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This one’s for Mom, Dad and ‘G’ – for bringing me up to be a 
Baggie and with much love.




Prologue: The Final Whistle


The last full day of Laurie Cunningham’s life began like most others had done in the red hot Madrid summer of 1989. He spent the morning of 14 July in the city negotiating the terms of a new contract with Pedro Garcia Jimenez, the incoming president of Rayo Vallecano, the most recent and tenth football club he’d played for during his career. The previous season Cunningham scored the goal that got Madrid’s third-biggest club promoted to Spain’s top division, La Liga. However, his one-year deal with them had run down on 30 June, and discussions about an extension had become complicated and drawn out.


Cunningham was made an overnight millionaire ten years earlier when he signed for Real Madrid as a prodigiously talented 23-year-old. Fresh from the English First Division, he was bought by Spain’s royal club to be their new star player and they had acceded to all his demands. He’d revelled in Madrid for a time. Standing out not just as a young black man in Real’s pure white strip, but because he was capable of outrageous feats of skill – regularly making fools of the toughest full-backs in Spanish football and swinging the ball in from corners with the outside of his foot. He did such things with apparent insouciance, as if it all came too easily to him. Real’s followers christened him the Black Pearl – the jewel in their crown.


This was before it all began to go wrong for him. A succession of injuries took their toll physically, and disciplinary issues soured his relationship with the club. Most damaging of all, a broken toe took away from him his greatest asset, an uncanny ability to glide past opponents and across the pitch with the grace of a dancer. Without that, he was a busted flush.


For as long as he could remember, Cunningham had clung to the belief that being exceptional at football would be his passport to making his mark on the world. After all, it had taken him from the grim backstreets of north London to great riches and celebrity in Spain. He believed that his fame would allow him to progress to becoming something more substantial than a successful sportsman. Through it, he hoped to evolve into all that he wanted to be: an artist, poet, designer, architect, philanthropist, or any of the other many things that occupied his thinking outside of the game he happened to excel at. But not now, not robbed of his powers and in this reduced state. He knew now that he would only ever be recalled – if at all – as the one thing he’d least desired to be: as just another footballer.


The tragic irony is that Laurie Cunningham had already by then made a greater impact on the world around him than he could have ever imagined, and as a footballer. This hadn’t been as a result of his feats in Madrid, but rather during the time he spent at a much less glamorous provincial football club in the heart of England’s industrial Midlands – West Bromwich Albion. It was while he was in Albion’s first team and alongside two other black players, Cyrille Regis and Brendon Batson, that he’d used his manifest talents as a weapon against the terrible racist abuse that had poured off the streets and down from the terraces in the Britain of the 1970s. This was a time when black footballers were scarce in the British game and the presence of three in one team was enough to inflame and incite prejudices amongst over-whelmingly white crowds. Together with Regis and Batson, Cunningham made up the front line in a war against ignorance within the sport and also the gathering forces of an extreme right-wing menace that was taking root in the country.


The three of them were focal points of an especially exciting West Bromwich Albion team, and the spearhead of a wider battle for the nation’s soul. They empowered a generation of disenfranchised black youths, bringing to it a sense of hope and inspiration. They were agents of change as well, and helped set in motion a domino effect that would allow a new order to assert itself in the British game and across the country as a whole. Yet the full scope of this was not yet apparent to Cunningham or to anyone else.


Soon enough, Real Madrid cut him loose and since then he’d led a peripatetic existence, drifting from one club to another in search of a place to settle and to be. Belatedly, Rayo Vallecano had appeared to offer him that, albeit in much more mundane circumstances. Based on the south-eastern fringes of the Spanish capital, Vallecano played their home games at the compact Campo de Futbol de Vallecas, which held 14,000 spectators on a good day. This was a far cry from the grandly magnificent Estadio Santiago Bernabeu where 85,000 baying Real Madrid fans had once been Cunningham’s adoring gallery. But then, he was not the player that he had been then. The longer Vallecano prevaricated over the offer of a new contract, the more starkly he was forced to confront this fact and the greater then his hurt.


Cunningham and his Spanish wife, Sylvia, had just recently celebrated the birth of a son, Sergio. Yet he seemed to be in the grip of a deep, dark psychological pain, so much so that his close family and friends feared for his state of mind and well-being. He’d been home to London on a visit the previous weekend and something then appeared to have died in his eyes. It was as if the fire that had once danced behind them had been extinguished. His mother, Mavis, had confided to friends her worries that her son had fallen in with a bad crowd in the Spanish capital. For all his reported wealth, she was concerned that he’d also apparently run into financial troubles.


Cunningham’s mother and others close to him back in England often told each other that he’d not been the same since he’d split with his childhood sweetheart, Nicky Brown. This was six years ago and around that time things had first started to unravel for him in Spain. Whenever she was fretting about her youngest son, which was most of the time these days, Mavis felt a cold dread creeping upon her.


Much of what happened that fateful day in July remains a mystery to Mavis and to most everyone else. Cunningham left his meeting with Jiminez with his contract situation still unresolved and appears to have gone on to a horse-racing meet that evening at the picturesque La Zarzuela hippodrome, located five miles from the city centre and bordered by the verdant Monte El Pardo forest. He met up there with a young American named Mark Cafwell Latty, who was studying at the city university and with whom he’d recently become acquainted. To this day, no one from Cunningham’s immediate family or any of his closest friends has found out anything but the barest of details about Cafwell Latty. There is speculation that he was about to enter into a business deal with Cunningham to buy a restaurant, though how he was going to fund this as a student remains a mystery.


