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To my father, and to the memory of Francis Joseph.









Introduction


Internally, it is known as ‘The Bible’. The 400-page tome about Brentford Football Club is regarded as close the team has to an official history. It was edited by a match-day press officer, with the help of three fans who dedicated years of their spare time to scour old newspapers preserved on microfilm. That history, 100 Years of Brentford, was published in 1989 when the club were in a half-century purgatory in the lower reaches of the Football League, playing in an ageing stadium before sparse crowds and a strategy that was sometimes no more ambitious than to avoid extinction.


Smart Money: The Fall and Rise of Brentford FC differs from ‘The Bible’ on two counts: it is not an exhaustive history, and it is not meant only for Brentford fans.


It recreates key moments of the past and, drawing on new interviews with players and executives, tells the remarkable story of how, after so long as a football backwater, Brentford rose through the divisions to reach the Premier League.









Prologue


The Department of Mathematics and Statistics, Lancaster University, 1997. Undergraduate students hurried between lectures avoiding showers sweeping off the Irish Sea. They sheltered under a covered walkway connecting modernist brick buildings on the campus. Stuart Coles was a statistics lecturer with a line in self-deprecating humour. He specialised in calculating the probability of freak events, such as hurricanes and flooding in Venezuela. Mark Dixon, a graduate in his twenties, helped him out as part of a small research unit.


One day, Dixon became intrigued by an exam paper which asked final-year students to forecast the outcome of a hypothetical football match. He was a football fan and realised the premise of the question was off the mark. It would be too simplistic for students to base their answers on the previous results of both teams. There were too many other factors at play.


Dixon and Coles were inspired to build a model to predict football scores. In their spare time, they got to work. They collected data from three seasons of performances in 6,629 English league and cup games, breaking down home and away form, and attacking and defensive prowess, before coming up with what they felt was a solid model.


Indeed, they were so confident with their creation that, in a delicious twist, they wrote in the draft of an academic paper that bookmakers were getting their pre-match odds wrong. Their model, they wrote, had the potential to make a profit even after factoring in the bookmakers’ standard margin of about ten per cent.


At the time, bookmakers like Ladbrokes, William Hill and Coral each had a sort of committee of about a dozen staff to set football odds. These were gambling experts agile with numbers, although few, if any of them, were mathematicians or statisticians. The Dixon–Coles paper was full of complicated formulae and probability theories that were unintelligible to the layman. To show how they would predict a binary scoreline such as 1–0, they presented a series of mathematical equations, one of which was stacked with more than a dozen letters of the Greek alphabet. After satisfying peer reviewers, their academic paper was published over 15 pages of the Journal of the Royal Statistical Society under a dull headline.1 A résumé in a university journal gave the paper a sexier title: ‘Beating the Bookmakers’.


The paper generated some publicity. Dixon was interviewed on Tomorrow’s World, a BBC television science show. In what was a bit of a gimmick, the producers challenged Dixon and Coles to make a profit on the following weekend’s ten Premier League fixtures. That was a flawed idea because, with so few games, it was not a serious way to judge a statistical model, but they made a bet on each game using their formula and won a small profit, which was donated to charity.2


Most people then forgot about the paper. However, it would change the lives of the two Lancaster University employees, making them far richer than academic life could, and form the baseline of a niche but highly profitable layer of the professional gambling industry focused on football. (In the US there was a precedent: in the 1980s, a fabled Las Vegas-based group had used a mathematician’s model to make a fortune from betting on American sports.)


A couple of years after coming across the exam paper that would change his life, Dixon left higher education, where the average annual salary at the time was little more than £25,000. He founded a consultancy that predicted sports results: he picked the name ‘Atass Sports’ for the business so it would be closer to the front of the Yellow Pages phone directory.


Starting out from his home in a country lane in Devon, the company had humble beginnings but grew to such an extent that it hired 80 staff and went on to clear £1 million in profits each year. Dixon came to own an organic farm, run an environmental foundation with £9 million in assets, and enjoy holidays water-skiing and trail running in exotic locations.3


An innovator in this fledgling sector identified football betting in Asia as the way to get rich – the market in the Far East, according to most estimates, moved hundreds of billions of dollars per year. Tony Bloom, a Manchester University mathematics graduate, realised that applying statistical modelling to this market could be like mining a rich seam of gold. For a couple of years, while developing contacts in Asia, Bloom had been working with a small group of allies on an algorithm that was more sophisticated than the Dixon–Coles model. It was still evolving but over time it would, among other things, challenge the cliché that the football league table never lies by ranking teams on the quality of their goalscoring chances, as opposed to their points tally.


As Bloom set up as an online bookmaker in London that aimed to take Asian handicap football betting to a global audience, he developed a far more lucrative sideline project: a betting syndicate that used probability theory to bet on the other side of the world.


