along the way. I’d like to thank him for his assistance and tolerance during the past months, when I would often call him in the middle of the night to ask essential questions such as, ‘Is getting a monkey drunk actually against the law?’

I have also been making sneaky notes on a few interesting stories told by various esteemed panellists who appear regularly on BBC Radio Five Live’s Fighting Talk, a show that I host on Saturday mornings between 11 a.m. and midday, so I doff my cap to them also.

Along the bottom of most pages you’ll find an A to Z, which boasts one fact about every English league club, and every  Premier League side in Wales, Scotland, England and Northern Ireland. While many of them are precious droplets of enlightenment, I struggled slightly when it came to the Welsh, due to the fact that many of the clubs are younger than I am.

Having finished the book, what’s pleasing is that I have included almost all the original facts I wanted to, under various headings, with the exception of one, which I am now going to add here as a way of finishing this foreword.

When Christian Vieri signed for Inter Milan in 1999, the price of milk in the city rose, overnight, by a staggering 15 per cent. This was due to the fact that the Internazionale chairman, Sergio Cragnotti, was also the proprietor of the biggest milk company, and enforced the increase in order to cover the costs of the player’s £31m transfer fee and his inflationary wage.

Therefore, every time an AC Milan supporter sat down to their cornflakes of a morning, they were actually subsidising the pay packet of their bitter rival’s star striker.

Even in a book this random, I couldn’t find any place for this little nugget.

I sincerely hope you enjoy A Random History of Football. I certainly had a ball writing it, even if it threatened to take over my very existence.

If enough of you buy it, then I’ll once again cocoon myself indoors for three months, surrounded only by Red Bull, fags and microwave meals, and uncover A Random History of Football, Volume II.
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Fights, Broken Bones and Sudden Death




1. The Referee’s a . . . Duck! 

With the exception of Sir Alex Ferguson’s anger-management counsellor, there’s no more thankless job in football than that of a referee.

I, for the most part, sympathise with them. They’re employing a dated system to marshal a modern game. Only nonsensical nostalgia and misplaced morals keep football officiating firmly stuck in the dark ages, while almost every other sport embraces technology to make the game more honest. There are some, I believe, who would happily return to jumpers for goalposts and pigs’ bladders for footballs, if they had their way.

Personally, I would go as far as to say that some Premier League footballers disgrace the game far more than any misjudged sending-off or dodgy offside decision. That’s why it always delights me when, on a rare occasion, a referee gains his revenge.

The most famous incident of this kind centred around a player who, season after season, had been - and occasionally still is - a thorn in the side of officialdom. Robbie Savage holds the dubious distinction of being the most cautioned player in the history of the Premier League, contradicted by the fact that he’s never been sent off at club level, and only once in a Wales shirt.


Aberdeen, the only Scottish club to have won two European trophies, effectively invented the dugout in the 1920s. Trainer Donald Colman didn’t feel he could see enough from the Pittodrie grandstand, so he marked out an area on the touchline.


He matches passion and talent with premeditated petulance and backchat, and rarely gives a referee a moment’s rest. Even off the pitch he has terrorised the man in black, including one famous incident in which he used referee Graham Poll’s toilet after being substituted due to, shall we say, bowel problems. The whole messy affair was dubbed ‘Poogate’ and Savage was charged by the FA for his porcelain-pressing antics.

Revenge came suddenly on an afternoon on Tyneside when referee Matt Messias, in full flight, swung out an arm, catching Savage full whack on his face, causing the bleach-blond brat to crumble in a heap, gaudily clutching his mug. To give Messias his credit, he immediately halted proceedings and leant down to check on his victim, although I would imagine, inside, he was overjoyed by such a random occurrence. He joined Dion Dublin (who once head-butted Savage) in carrying out an act that most football fans, in all honesty, had dreamt of doing. Adding to the amusement was Alan Shearer, who managed to pickpocket the referee, brandishing a red card to Messias and prompting guffaws and laughter from millions. Herein lies documentation of the only time in his entire life that Alan Shearer was funny.