Cunningham lived in a gated community in Las Matas, a wealthy suburb of Madrid ten minutes’ drive from the racecourse. Yet rather than return home after the meet, he and Cafwell Latty went on to a nightclub. They remained there until the early hours of the next morning, a Saturday, moving on next to a pizza joint. It was past 6 a.m. when the two of them finished eating and set off again in Cunningham’s car, a silver-coloured Seat Ibiza. Cunningham had always been fastidious about wearing a seatbelt, insisting upon doing so even when backing his car out of the garage. However, for some reason he didn’t put one on for this, his final drive.


He headed into the city centre that morning on the main A6 road. A 370-mile highway running north-west from Madrid to the coastal town of Arteixo, the A6 was a notorious accident black spot that was characterised by sharp, fast bends. One of the most extreme of these was just outside of the city at Pozuelo de Alarcon and Cunningham sped into this at 6.45 a.m. As he came out of the bend, he was forced to swerve to avoid a car parked on the side of the road. Cunningham’s Seat crashed into the central reservation, overturning and buckling like a crushed tin can. He was flung ten metres from the vehicle, his head taking the brunt of the impact on the road. A passing municipal police patrol stopped at the scene and rushed Cunningham to hospital along with Cafwell Latty, who had remained in the car and suffered no more than minor injuries.


Laurie Cunningham never regained consciousness and was pronounced dead on arrival at hospital, having sustained severe head trauma. Brain matter was visible through an open wound to his head. He was thirty-three years old. Mark Cafwell Latty checked himself out of hospital that same day and seems to have then vanished without trace.


Later that Saturday morning, Cunningham’s elder brother, Keith, was walking to work in north London. He was stopped by his girlfriend pulling up behind him in their car and frantically beeping the horn. She told him Paul was dead, Paul being Laurie’s middle name and the one by which his family called him.


‘At first I thought she was talking about her brother, because his name’s also Paul and he’s a roofer,’ Keith recalls. ‘I thought he must have fallen off a roof. Then she said, “Your brother’s dead.” We went round to my mom and dad’s. I’d never seen my mom and dad cry until then. We all sat and cried. As we did it came on the TV – pictures of his car being lifted off the road by a crane.’


The phone didn’t stop ringing at the Cunningham household that terrible morning. One of the first to call was Bobby Fisher, who’d played with Cunningham at Leyton Orient in the mid-seventies. He remembers Mavis Cunningham being hysterical with grief.




Chapter One: Roots


Laurence Paul Cunningham was born in the north London district of Holloway on 8 March 1956. His parents, Elias and Mavis, had come to England from Jamaica the previous year. They brought with them Cunningham’s elder brother, Keith, who was just one year old at the time. Elias had been a racehorse jockey in Jamaica, but he and Mavis both took factory jobs in their adopted city, he moulding ashtrays and she as a machinist.


Holloway still bore the scars of the intensive bombing it had suffered from the German Luftwaffe during the Blitz and was among the capital’s most densely populated and multicultural areas. Its bustling streets buzzed with voices from the Caribbean, Cyprus and Ireland, and were rich with the smells of North African and Asian spices.


When the boys were still infants, the family moved a couple of miles down the road to settle in Finsbury Park. The brothers attended the same primary school, St Paul’s, until Keith was expelled for kicking a teacher. The two of them were otherwise inseparable. Together with a gang of friends, the young Cunninghams went off looking for adventure in the warren of streets around the area; they would steal apples from their neighbours’ gardens, pick blackberries from railway sidings and forage in the shells of houses that had been left to ruin after the war. Elias, although a genial man, was a distant father and not given to outward displays of affection. However, Laurie was the apple of his mother’s eye, and Mavis doted on him.


‘If anything happened to him I got the blame for it – and he was very accident prone,’ remembers Keith Cunningham. ‘We were always playing cricket back then, not football, and Laurie would be wicketkeeper. One time, someone swung the bat right round and hit him in the face, mashing his nose. I had to take him home and Mom had a right go at me for it. He’d fling his clothes all over the bedroom we shared and yet I’d be the one who’d have to tidy it up. I was definitely the black sheep, but we stuck together and it was me who taught him to do things like swim.’


Entering their teens, the two brothers joined the 22nd London Company Boys’ Brigade and it was through this that they first started to play football. The company was run by a Mr Cottingham, who worked in the probation service. A significant influence in the Cunningham brothers’ early lives, he would take the boys into Regent’s Park with a ball and coach them in the basics of the game. Both Cunninghams soon graduated to the Boys’ Brigade football team.


‘Mr Cottingham was like a father figure to us,’ says Keith. ‘He always had time for us and would give us advice. He was a white guy, but he and his wife had an adopted black daughter, Phillipa. She pretty much became our half-sister.’