Matthew Benham, an Oxford University physics graduate, applied for a job to work with him as a trader and became involved with the syndicate. After a couple of years working together, Benham and Bloom fell out and they went their separate ways.4 Both men left bookmaking to set up organisations focusing exclusively on maths-based gambling in Asia. One of the first employees that Benham hired was Stuart Coles. Bloom, meanwhile, hired Dixon’s consultancy. That was only the first stage of the ripple effect caused by the 15-page Lancaster University paper: in time its influence would extend even further.


As a young boy, Bloom followed Brighton & Hove Albion Football Club, where his grandfather Harry was on the board in their most successful era. Since then, parlous finances meant the club had sold their Goldstone Ground stadium, forcing them to ground-share in Kent, and had almost dropped out of the league. Making plenty of money already, Bloom decided to get involved.


Benham followed Brentford Football Club, which had spent almost all his lifetime going nowhere in English football’s third and fourth tiers. Because of work and family commitments getting in the way, his interest in the club had lapsed. He attended a couple of games per year at Griffin Park, the club’s decaying stadium in suburban west London.


In 2005 Brentford had a ballooning overdraft, and an owner who was threatening to put the club into administration unless fans could raise £1 million to pay off a tranche of debt.5 Benham, who had a modest lifestyle and no taste for fancy clothes or conspicuous consumption, was already making millions of pounds in winnings from gambling. He called Brentford’s offices one day, and asked to talk to someone about how he could help.









Part One


Fall









Chapter 1


1980s: The Bricklayers Arms, Ealing Road


The name of Brentford became well known in the UK in the 1970s thanks to scratchy nylon bedsheets that cost as little as £1. Brentford Nylons was started by Harry Pambakian, an Armenian immigrant, and the company’s headquarters were on the Great West Road in Brentford. As well as sheets, the company used nylon and polyester to make everything from shirts and trousers to blankets and dressing gowns, all for less than £2 per item. My mother once drove there in her powder-blue Austin Maxi to buy bed sheets. There was a shop where you get them even more cheaply, straight from the factory floor without any retail mark-up. The factory was staffed with the growing vibrant immigrant population of west London. A picture on a summer’s day from that era shows Asian women, wearing colourful saris, emerging from the factory after a shift with the M4 flyover as a backdrop.


There were more than a hundred Brentford Nylons stores across the UK at the time. Those bed sheets took the name of the small west London suburb further than the local football club was able to. Sometimes, when you told a new acquaintance which football team you followed, the stranger would respond: ‘Brentford, as in Brentford Nylons?’


On high streets from Southampton to Birmingham and Manchester to Glasgow, Brentford Nylons was spelt out in black or red in bold capital letters on shopfronts. On the M4 you could see the company’s name atop a sleek new office tower on the way into London from Heathrow Airport. By 1974 the company was turning over more than £24 million a year.


A couple of hundred metres away was Brentford FC’s Griffin Park stadium. Tucked away in a side street, its name on the main entrance of the Braemar Road was hidden at ground level unless you happened to stroll down the street of terraced houses. You could see it better from the M4 flyover. The club had been treading water in the third and fourth tiers of English football since the 1950s. In the 1970s, barely 5,000 supporters came for home games. Match reports merited only a few paragraphs in national media, far less than Queens Park Rangers and Chelsea which were five miles away but a world away in terms of prestige.


On the map of London, Chelsea FC was in Fulham, but the name meant that in the media they were associated with the fashion boutiques of the King’s Road. Chelsea won the 1970 FA Cup when it was a jewel of the British sporting calendar: more than half the population watched on the BBC as they beat Leeds in a replay memorable for its brutality. In Shepherd’s Bush, Queens Park Rangers came within a point of winning the league from Liverpool in 1976. Brentford, meanwhile, was still best known for a range of discount bed sheets.


Brentford Nylons was not keen on associating itself with Brentford FC. At the height of its fame, the company’s advertising director George Smith was taken out to lunch by the football club’s top two executives. The football men figured that their successful neighbour might want to do a sponsorship deal worth, say, £1 million.1 Smith made it clear that was not going to happen: he had already allocated his budget on a nationwide advertising campaign featuring BBC radio disc jockey Alan Freeman. In a television ad you can see on YouTube, Freeman pulled up alongside the company’s tower in a sports coupé and introduced some of its products, along with the slogan: ‘Brentford Nylons, The Money Savers. (See Saturday’s papers for your nearest Brentford’s store.)’