Most people will remember this incident, partly due to its almost constant replaying on Sky Sports Soccer AM show, back in the halcyon days of Tim Lovejoy and Helen Chamberlain, so let me take you further into the less-known and, it has to be said, rather sinister history of the referee’s revenge.

I assumed my research would uncover stories of fisticuffs and, possibly, serious injury, but I soon realised that referees have sometimes used more permanent methods to enforce their authority.

Prior to the beginning of the 2004 South African Premier Soccer League, 33 referees and officials were arrested on allegations of match-fixing, during a police sting codenamed, wait for it, Operation Dribble. Genius.

However, no lawful intervention could have prevented what happened just months later, when South African football endured one of its darkest hours. It happened during a friendly game in the Eastern Cape coastal town of Kenton on Sea, between two neighbouring townships, Young Tigers from Marcelle and Mighty Eleven, the home side.

Problems arose after the ref, Ncedisile Zakhe, awarded a penalty and dished out a yellow card to the offending player. Both sides began the mandatory push and shove, and soon fists were flying. The decision, however, most enraged the Young Tigers’ coach, 41-year-old Michael Sizani, who, not contained by a technical area or fourth official, marched towards the referee to remonstrate.

Now, at this stage, with anarchy on the horizon, the ref had numerous options available to him. He could leave the pitch, refusing to carry on until order had been restored. Alternatively, he could resort to his notebook, booking players who had not yet gained control of their emotions. Possibly, given the blatant rule-breaking of said coach, he could send him from the touchline to a more removed position. Maybe, just maybe, he could have reasoned with the coach and explained the logic behind his penalty decision.

Ncedisile Zakhe did none of the above. Instead, he pulled out a 9mm pistol and shot Michael Sizani point blank in the chest. The bullet also struck the Marcelle manager and another player, although both survived. The Young Tigers boss, however, was not so lucky. He died where he lay. The murderer took to his heels, scaling a wall in an attempt to escape the law. Eventually,
Aberystwyth Town was founded in 1847 by just one man. Arthur Hughes advertised in the local paper for players and staff, writing, ‘Gentlemen wishing to join the above club are requested to attend a meeting to be held at the Belle Vue Hotel on Saturday, the 4th’. The rest is history.


 he was captured and sentenced to four years in prison.

Now, no matter how often Robbie Savage can annoy, I could not have condoned Matt Messias pulling out a Beretta and pumping the former Welsh international full of lead. Still, it would have been interesting to see whether Alan Shearer would have had the audacity to repeat his red card gag whilst staring down the barrel of a smoking gun.

Unfortunately, in South Africa this was not an isolated incident, as events on the football field reflected out-of-control gun crime in the country itself at the time.

I give you the Wallabies of Hartbeesfontein against neighbour rivals the Try Agains in a game that took place in February 1999 in front of 600 spectators. This time, however, the episode is less cut and dried, and the referee in question did go on to plead innocence against the murder charge, claiming he had acted in self-defence.

The Wallabies were cruising at 2-0, before their opponents pulled one back in what were, shall we say, dubious circumstances. The ref awarded the goal, causing some fans to invade the pitch in protest. As things became hairy, referee Lebogang Petrus Mokgethi actually left the pitch to retrieve his 9mm pistol. He’d given it to a friend in the crowd to safeguard, which puts into context the backdrop against which this match was being played.

Wallabies captain Isaac Mkhwetha also had a touchline surprise up his sleeve, fetching a knife from his kit bag. As he lunged towards the referee, Mokgethi drew his weapon and shot the captain dead. He then promptly, and rather randomly, escaped on horseback, before being brought to heel by the authorities. He was released on $980 bail after pleading not guilty to all charges.

So, while we should not make light of these cases, it does make you wonder how much lip Wayne Rooney would dish out if he knew Steve Bennett had a semi-automatic tucked into his  waistband. And would John Terry really stand up for his mate Frank if Andy D’Urso had a Smith & Wesson conveniently concealed around his groin area? Something tells me the life of referees would become instantly easier if they added the weapon to the whistle but, alas, I think we’ll have to settle, eventually, for video replay.