Aside from such selfless individuals as Mr Cottingham, there was not much else to encourage or inspire young black kids in the Britain of the early 1970s. The world that was projected back at them through the media was almost exclusively white-looking and most often hostile-seeming. Two of the most popular programmes on TV at that time were sitcoms – Till Death Us Do Part and Love Thy Neighbour. The lead character in the former, Alf Garnett, was a ranting working-class bigot given to spouting such supposedly hilarious rhetoric as, ‘He understood yer coon did Shakespeare.’ The latter show derived comic conflict from a white couple in leafy Twickenham coming to terms with having a black couple as their next-door neighbours. Eddie Booth, the white male character, habitually referred to his black counterpart, Bill Reynolds, as ‘nig-nog’ or ‘Sambo’.


The Reynolds’ were nonetheless among the very few black faces to be seen on British television at the time. More commonly, white actors would ‘black up’ to play ethnic characters in sitcoms such as It Ain’t Half Hot Mum, which was set in India during the Second World War, or the Saturday night variety staple, The Black and White Minstrel Show. Both of these programmes were screened by the national broadcaster, the BBC. The BBC’s commercial rival ITV was marginally more inclusive. In 1973, it employed the first black news reporter, Trevor McDonald, and the next year introduced a black family to the cast of one of its signature soaps, Crossroads.


The economic tide was also then turning in the country as the era of post-war boom reached an end and both inflation and unemployment began an inexorable rise. Once the soaring cost of living began to bite, those at the sharpest end looked for someone to blame. The growing immigrant communities drawn from the Commonwealth became a target for their anger and frustrations. This influx from the Caribbean and the Indian subcontinent had begun in the immediate post-war years and at the invitation of the British government. Britain’s manufacturing industries had seen their workers decimated by the war, and also due to the fact that the indigenous population had begun to aspire to more skilled and better-paid professions. The new immigrants had filled the nation’s factories and foundries, but now were seen as having stolen ‘our’ jobs.


In their corner of north London, Keith and Laurie Cunningham grew up accustomed to having insults hurled at them by white neighbours. On the streets around their home, a pressure-cooker atmosphere was pervasive. One of the brothers’ closest friends, Eustace ‘Huggy’ Isaie, recalls there always being ‘a feeling of tension. I can remember being out on the street with white kids and their mothers opening up the front window and shouting at them, “How many times have I told you not to play with those black boys?”


‘Skinheads used to chase our big brothers and we’d get beaten up all the time. You’d call up the Old Bill for assistance and eight times out of ten they’d turn up and be more interested in nicking you for something.’


The louder and more rebellious of the brothers, Keith was at first thought to be the most promising footballer of the pair. He had trials for the district team and encouraged his brother to follow in his footsteps, but Keith was hot-headed and lacked discipline. It was rare indeed during a game that Keith didn’t get involved in an argument with the referee or an opponent. By the time he was sixteen, he was invariably spending each night drinking and clubbing with his mates. Much the quieter and more reserved, Laurie enjoyed drawing and was learning to play the organ. He also spent hours kicking a ball against a wall, and while his brother was running wild Laurie was beginning to get noticed playing for both the Boys’ Brigade and his school team.


In 1973, he was picked up by a scout from London’s top First Division team, Arsenal, and signed apprentice forms with the club. Arsenal’s Highbury Stadium was a stone’s throw from the Cunningham family home in north London, but Laurie had a relaxed attitude to timekeeping and often as not arrived late to training sessions. The Arsenal manager of the time, Bertie Mee, had served in the army and ran the club to the same strict disciplinary code he’d encountered in the forces. Erratic free spirits like Cunningham weren’t tolerated at Arsenal for long, and the club released him less than a year after he’d joined them. Nevertheless, his unrefined talent had impressed the Arsenal coaching staff enough for them to recommend him to the manager of another London club, George Petchey at Second Division Orient.


Based in London’s East End, Leyton Orient was the capital’s second-oldest football club, having been founded in 1881. In their long history, ‘the O’s’ had spent just a solitary season in the top division of English football. Orient played their home games at the ramshackle Brisbane Road, which during night matches was often shrouded in the mist that drifted over from nearby Hackney Marshes. The club had almost gone bankrupt in the mid-sixties, but was enjoying a relative golden period in the seventies under Petchey and his head coach, Peter Angell. Like Mee, Angell had come from an army background and was known to punish wayward players by having them cut the Brisbane Road pitch with a pair of scissors.


Under the stewardship of Petchey and Angell, Orient had been promoted to the Second Division at the start of the decade. The pair had begun to build an attractive team based around a group of youthful players. Among these was a young Londoner named Bobby Fisher, a sixteen-year-old of mixed race who had been adopted into a Jewish family. Fisher had just then broken into the Orient first team. At training one morning, Petchey pulled him aside and told him a young lad would be joining them from Arsenal the next morning. The manager asked his teenage full-back to look out for the new recruit, suggesting he might be a bit on the wild side.


Fisher arrived early the following morning to welcome Laurie Cunningham to Orient, but there was no still sign of him at 10 a.m. and no sign still when training started. Fisher and the rest of the players went out onto the Brisbane Road pitch to do their warm-up and then gathered around Petchey for his morning briefing.


‘Ten, fifteen minutes into this chat, I saw a figure emerge from the dressing rooms and start walking over to us – not running, but walking,’ recalls Fisher. ‘By the time he got to the group everyone was looking at him and yet he didn’t say a word. George eventually asked him why he was late and Laurie said he’d missed his bus. That was it. He didn’t plead or apologise. I thought there was either something wrong with him, that he was completely mad, or that he must be super-confident in his own ability.’