Brentford Nylons, however, had overstretched itself. In 1976, the company went into administration. It was bought out and renamed Brentfords but remained deeply unfashionable. Years later, after acquiring the dwindling business, Rotherham-based retailer Rosebys dropped the name of the town once and for all. ‘The stores’ main weak point was the name,’ chief executive Michael Rosenblatt explained in 1995. ‘People would sooner be seen with a plain white carrier than a Brentfords bag.’2


My father first took me to watch Brentford in 1978. It was a decision based mainly on geography: it was the nearest league club, two miles from our home in Kew. During that year’s summer holidays, I had stayed for a few days with my cousins in Hackney. The highlight was a trip to my first football game, at Orient. It was an 8 p.m. kick-off. I stood on the terrace on a crate to get a better view. The game was against Notts County in the Anglo-Scottish Cup. I was smitten: the evening kick-off, the floodlights, the buzz of the crowd, the players a few feet away. I pestered my father to take me to another football game. He was brought up a short walk from Roker Park on the north-east coast of England; a Sunderland fan with no connection of his own to any of the London clubs. So, Brentford it was.


A few weeks later we walked over Kew Bridge, turned left and past the soot-blackened wall of a former gasworks towards Griffin Park. The 20-foot wall, with a sign – ‘Bill stickers will be prosecuted’ – blocked the view of the River Thames. I remember passing an abandoned light-industry plant, most of its windows smashed. The area’s best days, like the club’s, were in the past.


The Braemar Road turnstiles at Griffin Park opened onto a small forecourt. On the roof of the stand was a modest-sized sign in black: ‘Brentford FC’. You walked through the tarmacked forecourt, up a flight of stone steps and through a short corridor, passing the club office, which was busy on match days. The office had a sliding frosted-glass window to afford some privacy. At the time there was no club shop. The window was the interface between the club and the rest of the world. On emerging from the corridor, excitement building, you could see the pitch.


I don’t remember the game against Bury that day, but we lost 1–0. The next day’s Sunday Mirror noted in its match report that fans slow-handclapped the performance – the seventh defeat in 11 games – and police escorted the referee off the pitch after ruling a late Brentford goal offside. These were the darkest days of football hooliganism. In east London that day, a police helicopter hovered over Upton Park during West Ham’s game against Millwall; police officers with Alsatians on leashes patrolled the perimeter of the pitch.


My father and I became Griffin Park regulars, sitting every other Saturday on the wooden benches of the Braemar Road stand or standing on the stone steps of the paddock below. In 1979 Matthew Benham’s father also decided to take him to Griffin Park, the nearest league club to the family home in Eton.


I could recite the Brentford starting eleven from those days. None were household names. One or two lived in the street next to the stadium gates. Players would drink in the pubs, on each corner of the ground, and in the neighbouring streets. After training some reconvened in the New Inn, a low-ceilinged boozer with wooden beams. They would have lunch there, and maybe a beer or two. Sometimes, as can happen, afternoon would turn into evening, and they would still be there after 11 p.m. for a lock-in. In the morning, at around 9.45, a youth-team player would knock on the doors of the players who lived by the ground to make sure they were up for training.


*


Somewhat improbably, Brentford’s chairman at the time was called Dobrivoje Tanasijević. More improbably still, he owned a restaurant in Hollywood frequented by A-list stars such as Elizabeth Taylor, Paul Newman and Al Pacino. The restaurant was on Santa Monica Boulevard. From the outside it did not look very fancy. It was a one-storey, yellow clapboard building with green awning. Inside, it looked a little louche. There were red leather booths, red-checked tablecloths and Chianti bottles hanging from the ceiling. The food was Italian, and the vibe was nice and cosy. Since Tanasijević opened the venue in 1964 it had become a home from home for film stars. It was a place for them to wind down, away from the limelight. The owner was the perfect host: polite and friendly but not too in-your-face. He was, according to a profile in Los Angeles Magazine, ‘… one of the few men who can carry off kissing a woman’s hand. He does it swiftly, smoothly and without hesitation, the same way he lights your cigarette.’ There were some movie posters and memorabilia hanging on the walls. But there was nothing too look-at-me, apart from one blown-up black-and-white photo of Tanasijević wearing a suit – no tie – with a broad smile holding a bottle of champagne next to a dozen men sitting in a communal bath wearing little more than jubilant grins. The caption underneath read: ‘Brentford Football Club win promotion to the third division’.


Tanasijević’s circuitous journey to the Griffin Park changing room began in Belgium.3 He’d defected from Communist Yugoslavia when on a tour with the Red Star Belgrade youth team aged 17. On a winter’s night, he walked out of a restaurant in Brussels and handed himself in to police, with a vague plan that he would use his talent as a footballer in the West. He secured a contract to play for Hanover in Germany but, less than two hundred miles from the beginning of the Eastern Bloc, he was nervous that he might be bundled into a car, driven over the border and returned ultimately to Yugoslavia. After a few months, he put more distance between himself and the secret police by joining a team in Montreal.