Accrington Stanley ’s rise to the Conference was made possible by a former player. They received £50,000 when Brett Ormerod moved to Blackpool, but it was a clever sell-on clause that earned them £250,000 when he progressed to Southampton.





2. Step away from the Ironing Board 


Premier League footballers, almost to a man, are contractually obliged not to kick a football outside of official training, match days and international duty. As part of their lucrative deals, they must forfeit all other forms of footie, from the park kickabout to the midweek five-a-side at the local leisure centre. Technically, by the letter of the law, a back garden frolic with your two-year-old son would be in breach of contract.

If Man City is shelling out close to £100,000 a week for the services of Gareth Barry, it’s understandable that they do not want to lose him to a bad slide tackle from Billy the bricklayer during a game of shirts and skins.

Clubs make every effort to protect their assets, which is why so much is invested in futuristic treatment facilities, special diets and watertight contracts that aim to limit the risk of injury to their star players. Some injuries, however, you just can’t predict. No contract in the world could possibly legislate for the inanimate object.

Most famously, goalkeeper Dave Beasant was sidelined for two and a half months while at Southampton in 1993 after a snack-fest went awry and he launched a bottle of salad cream towards his foot. But delve a little deeper and you’ll find a labyrinth of dubiously obtained bumps, bruises, broken bones and pulled muscles.

Some say Spanish footballers need to spend more time worrying about the game and less time about metrosexual grooming, with one player in particular learning the hard way. Santiago Canizares, goalkeeper at Valencia at the time, missed  the entire 2002 World Cup after carelessly dropping a bottle of aftershave on his foot, when shards of glass severed a tendon.

Serious injury can strike at the most unlikely moments, as Preston midfielder Simon Whaley can verify, with his midnight trip to the bathroom resulting in a marble top from his coffee table falling and crushing his big toe. Ouch.

From here on in it becomes quite absurd, a case in point being Norwegian international Svein Grondalen who, in the 70s, missed an international after disturbing a sleeping moose whilst out jogging. Not best pleased, the aroused animal chased the defender, who, fearing for his life, took evasive action by rolling down a hill, gashing his leg in the process. He needed stitches, whilst the people who learned of Moosegate were simply in stitches.

Closer to home, the award for Outstanding Contribution to Stupidity goes to Darius Vassell. Take a bow, Darius.

During his Villa days, the striker noticed a blood blister under a toenail. Various options must have flashed through his mind. I assume he considered going to his local GP, showing it to his club doctor or, just maybe, leaving it alone. Instead, Darius decided the best idea was to drill a hole in his nail in order to relieve the pressure. Now, without wanting to cause offence, this sounds like the kind of action only Homer J. Simpson himself would undertake. The result, of course, was an unwanted hole and a dangerous infection that would sideline Vassell for weeks.

Rivalling him in the witless stakes is Rochdale’s Lee Thorpe, who ruined his season after an ill-advised arm-wrestling battle on the team bus on the way to a vital play-off match with Darlington. The result? A broken arm . . . in three places.


AFC Bournemouth was fourth from bottom of the Football League when the team knocked FA Cup holders Manchester United out of the tournament in 1984. Their gaffer, Harry Redknapp, was just three months into his first managerial appointment.   


Another major threat to the average footballer is man’s best friend. Various star names have been struck down by far-fetched injuries caused by their pooches.

Recently, Stoke’s Liam Lawrence did his ankle as he stepped over his dog on the stairs, and if Spurs really want to get the best out of Carlo Cudicini, they need to have a word with him about his pet problems. He once suffered a knee injury after giving his dog, and I quote, ‘a sharp tug’ whilst out for a leisurely stroll.

Sometimes, the canine itself doesn’t have to be directly involved. Former Chelsea and Wales international Darren Barnard paid the price for not house training his dog, when he slipped in a puddle of wee in his kitchen, again causing serious knee damage. If only both men had had the calming influence of Jimmy Greaves, who announced himself as football’s equivalent to Doctor Dolittle in the quarter-final of the 1962 World Cup in Chile.