By the end of that morning, Fisher had his answer. Training sessions at Orient were rounded off with the first team playing a game against the reserves and apprentices. Fisher found himself up against Cunningham and resolved to kick some sense into this upstart the first chance he got.


‘Two minutes into the game, the ball was moved out to Laurie on the halfway line,’ says Fisher. ‘I went in to smash his ankle, and the next thing I knew I was on my backside and he was running away from me with the ball. The rest of the game continued like that. He actually took the piss out of me and kept knocking the ball through my legs. The other players could see it as well – they knew that I wasn’t a bad player, so to have someone come along and do that to me, it was obvious he must be pretty special.’


Petchey and Angell were also fast convinced that they had a unique player on their hands in Cunningham. So much so that that they made allowances for him. He didn’t get drummed out of the club on account of his habitual lateness, or even on the occasions when he went missing altogether and would claim to have overslept. The steadfast Angell would always be there to put a paternal arm around his shoulders and to smooth things over with the other players whenever they complained about the preferential treatment Cunningham was getting.


‘Peter would stick up for Laurie and stand in his corner,’ says Fisher. ‘There was a special sort of love there which most guys, and most clubs, didn’t have. But George also looked into things a little deeper. I’m sure he’d have researched Laurie’s background and spoken to people about the challenges he’d had growing up. He’s a very decent, caring man and he had a real hatred of racism, so he was going to go out of his way to make an exception of Laurie.’


In his first few months at Orient, Cunningham turned out for the reserve team, being as raw as he was precocious. He was a self-contained lad, something of a loner and sat apart from the raucous dressing room banter. But he grew close to Fisher. The two of them would take off together after training and go to Kensington Market to shop for clothes. The introverted Cunningham came out of his shell whenever he dressed up. He had a particular fondness for forties-style double-breasted suits and wide-brimmed hats, a look he’d picked up from his favourite film stars, the song-and-dance men Gene Kelly and Fred Astaire.


‘With Laurie, it wasn’t like having a conversation with the archetypal footballer,’ says Fisher. ‘There were other things going on with him, different levels, and he was buzzing with ideas. He was very much into his poetry, for instance. You could sense that he wanted to do something different and also that there was this thing that was holding him back. I think he was scared to vocalise all these thoughts he had, inside and outside of football, because he feared he’d be laughed at or not taken seriously.


‘We’d go out together and after a few glasses of wine he’d loosen up and different things would come out. He would say that he’d had it pretty tough growing up, with racism and prejudice, and also that he hadn’t had much contact with his dad.’


The other great passion that lit a fire in Cunningham was dancing. He was as flamboyant and expressive on the dance floor as he was on the football pitch. It was as if this, too, unlocked something deep within him that he had to get out. No one ever saw him chat up girls, he was too shy for that, but they flocked around him whenever he danced. Sundays he’d go to a club in Tottenham called the Royal for the weekly funk night, and it was here that he was first drawn to a red-headed girl who also dressed in vintage clothes and appeared just as lost to the music as he did.


In most other respects, fifteen-year-old Jacqueline ‘Nicky’ Brown had come from a different world to Laurie Cunningham. She was white, well educated and had been born into a comfortably middle-class family in Camden, north London. Her father, Mike, was something of a showbiz entrepreneur and worked variously as a booking agent, stand-up comic and bit-part actor. He’d appeared as an extra in the popular ITV soap Coronation Street and was a well-known face on the London club and theatre circuit.


Nicky Brown was the kind of girl that stood out in a crowd. She was pretty, vivacious and self-assured. Her striking hair seemed to explode from her head in a wild shock. She was in her last year at school when she first met Cunningham and was already doing bits and pieces of part-time modelling and acting work. She’d come to the Royal that night with her then boyfriend, but found herself facing off with Cunningham on the dance floor.


‘He was suddenly there in front of me, and what a dancer he was,’ she recalls. ‘He was unbelievable, like he’d been born with rhythm. It was a stand-off – you did what the other person did and then added a move of your own. I joined in with him and we just connected straight away.’


Cunningham introduced himself to Brown as ‘Paul’ and since he was wearing a fifties work shirt with the Esso logo emblazoned across it, she assumed he was employed as a mechanic. The pair of them began to meet up at the Royal both on Sunday and Thursday nights, when they would jive to jazz records until the early hours of the next morning.


‘One night, we missed the night bus and he walked me and my friend home to Camden,’ says Brown. ‘We swapped phone numbers that night, but it was pure innocence. We’d go ice-skating or into Finsbury Park on a Friday afternoon where we’d take a portable stereo with us and practise dance moves together. It was all just good fun back then; we’d have a picnic and a peck on the cheek.’


The eighteen-year-old Laurie Cunningham was now on the verge of playing in Orient’s first team. As a young black man, he would be a rare, almost alien sight in the English Football League of the time. Ever since the formative years of the game during the Victorian era, only a handful of black players had represented British football clubs.