When he and a friend won $5,000 in a poker game, they decided to try their luck in the US even though they did not have a green card. In Los Angeles, his friend was bundled into a car while holding the poker winnings, apparently by immigration officials. Tanasijević avoided arrest but was left with less than $10 in change. He took a job in a tuna cannery. After taking acting classes, he got a few roles in Hollywood, playing bad guys in war movies. In 1957 he had a role as a German sailor in The Enemy Below starring Robert Mitchum, earning £20,000 for eight weeks’ work, far more than he could get from football. For these films, he anglicised his name to Dan Tana. When he acquired his restaurant a few years later, he named it Dan Tana’s.


Tana stayed involved with soccer in California first as a player and then as an official but, while life was perfectly pleasant, most Americans did not have the same passion for the game he had known growing up in Yugoslavia. When he went to England to headhunt players for a fledgling US league he met Brentford manager Frank Blunstone, who invited him to Griffin Park. Brentford were in the fourth division. ‘They were losing but the atmosphere was tremendous – the crowd was singing, “We love you Bees”,’ Tana, whose English had an American twang, said. ‘For me it was love at first sight.’4


For most of the previous century, Brentford had a shared ownership model under which a group of well-off directors co-owned and managed the club. The benefit of this model was quickly reinstated in 1967 after the chairman of the time accumulated most of the share capital and came up with a plan to sell Griffin Park to QPR.5 Tana bought £20,000 worth of shares – about about £180,000 in today’s money – and became co-owner alongside a few others, including Eric Radley Smith, a retired surgeon, and Walter ‘Bill’ Wheatley, a businessman.6 The directors were older than Tana, then aged 39, and did not seem to have the same get-up-and-go. He persuaded them to appoint him chairman.


It was a relatively cheap investment and allowed Tana to reconnect with European football. He decided to devote the next phase of his life to Brentford FC, moving to a house in Kensington while colleagues looked after business on Santa Monica Boulevard. The restaurant gave him a regular income: the film stars kept coming. Once, Richard Burton was turned away because all 16 tables were booked; he complained on The Tonight Show, to which host Johnny Carson responded that Dan Tana’s was his favourite restaurant in LA. You could hardly buy better publicity.


Every other Saturday in the Brentford club programme, a picture of Tana’s Californian car number plate – 1889 BFC – appeared by the names of half a dozen American companies he had an association with. In a sense, Hollywood was funding Brentford FC.


When Brentford won promotion in 1978, Tana paid for the squad to go on a jaunt to Jersey, putting £5,000 on a tab behind the bar of their hotel. The picture of him celebrating with the squad immediately after they won promotion was proudly put up at Dan Tana’s and became a talking point for years to come. Many of his clients knew about Brentford. Many years later, when Rhidian Brook, a writer on assignment for the Observer, visited the restaurant, he witnessed Cameron Diaz walk in one evening and, making small talk, ask Tana, ‘How are Brentford doing?’7


If there was sunny optimism in Hollywood in the late 1970s, life was gloomier and darker in England. There were widespread strikes under Jim Callaghan’s Labour government. Unemployment more than doubled in the London borough of Hounslow within 12 months: Firestone, one of the biggest employers in Brentford, shut its factory on the Great West Road not long before Christmas in 1979, laying off 1,500 staff. Then another 1,500 employees were made redundant at the United Biscuits plant in Osterley.


Hooliganism and racist chanting were common in English football. I remember seeing outbreaks of fighting whenever Millwall visited. Hooligan groups would try to ‘take’ the home end: a few dozen not wearing club colours would congregate in the Royal Oak stand and, when the match started, sow havoc. Portsmouth supporters, who had arrived in their thousands, threw bananas at Francis Joseph, our black centre-forward.


Most Brentford fans were placid, if sweary, but there were small groups of National Front skinheads who came to Griffin Park that would attack our black supporters, shouting, ‘There ain’t no black in the Union Jack.’8 The skinheads made monkey noises at players on the opposing team. It was no wonder the growing Asian population in Hounslow did not come to Griffin Park.


Women and girls at the ground were also rare, and there was little sign that anyone at the club was expecting them: the toilet facilities for them were Victorian, barely more modern than a tin bucket.9 The ground had seen better days. When, because of a wayward shot or clearance, the ball landed on a roof above one of the terraces, it would dislodge a sprinkling of rust onto spectators below.


Tana wanted to make Brentford’s stadium more inviting for families, like the arenas he was familiar with in California: there, families went to matches together, moving around freely to buy hot dogs and sodas, and generally having a wholesome time. There was no swearing, racism or hooliganism. In 1978, as Brentford were promoted to the third division, he set up a committee to examine plans to modernise the stadium – or move to a site near Kew Bridge, where an indoor fruit and vegetable market had once stood.