During a battle against Brazil, a dog brought the game to a halt after straying on to the field of play. Many players made fools of themselves in an attempt to catch the mutt - a similar scene to that in Rocky I when an out-of-shape Balboa tried to corner a chicken. Eventually, Greavesey calmly sank to his knees and beckoned the dog into his loving arms. Some say that he barked a form of secret doggy language, although he would later go on to reveal that the pooch, once safe in his grasp, urinated all over his England shirt. This didn’t bring good luck, however, as Brazil went on to win 3-1. Two-goal hero Garrincha was so impressed with the dog’s peeing antics that he adopted it after the game.

You know what they say. Never work with animals . . . or kids.

Kevin Kyle, a Scottish striker of some ability, who played for both Sunderland and Coventry, endured maybe the most painful  injury of them all, when his baby son knocked over a jug of piping hot water on to his lap, scalding his crown jewels. For my male readers, I’ll give you a few seconds to stop cringing . . . Ready? I’ll continue.

If all of the above mishaps seem hard to believe, they’re rendered almost conventional when you take into account that Croatia’s Milan Rapaic once spent time on the treatment table after poking himself in the eye with a boarding pass at an airport, or that French goalie Lionel Letizi suffered a back injury from picking up a Scrabble piece off the floor.

What is it with goalkeepers and their peculiar injuries? Michael Stensgaard, one of Liverpool’s lesser-known number 1s, actually ruined his entire career thanks to an ironing-board incident. In an effort to, well, put it away, he inexplicably felt a pull in his shoulder, which effectively resulted in the end of his career.

I’m not finished yet. Richard Wright is double jeopardy! He joined the keepers’ list of shame when he fell over a sign whilst warming up in the goalmouth at Stamford Bridge. What did the sign say? ‘Players Are Requested Not To Warm Up In Goal Mouth’. He also fell out of his loft of an afternoon, whilst allegedly elevating his scrapbooks to that safe place. He was still recovering from his leg injury sustained from ‘sign-gate’, and now his shoulder took the force of the fall, once again placing him on the sidelines for a considerable period of time.

So embarrassing are these incidents that most are kept hushed up, due to the inevitable red faces they cause.

One such disputed example centres around an admission made by Paul Gascoigne in his autobiography in which he suggests Bryan Robson’s exit from the 1990 World Cup was caused not by the reported Achilles injury, but by a drunken prank. After the Holland draw, Gazza claims a somewhat sozzled Robbo tried to tip his bed over, but managed only to slip. Captain Marvel lost control and the bed landed squarely on his foot.


Airbus UK, formed by an aerospace company, has an unusual feature at their home ground, the Airfield. For safety reasons the floodlights have to be retractable, as the pitch stands adjacent to an active runway.


 True or not, the result was arguably a favourable one, as his replacement, David Platt, made a stunning impact, with England going all the way to the semi-finals, and that infamous penalty shoot-out.

So, Real Madrid fans, next time you spot Cristiano Ronaldo out walking his perro (I think that’s Spanish for dog) or popping into his local tapas bar for a quick snack, beware . . . it could end in disaster.




3. Til Death Us Do Part . . . Twice 

If football fans put as much effort into personal relationships as they did into following their team, the divorce rate worldwide would be next to zero.

I’ve personally travelled thousands of miles in the name of my beloved side, had heart palpitations, endured dark moods that lasted for days and, on the odd occasion, kicked various household pets. Poor Ginger . . . if Cantona hadn’t scored in the FA Cup final in 1996, he’d still be purring. Eric, you murderer!

There’s a long, long list of famous fans - the Scouser with the badges, the birdman of Colombia, the Frenchman with his cock - but for every famous follower, there are a million unsung heroes, who have endured unthinkable hardship in the name of the beautiful game.

One story in particular caught my eye, and it begins and ends in a sleepy English village in the north-west.

Congleton Town FC may be the dictionary definition of part-time football. They have spent more than a century buzzing around a number of regional divisions in the Cheshire area, winning a few titles along the way. However, perhaps their greatest moment was reaching the dizzy heights of the FA Cup first round in 1989, in which they lost 2-0 away to Crewe Alexandra.


Aldershot Town’s return to league football in 2008 came after a record breaking season in the Conference National, when they won the division with a magical 101 points.