Arthur Wharton, a goalkeeper, became the first black professional footballer in England when he joined Rotherham from Preston in 1889. The first black outfield player was Walter Tull, who was born in Folkestone in 1888 to a Barbadian father and English mother. Tull made ten appearances for Tottenham Hotspur from 1909 and later enlisted in the army for the Great War, rising to the rank of Second Lieutenant in the 23rd Battalion. He survived the Battle of the Somme, but was killed in action during the spring offensive against the Germans in March 1918.


More recently, Albert Johanneson, a black South African, had signed for Don Revie’s Leeds United in 1961. Johanneson had completed a three-month trial at the club, having been told he’d have to pay his own fare home if unsuccessful. He became the first black player to appear in an FA Cup final when he turned out in Leeds’ 2-1 defeat to Liverpool in 1965. Yet his rewards from the game were scant and he was to die destitute in 1995. West Ham United, located just up the road from Orient in London’s East End, had groomed three black players during the sixties and early seventies. These were defender John Charles and two strikers, Clyde Best and Ade Coker. Best was the most prominent of the three and went on the make 186 appearances for the club up to 1976.


Laurie Cunningham joined this select group on 12 October 1974 when he made his debut for Orient against Oldham Athletic, coming on as a substitute in a 3-1 win at Brisbane Road. He made an instant impression, gliding past defenders as if they were static. It was one that was picked up by the London Weekend Television cameras, filming the game for the following afternoon’s The Big Match highlights show. Nicky Brown’s father, a keen football fan, was watching it the next day when she happened to walk into the room.


‘I looked at the TV and there was Paul taking a tracksuit off and running onto the pitch,’ she says. ‘I told my dad that they must have his name wrong. I said that I knew him and that he wasn’t called Laurie Cunningham. When he phoned later to arrange to go out, I wouldn’t talk to him. I told my mom to tell him he was a liar.


‘He came and sat on the wall outside our house for hours until Mom made me go out to him. He said his family called him Paul and that he’d told me that was his name because he saw me as a friend and that he hadn’t wanted me to think he was boasting about his football. He took me home with him that night and I met his family for the first time. I don’t think we were ever apart after that. I had to have a room at his house and he had one at mine.’


In his first full season at the club, Cunningham went on to make a further sixteen appearances for Orient, scoring one goal as the team finished the campaign in a secure mid-table position. Even then, people in the game had begun to speak of him as a shining prospect. On one of those Saturday afternoons, another black youngster who was then on Arsenal’s books came down to Brisbane Road to see what all the fuss was about. Brendon Batson remembers sitting next to Clyde Best in the main stand that day, the two of them looking on admiringly at Cunningham.


‘He was graceful, almost balletic, and so confident,’ says Batson. ‘He could go from a standing start to flat out like a Formula One car. He’d walk with the ball, almost inviting a challenge, and then he was gone. I thought he was quite extraordinary.’


In the tight circle of friends that Cunningham cultivated were Brown, Bobby Fisher and another of the other young Orient players, Tony Grealish, an Irishman who was known to one and all as ‘Paddy’. The four of them went everywhere together, heading into the West End to see Bruce Lee films or to support Brown when she did fashion shows at stores such as Selfridges. On afternoons after training, they’d go dancing at a club in Soho called Crackers. Another of their favourite haunts was a champagne bar on Oxford Street.


‘We used to enjoy making a scene there,’ says Bobby Fisher. ‘There was a big spiral staircase leading down to the bar and Paddy would go down first of all. He had long ginger hair and a big Viking beard, not the sort of person you’d normally see in that kind of place. Then I’d come down with my afro, a satin shirt and platform shoes. And after that Nicky would emerge in tight white trousers and knee-high boots.


‘The people who drank there were very middle class, very pukka, and they’d be staring at us. But Laurie was another thing altogether. A black guy in a champagne bar – that just didn’t happen. He’d make his entrance last of all, wearing a suit, a cravat, a fedora hat and carrying a cane. Once we’d all arrived, the manager would get up from his seat and salute us. You could see all the other customers thinking, “Who are these people?”’


Cunningham was also a man apart among his team-mates. He’d begun to take yoga and ballet lessons to help make him suppler, and before each game he’d take himself off to the kit room and warm up dancing to James Brown records. At home, he’d go out into the garden and practise with a ball until it got too dark for him to see what he was doing.


‘What he could do with a football was amazing,’ says Brown. ‘He’d keep it off the ground for nine, ten minutes at a time, and under total control. Or he’d kick it way up in the air and catch it under his chin. The first few times he tried that the ball would whack him in the face, but he’d stick at it for days on end.’


‘After a game on a Saturday, the typical footballer of the time would take his wife or girlfriend out to a steakhouse, sink a few pints of lager and be home in time to watch Match of the Day on the telly,’ says Fisher. ‘Laurie and Nicky would go off to a bar, have a glass of wine and then go home at 6.30 p.m. to get something to eat and have a nap. Then they’d get up again at midnight and go out dancing till five o’clock in the morning. He mixed with a completely different set of people.


‘On a Friday night, he’d go to a club in north London where they had these dance-offs for money. It was like a scene from Studio 54 in New York. This big group of girls and guys would form a circle around the dance floor and there would be Laurie in the middle of it all, dancing off against some other guy.’