One of Brentford’s rivals was Watford, whose chairman Elton John was near the peak of his success. He had already several hits including ‘Rocket Man’, ‘Goodbye Yellow Brick Road’ and, in a nod to the mood of the times in Britain, ‘Saturday Night’s Alright for Fighting’. The Brentford board had a smattering of showbusiness stardust itself in Rick Wakeman, the Perivale-raised keyboardist for Yes who lived in Switzerland. Before one game at Griffin Park, the two pop stars had a glass of beer in the boardroom. After both teams were promoted to the third division a sell-out league game was featured on London Weekend Television’s The Big Match. As players walked out onto the pitch, they passed blonde and brunette models dressed like Playboy bunny girls to advertise an Ealing bookmaker. The game finished 3–3. Watford went on to secure another promotion; Brentford finished in mid-table and returned to a more humdrum existence. Wakeman resigned as a director after realising it was not realistic to fly in for board meetings from Montreux.


When Brentford slid down the table the next season, Tana became the target of abuse from fans. The elation of promotion had been replaced by frustration. A small group of supporters stood on the Braemar Road paddock below where the directors sat. During games, they turned towards the chairman, demanding that he spend more money on the club. ‘Get your cheque book out, Tana,’ they shouted. Tana was not, he told the Acton Gazette, a millionaire. He was just a restaurateur with a couple of sideline investments in California. His idea was to have a bit of fun in London, not to bankrupt himself for the sake of the club. He offered to resign.


By 1980 Brentford were losing £3,000 per week and were in danger of being relegated to the fourth division. Tana and the board fired manager Bill Dodgin Jr in March, bringing in Fred Callaghan from non-league Woking. Brentford avoided relegation on the final day of the season, thanks to a 1–0 home win against Millwall. Dodgin was popular with supporters: on a wall of the Haverfield Estate not far from the ground, someone scrawled Why Sack Dodgin? It would remain there for years.


As Margaret Thatcher was campaigning to become prime minister on a mandate to clean up Britain, with the election slogan ‘Labour’s Not Working’, Martin Lange arrived for the first time in the Brentford boardroom with his own no-nonsense approach. He wanted to focus on sound business principles, which he felt were lacking under Tana. He had built a Surrey-based commercial property business, and had supported the club since he was a five-year-old boy. He thought Tana’s plans for a new stadium were too dreamy for a club of Brentford’s means. Tana did not like being challenged by this confident 37-year-old Englishman, whom, he said, had absolutely no experience of the football or entertainment business.


Lange sat across the table from Tana at a few board meetings. There was an awkward status quo between the two young men, the recently arrived Yugoslav who had played for Red Star Belgrade and knew his way around Hollywood, and the commercial property developer who had watched Brentford all his life and knew his way around Ealing. One of these meetings was reaching its conclusion and had got to the ‘any other business’ part. It was at this point that Lange ambushed Tana, proposing a motion to take over as chairman. He had prepared for this moment, co-opting an ally onto the board whose presence was enough to give him the upper hand: he won the vote 3–2.


In the first weeks after his boardroom coup, Lange fired Brentford’s chief scout to cut costs and began a drive to increase revenue. He introduced micro-sponsorship deals that allowed fans and businesses to sponsor a player’s socks for £10 per season, in return for a mention in the match programme.


Later, the Ealing Road terrace roof – which could be seen by airline passengers as their planes descended out of the sky before landing at Heathrow Airport – was sold as advertising space to the Dutch national airline: it was painted sky blue with the words, ‘Next Time … Fly KLM’. Rejecting Tana’s idea for a new family stand, Lange instead introduced a family season ticket.


In perhaps the best bit of business of all, he signed Stan Bowles. Bowles had been one of the standout players in the QPR team that had come within a point of winning the league title from Liverpool in 1976. For the first time since I had started to follow Brentford, we had a player who even non-football fans were aware of. He was probably better known that Brentford Nylons. Bowles was a regular feature in tabloid newspapers that sold millions of copies daily on a diet of football, sex and celebrity gossip. (If they could combine all three in one story, so much the better.) When the Daily Star launched in 1978, editor Derek Jameson was asked what the new red-top would cover, he explained, ‘It’ll be tits, bums, QPR and roll-your-own fags.’


Football players were invited to open everything from nightclubs and restaurants to butchers and hairdressers: the owners of these businesses knew the national tabloids – or at least the local newspaper – would run the photos. Some players liked the attention, even if compensation amounted to little more than a meal or night out. Don Shanks, a close friend of Bowles at QPR, provided greyhound racing tips in a weekly column in the Acton Gazette in return for a bottle of Rémy Martin cognac.10


Bowles picked up £500 from the Sun while at QPR for appearing with a topless model, an error of judgement that he said nearly cost him his first marriage to his wife Ann. For £1,000 he appeared on BBC One’s Superstars, in which athletes from different sports competed against each other in Olympic events. After a night of drinking with his friend Shanks, Bowles fired a shooting pistol through a table by mistake, was unable to lift anything in the weightlifting, capsized his canoe, and finished next to last in the swimming race. All told, he scored an all-time low of seven points.11


After leaving QPR Bowles had joined Nottingham Forest, but walked out on the club after falling out with Brian Clough, days before their European Cup final win against Hamburg. By 1981 his heyday and five England appearances were in the past. As first division clubs weighed the value of his performance (astonishing dribbling and passing skills) against his off-field behaviour (gambling habit and an anti-authoritarian streak), he dropped down into the second division with Orient and, after falling out with their manager, found himself at Brentford at the age of 32.