Despite never breaking out of the regional football cycle, the club has remained in business due to the steadfast support of the locals, who have turned up religiously to follow their local side. In fact, their ground itself holds 1,300, including a 200-capacity seated area. If you think that’s posh, you might pass out when I inform you that said area is covered. Yes, that’s right . . . covered.

In turn, Congleton Town are involved in various local schemes and charities, and have tried to contribute to the community where and when they can. Given this closely knit environment, you can imagine the immense sense of loss and bereavement when the club received a phone call on the eve of a match in 1993 informing them that their oldest and most devout supporter, Fred Cope, had passed away. The mood on match day was understandably sombre. Very few talked about the potential three points that presented themselves at three o’clock, but instead huddled in groups, paying homage to their greatest fan. They regaled each other with tales of the recently departed, and tried to figure out the best way in which to honour his outstanding, unparalleled contribution.

It just so happens that, in the same week, World Cup hero Bobby Moore had also gone to that great stadium in the sky, so it was decided that a minute’s silence would be observed jointly for a country’s hero and a local hero. It was a bittersweet union between fan and footballer, separated in life by a touchline, but in death by nothing. Some say that the first thirty seconds of said silence was the quietest Congleton Town’s little stadium had ever been, broken only by sounds of grieving, as the terraces remembered a man who’d been as much a part of this club as the pitch, the changing rooms, the goalmouths and the dugouts themselves.

Halfway through the silence, an inconsiderate latecomer arrived with a clatter at the turnstile, where he was greeted by an open-mouthed club official.

Unaware of the tragedy that had befallen the club, he enquired as to who the minute’s silence was for. The ticket collector took a deep breath and, with the blood draining from his face, informed the man, ‘It’s for Bobby Moore . . . and you.’

Yes, that’s right. After he had spent his life thanklessly following this non-league side from cowshed to cowshed, from barn to barn, Congleton Town FC had declared their greatest and oldest fan, Fred Cope, dead. Now that’s gratitude for you. As he made his way to the same place in the terrace that he’d occupied for decades, some fainted, thinking his spirit had risen just in time for kick-off, whilst others just stared in disbelief.

Throughout football history, clubs have put fans through all sorts of torture, off the field and on it; from the last-gasp winner to ever increasing financial woes. In my mind, there is no doubt that the beautiful game takes years off real fans’ lives, but in the case of Fred Cope, his team officially killed him off.

When he eventually did pass away several years later, another minute’s silence was held, although it is said there were a few nervous glances towards the turnstile.


Arsenal not only hold the record for most successive seasons in the top flight, but also have the highest average league finish throughout the twentieth century, at 8.5, beating Liverpool and Everton into second and third places respectively.





4. You’re through to the Final . . . Have You Got Life Insurance? 


In the 21st century, the football surgeon is God.

No longer does a cruciate ligament injury mean the abrupt end of a career, as various advances in surgical procedures mean that just about any pull or tear can be repaired or, at the very least, patched up for a few seasons. Roy Keane, Paul Gascoigne, Robert Pires, Alan Shearer and Ruud van Nistelrooy are just some players who will happily pay testimony to that.

Hamstrings are probably the biggest concern, with the likes of Michael Owen and, more recently, Fernando Torres, being dogged with recurring strains, each time reducing their speed by vital inches.

This is why managers and coaching staff wrap their players in cottonwool. A multi-million-pound investment can evaporate with one poorly timed comeback or over-exertive training session.

History shows that the road to player protection has been a slow one, with horror stories the catalyst for the introduction of substitutes in the first place. It used to be that an injury penalised the victim’s side, as they’d be forced to play on with one man fewer. In crucial games, the injured player would sometimes be asked to stay on the pitch, even with blood pouring down his face.

There’s hardly a trophy more deserved in Liverpool’s illustrious history than the 1965 FA Cup, which was won thanks to the superhuman effort of a player called Gerry Byrne. In the opening minutes a crunching tackle broke Byrne’s collar bone, yet he stayed on the pitch not only for the full 90 minutes, but  for the following half an hour of extra time. Far from being a passenger, he actually set up Roger Hunt for the Reds opening goal.