The money Cunningham regularly received for winning such dancing competitions came in useful. He used it to pay off the fines Orient gave him just as frequently for reporting late to training or team meetings. On one occasion, he and Brown found themselves marooned after a night out, having spent all their money. Cunningham was due at training in a couple of hours, so Brown rang George Petchey and asked him to come and pick them up. The Orient manager – as he would always do – obliged his star player.


During the 1975–76 season, there would be no doubting Laurie Cunningham’s exalted status within the Orient team. The club once again finished in mid-table, but Cunningham brought to them the look of something exotic and an edge of excitement. He looked slight, frail even, as if a gust of wind might blow him over. But he was quick as a flash and would skip past opponents. He was a showman too, teasing defenders by beating them once and then turning back to bamboozle them all over again. He didn’t score many goals, just eight that season, but they were invariably of a kind to take supporters’ breath away.


‘Brisbane Road had one of the worst pitches in the division,’ says Orient fan Steve Jenkins. ‘The ground was brown, not green, so to see Laurie Cunningham come out and give some of the performances he did was amazing.


‘At that time, there were also some very uncompromising defenders in football, and he was getting hacked to pieces. However, I never saw him get involved in a fight. He used to get up, brush himself down and get on with it. I remember he scored one goal at Chelsea that was so good, both sets of fans applauded it – and also the Chelsea players and the referee.’


Cunningham’s eye-catching performances soon enough brought him wider recognition. Writing in the Sun newspaper, football reporter John Sadler suggested that Orient’s flying young winger was the best thing to happen to the British game since George Best. Mavis Cunningham had begun to keep a scrapbook that bulged with such pieces. On a clipping of the Orient team line-up for that season she highlighted her youngest son with an arrow and underneath it wrote a single word: ‘Star.’


Yet there was another, uglier kind of attention that was being focused on Cunningham and also Bobby Fisher that season. At almost every ground Orient visited away from Brisbane Road, the two players would be subjected to continuous racist abuse. This became so prevalent that it got to the point where the two of them would express surprise if they weren’t greeted with a chorus of monkey noises.


‘Laurie had got it when he was growing up and so had I, so it wasn’t a shock going into professional football, but it was barbaric,’ says Fisher. ‘As soon as we came out of the tunnel there’d be shouts of “black bastards” and “niggers”. And then, of course, there’d be bananas getting thrown onto the pitch. At some places we couldn’t go and take throw-ins, because you’d be too close to the crowd and people would try to grab you or spit at you.


‘You would also get racial slurs on the pitch from opposition players and the referees would often say things too. If Laurie was called a black bastard by a full-back, he’d fight back by putting the ball through his legs and making him look a fool. That would hurt them even more.’


‘Laurie and I had death threats – on the street, in clubs, everywhere,’ says Nicky Brown. ‘It could be very intimidating and frightening, but we dealt with it back to back. On the whole we tried to talk to people, so they’d think twice the next time they came across a mixed-race couple. The next option was to see if it was possible to walk away and if not, you’d have to stand your ground.’


These dark, savage undercurrents were ebbing and flowing through the country as a whole at a time when more than a million people found themselves out of work. The first Race Relations Act that passed through Parliament in 1976 was established to prevent discrimination on the grounds of race, colour or ethnicity. It appeared a significant step forward, but Britain was still very much a divided nation.


As a rule, ethnic workers – who were invariably doing blue-collar manual jobs – got paid less than their white counterparts and were often as not being denied union recognition. Parliament itself was then exclusively white, and of the Metropolitan Police’s 22,000-strong force, there were just seventy officers from an ethnic background. An extreme far-right political party, the National Front, had also emerged as an electoral power and advocated the forced repatriation of immigrants. In May 1976, the NF fielded 176 candidates in local elections across the UK.


The summer of ’76 brought a stifling heatwave to Britain; also, the touring West Indian cricket team came to play a five-match Test series against England. Prior to the series starting, the English cricket captain, Tony Greig, a South African by birth, had said his team intended to make their opponents ‘grovel’. Greig was made to eat his words. The dazzling West Indies side, which included a fearsome four-man fast-bowling attack and a dashing batsman, Viv Richards, crushed England 3-0.


There was no escaping the symbolic nature of this victory. Next to the thrilling and colourful West Indians, the English team appeared dull and staid, the stuffed-shirt remnants of an era turning to dust. The touring cricketers had struck a resounding blow for black pride in Britain. And at a time when black faces were barely seen on the country’s football terraces, thousands of jubilant West Indian supporters had turned out to see each of the test matches.


That summer also witnessed the founding of a new youth-led movement in the UK, Rock Against Racism. This was established in opposition to the National Front in the battle for hearts and minds on Britain’s streets. It was the brainchild of two men – Roger Huddle, a designer at the Socialist Worker newspaper, and a photographer and activist, Red Saunders. The pair of them had begun promoting a series of pub gigs in London under the RAR banner. These shows had British reggae groups such as Aswad and Misty in Roots playing alongside some of the emerging punk rock bands such as the Buzzcocks, the Ruts and Generation X.


‘Both Red and I thought you could fight the cultural battle through music,’ says Huddle. ‘Right from the start, we were going to have black and white united on the stage, no matter what. In our minds, there was hard racism and soft racism. The National Front discussed racism and used tactics. They were political thinkers and hard core. The people on the estates that voted for them did so because they felt completely powerless and blamed their neighbours.’