On the last Saturday of October, 2,000 more fans than usual turned up at Griffin Park to see him play for Brentford against Burnley; the extra gate money recouped much of the £25,000 transfer fee Brentford had paid to sign him. Bowles arrived with his boots in a plastic bag. (He did not drive and usually came to matches by public transport unless someone offered to give him a lift.) In a 0–0 draw, Bowles showed he had not lost his touch. He was a little disillusioned to be in the third division and did not plan to stay long. ‘I have signed a contract for just over a year,’ he told the local paper. ‘And then I think I’ll be off to America.’


Lange gave Bowles a £500-a-week contract – more than other players – and put him up in a two-bedroom terraced house at 38 Braemar Road, abutting the stadium; premises the club had bought and were seeking planning permission to turn into an office. When Bowles walked in Brentford staff were surprised that he was nothing like the troublemaker they had read about who had rowed with almost every manager he worked with. He shuffled shyly into the club reception, saying hello to everyone. ‘He was very polite,’ Christine Mathews, the club secretary, said. ‘A real gentleman.’12


Bowles’s neighbour just across the road was Terry Hurlock. Each morning at ten Hurlock and Bowles would, after a mug of tea and toast, walk out of their terraced homes in Braemar Road and clamber into the minibus heading to training at Osterley, a couple of miles away, where the club rented pitches. They went with the apprentices, carrying the balls, training kit and boots. The driver was whoever had a licence, ruling out Bowles.


As a schoolboy Hurlock had joined West Ham but, as he grew into his teenage years, he rebelled against the discipline imposed on him at the club. At 15 he was pressured by one coach to lose weight, instructed to wear a woollen tank top while training to lose a few extra pounds. Hurlock was something of a free spirit: although his family lived in a block of flats in Walthamstow, he grew up around gypsies: his father came from a Romany family and another of his close relatives would marry a traveller. Sometimes, he could not stomach the daily routine and would complain of a headache, skip training and go to pubs or nightclubs with friends. If he got into trouble, he would disappear into a traveller camp.


Hurlock was jettisoned by West Ham after one season as a professional. He worked as a labourer and window cleaner while playing non-league football for Leytonstone. He was seen by Callaghan, who offered him a £1,500 signing-on fee and £300 per week to play for Brentford. For Hurlock, it was a no brainer – more money for less work.


Reporting for pre-season training Hurlock arrived by train at Brentford station one June morning in 1981 and walked to Griffin Park, where he found a few players practising in the forecourt while they waited for the coaching staff to arrive. Hurlock had a mane of untamed curly black hair, a beard and a golden hoop earring in each ear (one hoop was bigger than the other). He was wearing a t-shirt, scruffy jeans and moccasins. Among the group playing keepy-uppy with the ball was Paul Walker. He was a couple of years younger than Hurlock but was already starting his fifth season at the club, having joined as a 15-year-old trainee. Walker had floppy blond hair. He looked up from under his fringe at Hurlock, who was standing there watching them. ‘What do you want?’ Walker asked. ‘The painters are in the other stand.’


‘I ain’t a painter,’ Hurlock replied.13


Lange arranged for Hurlock to get a mortgage on a £24,000 two-bedroom terraced house opposite the main gate of Griffin Park where, the chairman told him, club staff could keep an eye on him. Over the coming months teenaged apprentices listened through the fire door at half-time during home matches as Hurlock let rip if he felt any of his teammates were not giving their all. He was a ferocious tackler. Hurlock and fellow midfielder Chris Kamara would intimidate opponents even before the game had started. Kamara was known for his sliding tackles that were especially effective at chopping down opponents on a sodden pitch.


On the left flank Bowles remained wonderfully good. He seemed to be a second or two ahead of everyone. He could slalom through defenders, wrong-footing them at every turn; he could trap the ball dead, and then, with the outside of his boot, deliver it to the feet of a teammate. He had, Terry Venables once said, a ‘left foot like a hand’.14 He enjoyed himself even in the third division, although he occasionally lost his patience with Hurlock for not anticipating his beautifully weighted passes.


Quiet off the pitch, Bowles was a showman on it. He liked to play to the crowd, even with only a few thousand people watching him at Brentford. Once, the referee ordered him to move the ball back five yards before taking a free-kick. Bowles made a show of grudgingly obeying the official’s insistence to keep retreating, yard by yard. Finally, when the referee was satisfied the ball was in the right place and had turned his back, Bowles winked to the crowd and, as if he was in a pantomime, lobbed the ball back to where it had been at the start.