When Keith Peacock, on 21 August 1965, ran on to the pitch for Charlton Athletic as the first ever substitute, it was as a result of Gerry Byrne’s broken collar bone which, while courageous and heroic, was not pleasant to watch. Incidentally, almost a year later, the legendary Archie Gemmill became the first tactical Scottish sub on 13 August 1966, when he was sent on for St Mirren during a cup tie. By the way, that gives Jim Clunie the dubious distinction of being the first substituted Scotsman, but nobody remembers that.

As an aside, one substitute became two during the 1987 domestic season, which was not increased to the current three until 1994, and even then the lawmakers were dragged kicking and screaming. The third reserve was introduced exclusively for replacing a goalkeeper, but by the time the 1995 English Premier League season kicked off, it applied to any active player.

Back to the crunching history of the FA Cup final which, for some reason, attracted gruesome tales of battered and bloodied players, the most horrific of which centred around Manchester City goalkeeper Bert Trautmann in 1956.

With all to play for, the number 1 lunged at the feet of Birmingham City’s Peter Murphy, saving the day for City, but taking a swift knee to the neck in the process.

If a player suffered a head injury like that today, the game would be immediately stopped and the club doctor would probably enter the field of play alongside the physio, but back then it was all about a splash of water, a sniff of smelling salts and a quick rub from the affectionately titled ‘magic sponge’.


Aston Villa versus Everton is the most played fixture in the history of England’s top division, mainly because Villa have spent 98 campaigns at the top, beaten only by the Toffees on 105. As of summer 2009, Villa have the edge, with 71 league wins to Everton’s 70.


 Trautmann played the remainder of the match with aplomb, making some top-drawer saves, but was inevitably unable to halt Birmingham’s charge for the Cup, ending up on the losing end of a 3-1 scoreline.

Trautmann collected his loser’s medal just like everyone else, before making the long journey home, as gutted as the next man. Over the next few days he complained of recurring headaches, eventually heading to the local hospital, where x-rays revealed that, in the fifth minute of the 1956 FA Cup final, Bert had broken his neck.

Elton John’s uncle, Roy Dwight, scored after ten minutes of the 1959 final, but managed to become disconnected from part of his leg before the half was over, after Luton Town’s Brendon McNally went in hard. Roy’s nephew would go on to pen the hit ‘I’m Still Standing’, which is something Roy wouldn’t be doing again for quite some time. Still, he was at least comforted in the back of the ambulance by the knowledge that his goal was the difference between the teams at the final whistle.

In the 1960 final, a cracked left shin would be responsible for the remarkable success of Wigan Athletic many decades later.

Blackburn Rovers’ Dave Whelan’s top-flight career was effectively ended in that match by a crunching tackle from Wolves’ Norman Deeley. Although he would go on to play for Crewe Alexandra, it was the £400 compensation he received following his shin smasher that funded his first venture, namely a toiletries stall in Wigan market. From there, he made the millions that helped lift Wigan, an unfashionable footie team in a rugby league town, to the dizzy heights of the Premier League.

The showpiece final continued to look more like an Accident  and Emergency ward rather than a game of football. Only three years earlier another Manchester goalkeeper, this time United’s Ray Wood, fractured a cheekbone after six minutes against Aston Villa. Not only did he return to the field in the 33rd minute, but he also played on the wing, before heading back between the sticks to see out the game, though his efforts landed him no more than a loser’s medal, as his team went down 2-1.

Remarkably, the curse struck again in 1981 when Spurs’ Graham Roberts must have felt he had entered a war rather than a football match. Already bleeding heavily as a result of an accidental collision with a Man City player, the defender made a valiant effort to clear his lines with a header, but in stooping low took the full force of a blow from his own team-mate Chris Houghton, who booted him squarely in the face. Knocked out cold and covered in blood, Robert was now missing two front teeth, yet he refused to be substituted. Even at half time, when the team doctor told him it was ridiculous to even consider continuing, he was having none of it. Instead, he popped two aspirins (!) and played right through normal time and extra time.

All of these stories make the bleeding images of Terry Butcher in 1989 and Paul Ince in 1997 seem small beer.