Rock Against Racism was given added impetus by a drunken speech the rock guitarist Eric Clapton had given at a concert in Birmingham on 5 August, during which he’d suggested that all of Britain’s ‘foreigners’ should be sent home. Like England’s cricketers when contrasted with the West Indians, next to the upcoming punk and reggae acts, Clapton appeared representative of British rock’s old guard. He was made to seem embarrassing, out of touch and time.


Later that month, Laurie Cunningham began a new football season with Orient, though he was destined not to finish it with them. He had started to enjoy his success at the club. He was now getting clothes made for him by a Jewish tailor in the East End and had bought his first car, a vintage Volvo that he’d picked up for £250 and customised with leopard-print seats.


On the pitch, he continued to be the team’s heartbeat and he was attracting scouts and coaches from First Division clubs. Orient’s near neighbours, West Ham United, were first to consider buying him, but they didn’t have the money. In the end, it was a team that he’d starred against the previous season that took the plunge: newly promoted West Bromwich Albion.


Cunningham made the last of his seventy-five appearances for Orient in a 2-0 defeat to the club he’d debuted against, Oldham, at Brisbane Road on 5 March 1977. Two days later, Orient accepted an offer of £110,000 for him from West Brom, and on the eve of his twenty-first birthday, Laurie Cunningham left home.




Chapter Two: Black Country


West Bromwich Albion’s home ground, the Hawthorns, is sited at a point equidistant between the town of Smethwick in the West Midlands and Handsworth in Birmingham. Smethwick and the clutch of other towns that lie within a two-mile radius to the north-west of the Birmingham conurbation were transformed into one of the centres of coal, iron and steel production in Britain during the Industrial Revolution of the 1800s. At that time of sweeping change the region was christened the Black Country on account of the thick, acrid smoke that poured out from its thousands of factory chimneys.


By the 1950s the Black Country’s coal deposits were almost exhausted, but it continued to be a base for heavy industry and manufacture. During the post-war boom years, the prospect of work brought more migrants to Birmingham and the West Midlands than to any other area of the UK outside of London. A substantial Asian population developed in Smethwick. In Handsworth and another of Birmingham’s inner-city districts, Balsall Heath, large Afro-Caribbean communities grew up. This influx soon stirred resentments and hostilities in a region that was predominantly working class and suffering from a general shortage of council housing, and later of jobs.


As early as 1962, race riots were reported in the Black Country town of Dudley. That summer, crowds of white men and youths rampaged along North Street in the town centre, which was largely populated by Afro-Caribbean and Asian families. One of the bitterest battles in the General Election of 1964 was fought in Smethwick. The Conservative candidate, Peter Griffiths, bucked the national trend in unseating the incumbent Labour MP and Foreign Secretary-designate, Patrick Gordon Walker. Griffiths ran an anti-immigration campaign, claiming his rival was soft on the issue. In the lead-up to the poll, posters began to appear around the town stating, ‘If you want a nigger for a neighbour – vote Labour.’ Griffiths later maintained that these were not of his doing. The incoming Labour Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, nevertheless suggested in a speech to the House of Commons that Griffiths should ‘serve his time here as a parliamentary leper’.


Among Griffiths’s first acts was an incitement to the white residents of Marshall Street, one the town’s most populous addresses, to urge the local council to buy up its remaining houses to stop immigrants from moving into them. Such was the furore this created that Malcolm X, the black American civil rights leader, was prompted to visit to Smethwick. He arrived in the town on 12 February 1965, just nine days before he was assassinated in New York City.


Griffiths declined an invitation to meet and debate the issue with the visiting American. When asked why he had come to the town by an accompanying BBC news reporter, Malcolm X said: ‘Because I am disturbed by reports that coloured people in Smethwick are being treated badly. I have heard that they are being treated as the Jews under Hitler.’


Perhaps most notorious of all was the infamous ‘rivers of blood’ speech given by another West Midlands MP, the Conservative firebrand Enoch Powell, to a group of party members in Birmingham on 20 April 1968. Powell told an approving audience of his fear that ‘in this country in fifteen or twenty years’ time the black man will have the whip hand over the white man.’ He went on to paint an apocalyptic vision of the future, quoting from the ancient Roman poet Virgil’s epic, the Aeneid: ‘As I look ahead I am filled with foreboding. Like the Roman, I seem to see the “River Tiber foaming with much blood”.’


A poll in the local Birmingham Post newspaper the next day suggested that 80 per cent of local people agreed with Powell’s sentiments. However, these were not tolerable in the mainstream political arena and Powell was sacked from his post as Shadow Defence Secretary by the Tory leader, Edward Heath. He would conduct the rest of his career from the margins.


The month after Powell gave his speech, West Bromwich Albion defeated Everton 1-0 in the FA Cup final at Wembley. It was the fifth time the club had won the trophy in its history and was its last major honour to date. Founded as West Bromwich Strollers in 1878 by a group of local factory workers, ten years later the club became one of the dozen founding members of the English Football League. The Albion, as they were known from 1880, finished in sixth place in that first fledgling season and since then have been crowned champions of the League on just the one occasion – for the 1919–20 campaign that immediately followed the Great War.