Francis Joseph was also a joy to watch. He was a striker who could unleash a 25-yard thunderbolt at a moment’s notice, with a reasonable chance of finding the net. When he had the ball at his feet, fans would shout, ‘Have a go, Joe!’ He could also hold his own with the toughest defenders, swearing at them with gusto when they fouled him.


Joseph was among the first group of children born to the Windrush generation, the Caribbean diaspora who arrived in London in the 1950s and 1960s. His mother, who came from the tiny island of Dominica, spoke a French dialect, and did not usually come to matches, preferring to cook and watch television soap operas, but his father and brothers, Lawrence and Roger, came along. The four Josephs were more than welcome at Griffin Park. ‘If you played for Brentford,’ Joseph said, ‘you knew this was your home.’15


While Bowles and Hurlock took the minibus with the apprentices, most players drove to training. Sometimes, they congregated beforehand for a bacon sandwich and tea at a café opposite the training pitches. When they had been out over the weekend for a few lagers and a curry, Hurlock would sometimes go over 15 stone on the scales; he would then tear a hole in the top of a black bin bag and put it on under his training top to work up a sweat and lose a few pounds. (Unlike at West Ham, he did this on his own volition.)


The most dreaded part of the year for players was pre-season. Straight after their summer holidays, they had to run around the seven-mile circumference of Richmond Park. To make sure they did not cut corners, coaching staff would stand at the park gates and tick off each player when they passed by. Sometimes they would top it off by sprinting to the top of a half-mile climb that was steep enough to induce vomiting. At the time, sports science did not really exist in English football, certainly not at Brentford. The idea you had to hydrate before, during and after physical exercise was not impressed upon players, who for refreshment might drink a pint of milk on any given day. At half-time during games, they ate sliced-up oranges and drank cups of tea.


Throughout the season, there would be surprise weight checks when players had to stand on a set of old-fashioned doctor’s scales. The trainer-cum-physiotherapist, Eddie Lyons, would also apply steel callipers to each player’s midriff to check their body fat. He had been a lower-league player in the 1950s and, at some point, switched his responsibilities from trainer to physio at Brentford.16 Some players suspected his methods lacked scientific rigour. It was the era of the so-called magic sponge when physios ran onto the pitch with cold water to treat an injured player. On match days, Brentford would pay a local GP to attend games in case there was a more serious injury.


The uncovered Ealing Road terrace had served as an outdoor gym for decades. Sprinting up the incline boosted power and burned calories. Soon after spraining his ankle one season, Hurlock was instructed by Lyons to build up his fitness again by running up the terrace steps – while giving him a piggyback. The idea was that carrying a load on his back would accelerate Hurlock’s return to fitness. While the physio weighed as little as ten stones, it was clear to Hurlock that this was by no means a good idea with a still-tender ankle. He felt like he was on completely the opposite route to recovery. ‘I’m on the wrong train,’ he told himself.17


Bowles and Hurlock became friends as well as neighbours. They found there was still a considerable margin for some fun at third division Brentford that had been lacking at first division Nottingham Forest and West Ham. They used to drink at the Bricklayers Arms, less than 100 metres from Griffin Park. The pub was set amid terraced houses on Ealing Road, its name sculpted in stone into the cream façade above a first-floor bay window; it predated the stadium by some 50 years. It was not much bigger than a living room. There was a dart board in the corner. The locals, most of them Brentford fans, treated the pair more like neighbours than footballers. Bowles would sit along one wall, playing cards with friends from his QPR days. The atmosphere was relaxed and convivial, a typical boozer where everyone knew each other, their habits and foibles.


On Wednesday, a day off, the whole squad would gather at the pub for drinks, and later move on to the Princess Royal and the Griffin. The first-team players would pay for the rounds of the apprentices who were earning only a few pounds a week. One fresh-faced recruit joined the midweek pub crawl immediately after signing for Brentford. By the end of the evening he was in no fit state to return to his home north of London, so Hurlock agreed to put him up for the night at his home in Braemar Road, dragging him up the stairs by his legs. As he lugged him up to the first floor like a sack of coal, the teenager’s head bumped on each step. ‘Welcome to Brentford,’ his teammates joked the next day.18


Sometimes, Hurlock would take Bowles to meet his friends in east London. Once, Hurlock borrowed the keys to the team minibus that ferried players to training from Christine Mathews, the club secretary, ‘to go around the corner’ to fetch something: instead, he drove it around the North Circular ring road to Walthamstow to go out with friends, returning the vehicle to Griffin Park before it was needed at 10 a.m. to take the players to training.