Thankfully, such horrors are confined to the past. Well, nearly all of them . . . Ask any Glasgow Rangers fan for their all-time list of real hard men and Trinidad & Tobago international Marvin Andrews will undoubtedly appear as often as Graham Souness.

In 2005, during a game against Dundee, the centre-half ripped his anterior cruciate ligament, the same injury that caused the aforementioned stars at the beginning of this piece to go under the knife for career-saving surgery.


Ballymena United won the prestigious Irish Cup on their very first time of asking. So impressive was their 1929 triumph that the Irish Football Association gave them the trophy to keep for ever.


 After the game, Big Mary was told of his bleak situation, but dismissed any notion of surgery, despite the fact that he had just suffered one of the worst injuries in football. Boss Alex McLeish called on top surgeons and world-renowned doctors in an effort to talk some sense into him, but to no avail. Andrews insisted his faith would see him through and, faced with a mixture of bewilderment and disbelief from all involved, set about a recovery programme that involved gym work, physio and a whole lot of prayer.

Andrews claimed, ‘I prayed to God, and He spoke. God is not deaf, God speaks. When I speak to Him, He replies. God told me not to have the operation.’

After three weeks, he informed McLeish that he felt well enough to return, which made the subsequent statement issued by Rangers truly one of a kind:Marvin Andrews sustained cruciate ligament damage to his left knee in the game against Dundee on Sunday, March 13. It is the medical opinion that he requires an operation. Marvin fully understands the advice he has received, however, he has declared himself fit and wishes to continue training and playing.




So who was right? God or the surgeon? The correct answer is the big man upstairs. Andrews would go on to start the last five games in what was a close run season. On the last day, courtesy of a Celtic defeat and their 1-0 win away to Hibernian, Glasgow Rangers won the league title. That night, Marvin brought a whole new meaning to the term ‘a good old knees up’.




5. Seconds out . . . Here’s the Gaffer 


Experts recommend that if you are seeking a happy and stress-free life, you do not become an inner-city school teacher, an air-traffic controller or a football manager.

I know this only too well, given the palpitations I suffered when leading Inter Milan to a domestic league and European Cup double, and that was only on my computer. An ITV news programme once strapped Dave Bassett and Sam Allardyce to heart monitors during games. The results, on both counts, were disturbing, to say the least. Some have tragically paid with their lives, while countless others have gone under the knife for heart bypass surgery as a result of the trauma caused by running a football team.

So, you could argue that, for the good of their own health, they should let off a bit of steam once in a while, just as long as they don’t take it quite as far as football’s most fearsome managers.

Now, before you all start screaming Sir Alex Ferguson at the page, his hairdryer antics look like something from a Mills & Boon novel when compared to other examples of gaffers gone crazy. Yes, he deserves bonus points for splitting David Beckham’s forehead open after kicking a boot at him, but his dressing-room piledriver was allegedly unintentional. Harry Redknapp, on the other hand, knew exactly what he was doing when he hurled a plate of sandwiches at the head of Don Hutchinson.


Bangor, which has won ten senior trophies since its formation in 1918, has announced its voluntarily withdrawal from the Irish Premier League, due to serious financial problems. Best wishes and good luck to all involved.


 It came after West Ham drew 1-1 with Southampton in 1995, when Mr Houdini’s post-match fury spilled over into violence. Harry justified his actions by claiming, ‘He just wound me up too much. There was a nice big plate of sandwiches on the table and he had the lot on his nut.’

While this little tête-à-tête eventually sorted itself out, there was no way back for Grimsby Town manager Brian Laws, who ended up in the High Court after blowing his top.

His dark mood following a 3-2 away defeat to Luton Town in 1996 simmered, boiled, then exploded in the dressing room, finding its way straight into the face of Italian Ivano Bonetti.

Laws, who felt that the midfielder had not given 100 per cent, showed his disgust by hurling a plate of chicken wings at him. The continental culprit also didn’t make enough effort to move out of the way of the airborne poultry, resulting in a broken cheekbone and undisclosed damages. He’d leave Grimsby at the end of the season on a free transfer, while Laws stayed until well into the following season.
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