Albion moved to the Hawthorns in 1900. The club’s official nickname, the Throstles, also originated at this time. It was a local term for the Song Thrush, a bird that was commonly found nesting in the Hawthorn bushes that gave the ground its name. Yet among their supporters the Albion would most often be referred to as the Baggies. This dates from 1905 and is attributed to the fact that on match days at that time, a pair of gatekeepers would gather up the takings in large cloth bags and be escorted with them to an office under the main stand. Their appearance gave rise to a chant from the terraces, ‘Here come the bag men!’, and this evolved into, ‘Here come the baggies!’


The afterglow from the club’s ’68 triumph was soon dimmed and they were relegated to the Second Division in 1973 under the dour management of Don Howe, a former Albion player who’d been coach when Arsenal won a League and FA Cup double just two years before. Howe was dismissed in 1975 and replaced by a player-manager, Johnny Giles. An Irishman, Giles had joined Matt Busby’s Manchester United straight from school in Dublin. He made his first-team debut as an eighteen-year-old in the aftermath of the Munich air crash of 1958 that had decimated the club’s playing staff. Yet Giles was best known as the midfield fulcrum of Don Revie’s fiercely competitive Leeds United side of the late sixties and early seventies. His last game for Leeds before joining Albion had been their 2-0 European Cup final defeat to the German champions, Bayern Munich.


Giles’s Albion tenure had started slowly, with just a single win coming from his first ten games in charge. However, he’d gradually imposed himself on the club, introducing a methodical style of possession football and securing promotion back to the First Division on the final day of the 1975–76 season. His promotion-winning side was made up of a core group of seasoned professionals that had been brought to the club by his immediate predecessor and also by the man Don Howe had succeeded, Alan Ashman. To this, Giles had added a sprinkling of promising youngsters from Albion’s youth team.


Of the younger team members, the most notable were an eighteen-year-old local lad, full-back Derek Statham, and twenty-year-old Bryan Robson. An all-action midfielder, Robson would go on to captain England. The more experienced group included a couple of dogged centre-halves, John Wile and Alistair Robertson, and the midfield pairing of Len Cantello and Tony Brown. The latter of these had been at the club since 1963 and was nicknamed ‘Bomber’ on account of his charging runs into opposition penalty areas. Then there was a fleet-footed Glaswegian named Willie Johnston. A skilful winger, Johnston was also a genuine maverick. He put his shocking disciplinary record down to the fact that he believed in getting his retaliation in first against opposition defenders. Johnston had also been cautioned for such infractions as kicking a referee up the backside and taking a swig from a can of beer during a game. In one particularly memorable exchange with a supporter, Johnston negotiated the sale of a greenhouse.


‘I’d let it be known that I was looking to buy one and a young lad sitting in a corner of the ground, right on the track-side, began shouting out to me that he had one to sell,’ recalls Johnston. ‘I started talking to him about a price while the game was going on and in between taking corner kicks. It took me a couple of weeks, but I eventually bargained him down from £80 to £45.’


Back in the First Division that season, the team had more than held its own under Giles and were looking at a top-ten finish. At the point of signing Laurie Cunningham, West Brom were in the middle of a five-match winning run, having seen off local rivals Birmingham City and Derby County, and won at Arsenal in their three most recent games. A stickler for discipline, Giles had developed an excellent team spirit and was universally adored by his players.


‘He was a hard man, but fair too,’ says Alistair Robertson. ‘He used to say, “I’ll tell you once, I’ll tell you twice, but don’t let me have to tell you a third time.” If there was a third occasion, you wouldn’t be in the team, simple as that. We were all given a specific job to do. He’d say to John Wile and me, “If you two were good passers of the ball, you’d be midfielders. But you’re not, are you? You win tackles and headers, and when you’ve got the ball, give it to me because I’m able to do something with it.”’


‘John knew the game inside out and his man-management skills were second to none,’ adds Len Cantello. ‘Earlier that season we’d got beaten 7-0 at Ipswich and he’d stopped the bus on the way home and got the beers in.’


Laurie Cunningham had been recommended to Giles by Ronnie Allen, Albion’s chief scout. Allen had been a striker for club in the 1950s and was still then West Brom’s record goal scorer. The week of his arrival, Giles pitched Cunningham straight into the first team. He made his debut in a 2-0 win at Tottenham on 12 March 1977 and in doing so became the first black player to represent the club. In its report on the match, the Birmingham Post declared: ‘Cunningham played the sort of dream game that suggests Johnny Giles has got himself a bargain.’


Four days later, Cunningham made his first appearance at the Hawthorns in a midweek fixture against Ipswich Town. Albion won the return match against their early season conquerors that night 4-0, with Bryan Robson scoring a hat-trick and Cunningham netting his first goal for the club. By the end of the game, Albion’s supporters had begun to chant his name, instantly won over by his dancing feet.


However, there were few other bright sparks to savour at that time for people in the Black Country. The economic woes afflicting Britain as a whole were hitting the area hard, and the outlook for its blue collar workforce – then the foundation of any football club’s fan base – seemed especially bleak and unforgiving. Soaring inflation led to a series of bitter industrial disputes, as management attempted to keep down wage rises and unions called mass walk-outs in protest. It was a vicious circle that accounted for ten-million working days being lost to strike action that year. A significant number of these came at the British Leyland car plant in Longbridge, Birmingham, where union leaders had adopted an especially militant stance.
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