Bowles would take Hurlock to unlicensed gambling houses – or spiels – he went to in Ladbroke Grove, Notting Hill and Shepherd’s Bush. The word ‘spiel’ derives from the Yiddish spieler, meaning ‘gambler’. Such gatherings were started in 1920s Soho by Jewish immigrants and the Oriental community in Chinatown, before extending to other parts of London. They might be in the backrooms of minicab firms or in basement flats with blacked-out windows, and would typically run around the clock, with a steady supply of tea, alcohol, sandwiches and marijuana.19 (When they visited, Hurlock and Bowles would stick to tea or beer.) In these places you could get pretty much anything that took your fancy at a discount price. ‘If you said, “I could do with a Crombie coat,” they would go and get it for you,’ one visitor in the 1980s said.20


On a Saturday afternoon, an hour before kick-off, Bowles could be found in the Bricklayers Arms studying a copy of the Racing Post. He would have his breakfast there – coffee and a sausage sandwich. The pub was 50 metres from a branch of Coral, but there was a public phone by the bar from which he could ring in bets to a bookmaker.


At the time, betting on football was dull: by law, to avoid the risk of match-fixing, you could only bet on the outcome of a combination of three games – a treble – and you would have to wait until 5 p.m. on a Saturday afternoon to see if you had won. Horse and greyhound racing, however, gave punters a quick-hit adrenaline rush. You could place your bet and find out whether you had won within ten minutes or so. Bowles was addicted to the buzz. He liked to bet on the 2.30 p.m. horse races and did not see the point of being in the changing room half an hour early. Slightly anxious, a supporter approached him once in the Bricklayers Arms and asked: ‘Stan, aren’t you playing today?’


Looking up, Bowles shrugged. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be there.’


At QPR his pre-match ritual had drawn the ire of the manager Dave Sexton. Bowles did not see why Sexton made such a fuss. ‘All you had to do was get your fucking kit on and away you go,’ he said.21


He would arrive in the Griffin Park changing room in his beige Crombie mac with 15 minutes to spare as the rest of his teammates, already wearing their kit, were doing their prematch stretching. The air was thick with Ralgex, a pungent painkiller that players rubbed onto sore calves and thighs still damaged from previous games. Bowles quickly pulled on his team shirt. It was a plain polyester V-neck without any marking save a small logo of the maker, an obscure brand called Osca.22 Then, under the red and white top, he threw on a pair of black shorts and socks, laced up his black Adidas boots, and trotted down the tunnel and onto the pitch. He got away with his constant tardiness because, well, he was Stan Bowles.


He had made his first bet as a teenager in Manchester: he won £60 from a £5 stake on a horse, more than a month’s wages in his part-time job, ironing raincoats in a factory. Even as a Manchester City apprentice, he had widened his knowledge of gambling by working as a runner placing bets for a streetwise group known as the Quality Street Gang. At QPR Bowles used to go to the greyhound races on weekday afternoons at White City stadium with Shanks, his friend who was raised on a council estate across the road. At the oval track there was a bar serving alcohol – and camaraderie among a few hundred punters drawn by idling away the afternoon and the anticipation of a winning bet. As they stood on a terrace exposed to the wind and rain to watch if their pick would come home, betting slips and litter swirled in the breeze.


Once, when feeling miserable at Nottingham Forest and pining for his favourite London dog track, three hours away by car, Bowles hailed a taxi and asked to be taken to White City in time for the afternoon meeting.


Bowles said he may have burned through £500,000 on gambling.23 He never developed a sophisticated betting strategy. For a bet to be worthwhile, there had to be an element of risk – it had to hurt if you lost, he said. On one occasion when he was flush, he bet £4,000 on a horse at odds of 11/4 at Newbury – it lost in a photo finish. That was indeed painful.


To try and contain his betting losses sucking up all his salary in a single weekend, Brentford would pay Bowles half of his weekly wage on a Friday and the other half on Monday. When Bowles was down to his last few pounds, he would bet as little as £25. When he did not have anything, he would ask Callaghan, the manager, for an advance on next week’s wages.


After each home game, Chris Kamara wished everyone well and returned to his family; he lived down the M4 in Swindon, where his wife was from. Before leaving the changing room, Joseph, who was more footloose, would relax on the wooden bench and light a cigarette to help him decompress before heading to the Griffin Park bar. Players would field a few questions from reporters from three local newspapers.24 Then Joseph would turn to Hurlock: ‘What’s the plan, Gyppo?’ (Hurlock called Joseph ‘Black Joe’.)25


If they walked into the Bricklayers Arms later, as they often did, the locals greeted them with little fanfare, as though they had just turned out for the pub team. ‘All right, boys,’ they might say. ‘Well done today.’ In the pub Joseph had an easy smile, except when suddenly, and without any warning, he would explode into a fit of giggles.


In 1982 Brentford had their best finish in 17 years, coming ninth. The next season they came eighth. To fans used to relegation scrapes, those years felt like they were the best of times. In the early hours of Sunday morning, Bowles would amble back to his home in Braemar Road, by the gates of Griffin Park, his hands thrust into the pockets of his Crombie mac. He never made it to America, settling in Brentford for the next 30 years.
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